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Introduction

Who Is Waterford.org™?
Waterford.org is a national early education nonprofit that 
provides research-backed PreK–2nd grade reading, math, 
and science programs that children can use wherever 
they learn. Our tailored programs help children reach 
critical milestones by 3rd grade, laying the foundation 
for future success for every child. 

Waterford Mission Statement
Waterford combines the science of learning, the power 
of mentoring, and the promise of technology to build 
family and community partnerships that deliver access, 
excellence, and equity in early education for all children.

Waterford Beliefs
	⦁ Ensuring positive early learning experiences is the 
foundation for a lifetime of growth and success.

	⦁ Working together, caring adults at school and at home help 
children build confidence, curiosity, and a sense of belonging.

	⦁ Individualizing instruction meets every child’s needs, improves 
engagement, and accelerates learning.

	⦁ Acting on research and data that are valid, reliable, and inclusive 
leads to better learning outcomes.

	⦁ Leveraging innovative technologies is essential to delivering 
excellence and equity for all children.

	⦁ Providing equitable access to evidence-based programs  
and resources gives all children the opportunity to thrive.

Proven outcomes

Rooted in research

Culturally relevant curriculu
m

ex

clusive focus on early learning

nonprofit

Deep commitment to
 family empowerment

40
years
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Waterford Early Learning™ 

Waterford Early Learning is an evidence-based 
supplemental early learning program that engages 
PreK–2nd grade learners with research-based, 
adaptive instruction in reading, math, and science. 

Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum helps 
children reach critical literacy milestones by 3rd 
grade, laying the foundation for their future success. 
Developed beginning in the early 1990s and first 
released in 1998, the reading curriculum provides a 
comprehensive, adaptive digital curriculum for  
PreK–2nd grade students along with supporting resources and 
actionable data for educators and families.

The initial content for Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum 
was developed in consultation with Dr. Marilyn Jager Adams and 
in alignment with the principles set forth in her landmark book 
Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning About Print (1990). In 
addition, recommendations from the National Research Council 
(1998), the National Reading Panel (2000), the National Early Literacy 
Panel (2008), and the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) K–3 Reading 
Practice Guide (Foorman et al., 2016) have guided the reading 
curriculum development. These major research syntheses emphasize 
the importance of phonological awareness, phonics, vocabulary, 
fluency, and comprehension as critical components of effective 
reading instruction. Through the years, Waterford has relied on the 
work of many experts in the field of reading development, including 
Ehri, Torgersen, Stanovich, Snow, Beck, Moats, Kilpatrick, and Dehaene.

Today, the model is the same—providing students with effective 
instruction while empowering the educators and families that support 
them in their learning journeys through learning science, innovative 
technologies, and home, school, and community partnerships that 
deliver excellence and equity for all learners.
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Research Basis
How the Brain Learns to Read
For most young children, learning to speak unfolds naturally through 
exposure to oral language. By contrast, learning to read requires years 
of intentional instruction. In other words, the human brain is wired for 
speech but must be deliberately trained to read (Lyons, 1998). 

Today, we are living in the midst of what neuroscientist Stanislas 
Dehaene calls a “neuroscientific revolution” in which emerging brain 
imaging technologies increasingly reveal how the brain’s reading 
network is formed and how it functions. An introductory view of how 
the brain learns to identify written words in three stages—pictorial, 
phonological, and orthographic (Frith, 1985)—provides a good 
starting point.

The Brain’s Reading Network
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Pictorial Stage 

As they build oral language skills, young children learn the 
pronunciations and meanings of thousands of words. This information 
is stored in separate areas of the brain (Willingham, 2017), represented 
by the meaning and oral language puzzle pieces shown on the 
previous page. As they begin to attend to printed language, and before 
they have significant knowledge of letter-sound relationships, children 
enter the pictorial stage of word identification. During this stage, 
children rely heavily on the brain’s visual system, perceiving words as 
wholes with little or no regard to letters and the sounds they represent.

They learn to identify a limited number of words based on their overall 
visual appearance, often depending on font, color, and logos typically 
associated with those words (think environmental print such as STOP 
or McDonald’s). Students may also identify some high-frequency 
words (me, the, etc.) or familiar words such as their own name. The 
word identification processes that characterize the pictorial stage 
are insufficient for the development of proficient reading. The lack of 
correlation between visual memory tasks and word-level reading tasks 
(Kilpatrick, 2015) is evidence that reading is not simply a visual task. 
Learning to read in an alphabetic system such as English requires the 
coordination of additional systems within the brain. 

Phonological Stage

During the phonological stage, children decode words, isolating 
individual letters within a word and associating them with speech 
sounds in grapheme-to-phoneme conversions. This allows the child 
to identify the pronunciation of the printed word (retrieved from the 
oral language area of the brain), which then activates its meaning. 
However, the connections between these areas of the brain are not 
prewired. Neural pathways must be established through effective 
instruction and extensive practice. In the phonological stage, the child 
is beginning to read, but the ability to decode print is not sufficient to 
produce fluent reading.
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Orthographic Stage

Finally, in the orthographic stage, children begin to recognize an 
increasing number of words automatically, freeing the brain from the 
cognitive load required for decoding those words letter by letter. What 
makes this shift from methodical decoding to instant recognition of 
words possible? The answer is that learning to read literally changes 
the brain. In response to the unique demands presented by reading 
acquisition, a specialized area is developed within the brain’s visual 
system—the visual word form area, referred to as the “letterbox” by 
Stanislas Dehaene (2009). Learning to read “transform[s] some of the 
visual structures of our brain in order to turn them into a specialized 
interface between vision and language” (Dehaene, 2011, p. 20). 

The brain’s letterbox supports orthographic mapping, the process that 
permanently bonds the speech sounds in a word (phonemes) with the 
spellings of those sounds (graphemes) and anchors the word’s spelling 
to its pronunciation and meaning. The word is now a sight word for the 
reader; it is instantly recognizable and no longer requires decoding. 

As a result of the orthographic mapping process, a proficient reader 
can instantly recognize between 30,000 and 80,000 words (Moats, 
2010). Again, the necessary neuronal pathways for this process are 
not pre-paved. They must be forged through instruction and practice. 
As a student develops reading fluency, activity in the area of the 
brain that supports decoding decreases as activity in the letterbox 
(central to the mapping process) increases. It is important to note that 
orthographic memory is not visual memory. Instead, it is letter-by-
letter, sound-symbol memory. Studies reveal that even the most fluent 
readers still attend to the letter-sound correspondences within words 
(Kilpatrick, 2015). 

In summary, when a reader encounters a novel word, they rely on 
decoding to identify it. As the word is identified, its pronunciation and 
then its meaning are activated. When the same reader encounters 
a word that has already been added to long-term memory through 
the orthographic mapping process, the word is instantly recognized, 
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automatically activating the pronunciation and meaning of the word. 
The orthographic mapping process makes fluent reading possible. 

When young children begin to read, their brains are maximally plastic. 
With the “right type of training” (Shaywitz & Shaywitz, 2020), the 
process of learning to read creates neural pathways between the visual 
areas and language areas in the brain’s left hemisphere. In the words 
of Maryann Wolf, “We can learn to read only because the brain has this 
capacity to change” (Wolf, 2007).

Frameworks for Literacy Instruction
Two literacy instruction frameworks, the Simple View of Reading 
and Scarborough’s Reading Rope, are particularly relevant. These 
frameworks align well with the findings of modern neuroscience 
despite the fact that they pre-date much of that research. 

Developed by Gough and Tunmer (1986), the Simple View of Reading 
states that reading comprehension is the product of word recognition 
and language comprehension. 

Struggles in either or both of these areas will negatively affect reading 
comprehension. The Simple View of Reading framework is referenced 
widely by those who seek to align instruction with the science of 
reading. Recent research has confirmed that word recognition and 
language comprehension account for almost all variance in reading 
comprehension (Lonigan et al., 2018). Word recognition skills help 
students lift words from the page, answering the question, “What 
do the words say?” Language comprehension skills help students 

The Simple View of Reading

Phonics FluencyPhonological
Awareness

Comprehension
& Vocabulary

Language
Concepts

Communication

Word
Recognition

Language
Comprehension

Reading
Comprehension× =
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answer the question, “What do the words mean?” When students can 
answer these questions in connection with a particular text, reading 
comprehension is the product. 

Scarborough’s Reading Rope (Scarborough, 2001) elaborates on the 
Simple View of Reading by identifying component skills within the two 
domains of word recognition and language comprehension. 

Foundational word recognition skills are woven together to support 
increasingly automatic reading, while language comprehension skills 
work together so that reading can become increasingly strategic.

Use → this checklist to consider how your instruction is aligned with 
research-based practices. For more information about the science of 
reading and how Waterford’s reading curriculum is aligned with the 
research, see → The Science of Reading: From Research to Instruction.

Scarborough’s Reading Rope

https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/e9efadcd0c5e15cc7bf6b64f292d37d3
https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/e5aac98b96c16def8bd77aec587b57a4
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Reading Curriculum
Instructional Strands for Literacy
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is rooted in the science 
of reading, as described throughout this document, and organized 
around a systematic, explicit, and research-based scope and sequence 
for six instructional strands for literacy. 

The National Reading Panel conducted a review of several hundred 
studies to determine what makes effective reading instruction, 
particularly in the critical years from kindergarten through 3rd grade. 
The chart below shows the alignment of Waterford Early Learning’s 
instructional strands for literacy with the five essential components of 
reading identified by the National Reading Panel (2000).

Comprehension
& Vocabulary

Phonological
Awareness

Communication

FluencyLanguage
Concepts

Phonics

Waterford Early Learning’s Six Instructional Strands for Literacy
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National Reading Panel: 
Five Essential 
Components

Waterford Early 
Learning: Instructional 

Strands for Literacy

Phonemic Awareness
The ability to hear and manipulate 
individual phonemes in spoken words

Phonological Awareness
A broader set of skills that includes the 
ability to hear and manipulate units 
of sounds, including syllables, onset/
rime, and individual phonemes, in 
spoken words

Phonics
Knowledge of the connections 
between letters and sounds (phoneme-
grapheme relationships) that allows 
students to read and spell words

Phonics
Knowledge of the connections 
between letters and sounds (phoneme-
grapheme relationships) that allows 
students to read and spell words

Fluency
The ability to read text at an 
appropriate rate, with accuracy 
and expression

Fluency
The ability to read text at an 
appropriate rate, with accuracy 
and expression

Vocabulary
Knowledge of word meanings

Comprehension & Vocabulary
The ability to make meaning from text, 
based on a foundation of vocabulary 
knowledge and content knowledgeComprehension

The ability to make meaning from text

Language Concepts
The understanding of how written 
language is organized

Communication
The ability to share and receive 
information through the four domains 
of language: reading, writing, listening, 
and speaking 
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Instructional Strand Overview Guides
The Instructional Strand Overview Guides linked below provide 
detailed information about each strand and include the 
following sections:

	⦁ 	Research-Based Principles

	⦁ 	Skills Development

	⦁ 	Waterford Instruction

	⦁ 	Waterford Resources

	⦁ 	Waterford Instructional Routines

  → Phonological Awareness 

Overview Guide

  → Comprehension  

& Vocabulary  

Overview Guide

  → Phonics Overview Guide

  → Language Concepts 

Overview Guide

  → Fluency Overview Guide

  → Communication 

Overview Guide

https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5283/5283.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5283/5283.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5286/5286.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5286/5286.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5286/5286.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5284/5284.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5287/5287.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5287/5287.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5285/5285.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5288/5288.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5288/5288.pdf
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Research in Action 
Waterford Early Learning’s instructional strands for literacy align 
with the Simple View of Reading (Gough and Tunmer, 1986) and 
Scarborough’s Reading Rope (Scarborough, 2001), providing research-
based learning experiences to build the word recognition and 
language comprehension skills that are woven together to produce 
proficient reading.

Waterford Early Learning’s Instructional Strands for Literacy 
Aligned with the Simple View of Reading

Phonics FluencyPhonological
Awareness

Comprehension
& Vocabulary

Language
Concepts

Communication

Word
Recognition

Language
Comprehension

Reading
Comprehension× =

Waterford Early Learning’s Instructional Strands for Literacy 
Aligned with Scarborough’s Reading Rope
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Through the reading curriculum, students develop foundational 
phonological awareness and phonics skills. They combine and apply 
those skills to develop proficiency in word recognition through word 
mapping practice that supports the brain’s orthographic mapping 
process to build a large bank of sight words, making fluent reading 
possible. 

In parallel, the reading curriculum fosters language comprehension 
by developing vocabulary and background knowledge, building 
student understanding of how written language is organized, and 
providing structured practice with communication skills. Our eBook 
→ Get Practical with the Science of Reading: A short guide for early 
childhood educators includes more details.

Principles of Effective Instruction
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum follows a structured 
literacy approach in which instruction is explicit, systematic, 
cumulative, diagnostic, and responsive (Spear-Swerling, 2018). 

Explicit instruction is clear and direct and includes guided and 
independent practice, prompt feedback, scaffolding, distributed 
practice, and ongoing review. 

Principles of Effective Instruction

https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/b088a0f84f60e480aec60529b9cef658
https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/b088a0f84f60e480aec60529b9cef658
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Systematic instruction is carefully planned and ordered so that there 
are no gaps in understanding; concepts are broken into component 
skills so that they can be more easily learned.

Cumulative instruction builds logically from simple to more 
complex; skills learned today serve as a support for what students will 
learn tomorrow.

Diagnostic instruction gathers actionable data through 
ongoing assessment.

Responsive instruction is tailored to meet the needs of each learner 
and adapts to meet the changing needs of individual learners. 

Program Efficacy
Waterford Early Learning* is built on strong research-
based principles, and efficacy studies demonstrate that 
Waterford’s research-based instruction drives measurable 
learning outcomes. → Waterford conducts regular third-
party research studies to evaluate the effectiveness of the 
reading curriculum. Over the past 10 years, Waterford has 
conducted 53 studies—32 of which are peer-reviewed or 
evaluated by a board of researchers not affiliated with the 
organization. 

Waterford Early Learning meets the highest levels of → ESSA 
efficacy as evidenced by numerous research studies, including three 
randomized control trial studies published in the prestigious What 
Works Clearinghouse. Results consistently demonstrate effectiveness 
regardless of school or district size, location, or demographics.

Across all studies evaluating Waterford Early Learning over the past 
10 years, students exhibit an average reading effect size of 0.47. This is 
nearly twice as large as the effect size criterion of 0.25, the cutoff that is 
widely considered to indicate a meaningful impact on student learning 
(What Works Clearinghouse, 2022). 

Proven outcomes

Rooted in research

Culturally relevant curriculu
m

ex

clusive focus on early learning

nonprofit

Deep commitment to
 family empowerment

40
years

*Children have accessed the reading curriculum through Waterford 
Early Learning, Waterford Reading Academy, Waterford Early Reading 
Program, and Waterford Upstart. Though research studies reference 
these different names, they all represent the same curriculum.

https://www.waterford.org/research/
https://www.waterford.org/research/
https://23416035.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/23416035/01.%20eDocs/Research%20Studies/Waterford%20ESSA%20Overview%202023.pdf
https://23416035.fs1.hubspotusercontent-na1.net/hubfs/23416035/01.%20eDocs/Research%20Studies/Waterford%20ESSA%20Overview%202023.pdf
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Scope and Sequence
The → scope and sequence for Waterford Early Learning’s reading 
curriculum outlines the skills taught within each of the instructional 
strands. The reading curriculum includes:

	⦁ 2,000+ learning objectives

	⦁ 	7,000+ digital activities

	⦁ 180+ instructional songs

	⦁ 250+ decodable, narrative,  
and informational books

	⦁ 225+ hours of instruction

Waterford Early Learning’s reading 
curriculum has a greater depth and 
breadth of content than many other 
solutions. The adaptive learning path 
includes more than 2,000 explicit 
reading lessons and over 7,000 
individual activities that are organized in a systematic, research-based 
sequence that keeps young learners engaged and on the edge of their 
learning curve.

An extensive library of print resources to accompany the instruction 
provided in the adaptive learning path and to support learning in 
the classroom and at home is available in Waterford Early Learning’s 
→ Resources & Activities. The → Types of Resources document serves 
as an overview of contents of the resource library.

Scope and Sequence

To experience Waterford Early Learning firsthand, 
please request a demo account. Without a demo 
account or other Waterford account, you will 
not be able to access the program hyperlinks 
(displayed in orange) in this guide.

https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/2885/2885.pdf
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5139/5139.pdf
https://www.waterford.org/reading-academy/#request-demo


Reading Curriculum    15

Adaptive Learning Path
The heart of Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is the 
adaptive PreK–2nd grade learning path, available to students at school 
and at home.

Students begin their experience with the adaptive learning path by 
taking an initial → placement assessment to determine the optimal 
starting point for instruction. From that point forward, progress is 
proficiency-based. Each student’s adaptive learning path continuously 
responds to individual needs, adjusting to provide reteaching, 
remediation, or acceleration. Embedded, formative assessments 
drive the learning path, generating actionable data for educators that 
highlights achievements and identifies areas where reinforcement and 
intervention may be needed. → Watch this video for an introduction 
to how Waterford Early Learning’s adaptive learning path tailors 
instruction to meet each student’s needs.

Levels and Segments
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is organized in three 
levels: Pre-Reading, Basic Reading, and Fluent Reading. There are three 
segments within each level as follows:

	⦁ 	Pre-Reading 1

	⦁ 	Pre-Reading 2

	⦁ 	Pre-Reading 3

	⦁ 	Basic Reading 1

	⦁ 	Basic Reading 2

	⦁ 	Basic Reading 3

	⦁ 	Fluent Reading 1

	⦁ 	Fluent Reading 2

	⦁ 	Fluent Reading 3

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccnaECb4RpE
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Learning Objectives
Instruction is organized by learning objectives. The graphic below 
illustrates the structure of a typical learning objective within the 
reading curriculum. 

Most learning objectives begin with an embedded skill check (pre-
assessment) activity. If a student demonstrates proficiency with the 
skill, the adaptive learning path provides them with activities that 
extend and apply their knowledge or move them ahead to the next 
skill in the learning path. Students who need practice with the skill 
work through the learning objective, which includes explicit instruction 
and embedded scaffolded feedback that meets their unique needs as 
they engage in productive struggle. At the conclusion of the learning 
objective, students who need more practice enter an intervention cycle 
that provides additional support. 

Waterford’s Proficiency-Based Adaptive Learning Path
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Example of Learning Objective Path

Skill: Word Pattern -at

1. Skill Check
2. Introduction 

I DO
3. Explicit Instruction  

I DO

Key Word Screening Word Pattern Introduction Word Blending Spell and Blend

4. Guided Practice 
WE DO

5. Independent 
Practice/Application 

YOU DO
6. Skill Check

Word Pattern Spelling Word Pattern Spelling
Matt’s Hat:  

Readable Book
Key Word Screening

For all students, skills are revisited periodically to ensure retention and 
to deepen learning. An example learning objective is illustrated below:

→ This resource provides information about the learning objectives 
students encounter in each segment of the reading curriculum along 
with the percentage requirements for demonstrating proficiency 
for each objective. Objectives with a mastery requirement of “0” are 
designed to provide initial exposure to concepts that will be revisited 
and mastered later.

https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/2808/2808.pdf


Reading Curriculum    18

Pacing
The adaptive learning path delivers instruction at a pace that is tailored 
to each student’s needs. Because progression is proficiency-based, 
students will move through the instruction at different rates.

The → Usage and Milestones resource serves as a pacing guide 
that outlines

	⦁ 	weekly usage recommendations for each grade level;

	⦁ 	average end-of-month locations in the adaptive learning path when 
the usage recommendations are followed; and

	⦁ milestone skills students will acquire in each level of the program in 
alignment with grade-level expectations.

End-of-year goals can be set and adjusted in → Courses & Goals and 
monitored in the → Progress Graph Dashboard.

Scaffolded Support, Review, and Remediation
As students practice skills in their adaptive learning path, scaffolded 
support is scaled to meet individual needs. These supports do not 
simply provide the correct answer, but instead guide students to 
confirm or self-correct their thinking to arrive at and select the correct 
answer. As students grow in proficiency, scaffolding is decreased.

Review and reinforcement are built into the adaptive learning path for 
all students. Here are some examples:

	⦁ Letters and letter sounds are taught individually and are grouped for 
systematic review and reinforcement. 

	⦁ 	Decodable books provide review and reinforcement of previously 
taught phonics patterns and Power Words.

	⦁ 	Comprehension strategies are reviewed and reinforced as they are 
applied to increasingly complex texts. 

https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/4973/4973.pdf
https://teacher.waterford.org/goals/classes
https://teacher.waterford.org/teacher-dashboards/students/erp/progress-graph
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If students need support as they review skills, corrective feedback, 
explicit reteaching, and new practice items are automatically provided 
to address any gaps in retention.

Instruction in the adaptive learning path is organized around a real-
time feedback loop of formative assessment, adapted instruction, 
further formative assessment, and further adapted instruction. This 
ongoing embedded assessment drives the adaptive learning path 
for each student, seamlessly triggering reteaching and remediation 
as needed. 

If a student does not demonstrate proficiency after instruction and 
practice, reteaching and remediation can happen in one or more ways: 

	⦁ Relevant foundational skills are revisited immediately or at a 
prescribed time later in the adaptive learning path.

	⦁ The skill is reintroduced at a prescribed time later in the adaptive 
learning path.

	⦁ The skill is practiced in a new context immediately or at a later time 
in the adaptive learning path.

Following reteaching and remediation, the skill is assessed again. 
Multiple cycles of remediation are triggered as needed. Tailored 
instruction and positive reinforcement help students build the 
competence and confidence that fuel growth mindsets, intrinsic 
motivation, and a love of learning.

For example, after letter recognition is assessed, students 
receive additional instruction in letters for which they have not 
demonstrated proficiency.

Families and educators also have access to data to support each child’s 
learning. The dashboard couples with the objective details and area 
of difficulty reports, allowing the adults supporting each child to have 
the data to provide further intervention and support. → Resources & 
Activities include a library of print and digital resources to support this 
one-on-one or small-group intervention.

https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
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Informational books 
featured in Waterford 
Early Learning’s math 
and science curriculum 
can be accessed in PDF 
format in → Resources 
& Activities and 
used in conjunction 
with the reading 
curriculum to build 
the vocabulary and 
background knowledge 
that are the key 
supports for reading 
comprehension.

Sing a Rhyme Book:
The Apple Tree

Read with Me Book:
Magnifying Glass

Library of Books
Waterford Early Learning includes a library of more than 
300 carefully crafted books. A full index of Waterford 
titles, including informational books featured in 
Waterford Early Learning’s math and science curriculum, 
is available in the → Book Readability resource.

Waterford Early Learning helps all children see 
themselves as readers and build motivation and 
confidence in engaging with books. At the earliest 
age and skill levels, books are presented as read-aloud 
experiences. As they build skills, children engage in 
independent reading with increasingly complex texts. 

The reading curriculum includes a range of different 
types of books that are built to serve different 
instructional purposes. A combination of decodable 
texts, narrative texts, and knowledge-building 
informational texts addresses the components of the 
Simple View of Reading (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) and 
Scarborough’s Reading Rope (2001).

Sing a Rhyme songs and books help students learn 
about the rhythm of language as they build print 
concepts, rhyme, and letter recognition skills.

Read with Me books engage students in visual and 
auditory exploration with letter recognition and 
letter sounds.

Power Words Readable books help students build 
fluency with a group of the most common high-
frequency words (for example, is, a, I). Waterford 
Early Learning includes → Power Words, which are 
high-frequency words and other common words that 
support students’ independent reading of books and 
are explicitly taught before they are encountered 

https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/books-prek-2-/60/60.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/books-prek-2-/45/45.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/1664/1664.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/3425/3425.pdf
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Traditional Tale Book:
Anansi and the 
Seven Yam Hills

Read-Along Book: 
Mine

Readable Book:
Dev and His New Pet

Read-Along Book: 
Mine

Readable Book: 
Dev and His New Pet

Traditional Tale Book: 
Anansi and the 
Seven Yam Hills

in decodable texts. Instruction is focused on the 
phoneme-grapheme correspondences within each 
Power Word.

Readable books are specifically crafted with 
phonetically controlled language to help early readers 
practice and reinforce their phonics skills by decoding 
words using the principles they have learned. This series 
of books begins with a focus on CVC words and early 
Power Words and progresses to include more complex 
skills such as long vowels, vowel teams, r-controlled 
vowels, and multisyllabic words. Readable books are 
placed systematically within the adaptive learning path 
to ensure that they are fully decodable when they are 
encountered by students.

Review Readable books are a group of decodable 
books (one for each unit) that include the phoneme-
grapheme correspondences and Power Words for that 
unit. These opportunities for cumulative review and 
reinforcement help early readers build fluency and 
aid retention.

Read-Along books focus on vocabulary development 
and comprehension. The narrators of these books 
incorporate variations in pitch, tone, and pace to model 
fluent reading that students can follow.

Traditional Tale books are based on narratives passed 
down orally or through written means, often rooted in 
cultural heritage. They feature a clear story structure 
and central message.

Informational books, featured in the reading and the 
math and science adaptive learning paths, are designed 
to provide factual and educational content in a clear 
and engaging way to help students build content 
knowledge and vocabulary, the foundational building 
blocks for comprehension. 

https://resources.waterford.org/books-prek-2-/1256/1256.pdf
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Chapter books are longer-form narratives that provide a 
more in-depth and sequential storytelling structure.

Hero Series books are biographies that highlight 
individuals who have positively impacted our world. 

Waterford Early Learning’s library of engaging narrative 
and informational texts builds the foundational reading 
skills that lead to reading fluency and, in parallel, builds 
vocabulary and background knowledge to foster 
reading comprehension.

Experiences with Waterford digital books include a 
variety of embedded supports, including: 

	⦁ Preview activities for Readable Books that provide 
guided practice with decoding and serve as a 
“first read”

	⦁ Title-page audio that sets the purpose for reading

	⦁ Clickable words for support in decoding individual 
words and using spelling patterns to decode groups 
of words

	⦁ Clickable words to support vocabulary development 

	⦁ “Inspector Detector” audio that models a think-aloud 
approach to support students in self-monitoring 
of comprehension

	⦁ The ability to move forward and back between 
pages to explore the text independently for 
multiple readings

For additional reading practice in the classroom and at 
home, the full library of books is also available in digital 
format as well as PDF format (in English and Spanish) 
in → Resources & Activities.

Chapter Book: 
Violeta

Hero Series Book: 
Defying Gravity 

The Story of Mae 
Jemison

Informational Book: 
Star Pictures

https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/books-prek-2-/3756/3756.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/4613/4613.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/books-prek-2-/2038/2038.pdf
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Chapter Book: 
Title

Content Development Cycle
Waterford creates instructional content that is: 

	⦁ Research-based, rooted in the science of reading

	⦁ Aligned to skills

	⦁ Engaging and relevant 

	⦁ Accessible to learners

	⦁ Invitational and empowering for children, families, and educators

The reading curriculum uses the Waterford Universal Skills Library, 
which identifies 635 discrete skills for literacy development and 
the order in which they should be learned, moving from simple 
to complex. For details on skill areas, please see the → skills 
taught documents.

Developing instructional content for Waterford Early Learning is 
based on a continuous cycle. The teams within our Curriculum and 
Instruction department design research-aligned learning experiences, 
create engaging visuals, and ensure 
the efficacy of the content. The teams 
within our Product and Technology 
departments make the digital activities 
intuitive and accessible and do the 
coding work to bring the instruction 
to life.

Central to the content development 
cycle is a focus on meeting the diverse 
needs of the students we serve. See the 
→ Reaching All Learners section of this 
overview guide to learn more.

Waterford’s Content Development Cycle

https://help.waterford.org/resources/teacher-guides
https://help.waterford.org/resources/teacher-guides
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Curriculum Correlations
Effective learning occurs when instructional materials are aligned with 
a cohesive teaching, learning, and professional development plan. 
Educators often dedicate significant time to curriculum mapping 
to ensure instruction is carefully 
orchestrated. To support standards-
aligned instruction and streamline 
this process for educators, correlations 
provide clear alignments of Waterford 
Early Learning’s reading curriculum 
with a variety of standards. 

Correlations offer comprehensive 
standards alignments to help align 
digital playlists with popular core 
reading materials, intervention 
solutions, and assessments. Some 
examples include Scholastic PreK 
on My Way™ and Core Knowledge Sequence ELA. 
Correlations are continuously updated to ensure 
educators have access to the most relevant and effective 
instructional resources. Alignments to assessments, such 
as DIBELs and NWEA, are also available. Correlations can 
be accessed → here.

Student Engagement
Broader K–5 solutions must necessarily adopt more age-
neutral approaches and interfaces in order to serve a 
broad range of ages. In contrast, Waterford Early Learning 
is intentionally designed for PreK–2 students, with a 
clear focus on the unique developmental needs of young learners. 
Each activity undergoes usability testing with young learners before 

PreK Correlation

English Language Arts Correlation

https://help.waterford.org/k-2-correlations
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it is added to the reading curriculum. Our curriculum is rooted in 
early childhood science to support young students as they build the 
essential foundational literacy skills that will set a trajectory for a 
lifetime of learning and success. 

Keeping students actively engaged and motivated as they interact 
with Waterford Early Learning is an essential part of ensuring positive 
learning outcomes. Design features, including easy navigation with 
multimedia prompts and clear instructional tutorials, help students 
engage with independence.

Adaptive learning path experiences are hosted by an engaging cast of 
Waterford characters. Rusty, Rosy, and Scout are featured in Waterford 
Early Learning’s reading curriculum. Read → here to learn more about 
these endearing friends who facilitate learning.

Activities within the adaptive learning path are infused with inviting 
audio and backgrounds, frequent interactions, opportunities to explore 
and play, and reward animations that foster student engagement. 
These elements are thoughtfully designed to serve as supports for 
engagement by creating context and sparking interest without being 
distracting or chaotic. Extraneous elements recede during instruction, 
practice, and assessment to ensure students are focused on the 
learning at hand. 

At key points in the adaptive learning path, students earn animated 
→ learning certificates, presented by Rusty and Rosy, that highlight 
and celebrate specific learning accomplishments. At the end of each 

Learning Certificate

https://resources.waterford.org/class-activities/5201/5201.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/videos/5226/5226.mp4
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adaptive learning session, students interact with the → virtual awards 
feature. A variety of progress trackers are available in → Resources 
& Activities to allow learners to take ownership and track their 
learning time.

Waterford Early Learning features multimodal instruction in 
alignment with the principles of the Universal Design for Learning 
(UDL) framework. Multimodal instruction engages multiple senses 
and modes of accessing and expressing information to aid memory 
and retention. The human brain has evolved to learn and grow in a 
multisensory environment (Shams and Seitz, 2008). According to the 
Whole Brain learning theory, brain functions are interconnected for 
this reason (Basar, 2006). 

The benefits of multimodal learning have been verified by research 
in the field of cognitive science. A 2018 study using fMRI technology, 
which measures brain activity by detecting changes in blood flow, 
found that children with the strongest literacy skills had more 
interactivity between different regions in their brains (Smith et al, 
2018). When instruction engages multiple areas of the brain, learning 
is strengthened. This suggests that the multimodal approach used in 
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is a key part of what 
makes the program engaging and effective.

When instruction engages multiple areas of the brain, learning is 
strengthened. This suggests that the multimodal approach used 
in Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is a key part of 
what makes the program engaging and effective.

https://help.waterford.org/users/earning-and-viewing-virtual-awards-in-waterford
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
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Classroom Instruction
Waterford Early Learning includes both online and offline components 
and is used in three primary ways in the classroom. The combination of 
these use cases leads to the richest outcomes for young learners and 
helps students make the transition from learning online to the physical 
world, where they can continue to practice skills guided by the adults 
who leverage the data and resources to support their learning.

Adaptive Learning Path 
This is the primary use case and is described extensively in 
the → Reading Curriculum section. Students engage with the adaptive 
learning path daily and experience a tailored learning experience.

Assigned Playlists 
→ Playlists are skill-aligned collections of Waterford Early Learning 
digital activities that can be assigned to groups or individual students 
for targeted intervention and enrichment informed by data found 
in → Dashboards and → Reports.

The playlists can be used to customize learning experiences to 
local needs (local standards, pacing guides, alignment with other 
learning materials, etc). Names of specific learning objectives can 
be copied from the → Area of Difficulty Report and pasted in the 
search bar in → Resources & Activities to access playlists aligned with 
specific skills.

Guided Instruction 
Teachers engage students in targeted Waterford Early Learning 
playlists or individual digital activities to introduce or reinforce a 
concept. Print resources can also be used to supplement instruction.

An → extensive library of print resources is available in → Resources & 
Activities. The resources support classroom instruction and learning at 
home and provide a helpful bridge between the digital learning space 
and the physical learning done at home or school. Many resources are 
provided in English and Spanish.

https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/1685/1685.pdf
https://teacher.waterford.org/teacher-dashboards/students/erp/summary-cards
https://teacher.waterford.org/reports
https://teacher.waterford.org/reports
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5139/5139.pdf
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
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Gettting Started 
with Waterford

Set Up for Success for 
Waterford Educators

Admin Essentials

Getting Started
The following resources to support administrators, 
teachers, and students can ensure a smooth start 
and a successful implementation with Waterford 
Early Learning.

For Administrators
	→ Getting Started Hub for Administrators

	→ Help Guides for Administrators

	→ Admin Essentials: Getting Started 

For Teachers
	→ Getting Started Hub for Teachers

	→ Help Guides for Teachers

	→ Set Up for Success: Getting Started for 
Waterford Educators

For use with students:

	→ Preparing for Success deck 

	→ Set Up for Success

	→ Routine Chart

For Students
	→ Getting Started Hub for Students

	→ Getting Started with Waterford: English

	→ Getting Started with Waterford: Spanish

System Requirements
System requirements for the successful implementation 
of Waterford Early Learning are outlined → here.

https://help.waterford.org/getting-started-hub/help-hub-for-admins
https://help.waterford.org/for-admins
https://resources.waterford.org/teacher-resources/5131/5131.pdf
https://help.waterford.org/getting-started-hub/help-hub-for-teachers
https://help.waterford.org/teacher-portal
https://resources.waterford.org/teacher-resources/5129/5129.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/teacher-resources/5129/5129.pdf
https://waterford.highspot.com/items/64d1047f6410d0004c67dc9c?lfrm=srp.94
https://resources.waterford.org/teacher-resources/5129/5129.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/teacher-resources/4964/4964.pdf
https://help.waterford.org/getting-started-hub/help-hub-for-students
https://resources.waterford.org/videos/5135/5135.mp4
https://resources.waterford.org/videos/5136/5136.mp4
https://help.waterford.org/resources/system-requirements
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Student Progress Data

Waterford Assessment of Core Skills
Waterford Assessment of Core Skills (WACS) is a powerful, valid, 
and reliable tool that measures students’ reading abilities across a 
wide range of literacy domains. It is administered independently of 
the adaptive learning path and can be given several times a year to 
measure student progress.

The assessment is broken into discrete skills checks, called challenges. 
To support the accuracy of the assessment, students begin with a 
child-friendly tutorial and introduction hosted by Wyatt, an engaging 
character who provides guidance before each new challenge. 

→ WACS is adaptive, presenting a more or less challenging 
question depending on whether the student answers the previous 
question correctly.

Adaptive Learning Path: Embedded Assessment

Placement Assessment 
The placement assessment runs automatically as each student’s first 
experience within Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum. 
Phonics skills are assessed, beginning with capital and lowercase letter 
recognition and progressing to recognition of real words and non-
words that include increasingly complex spelling patterns. The student 
is placed at one of seven possible entry points based on their current 
skill level. When a student scores less than 80% on an individual 
placement activity, the assessment ends and the student begins their 
adaptive learning path.

https://help.waterford.org/wacs-for-waterford-reading-academy
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In the example above, student A demonstrated proficiency with 
placement activities 1 and 2 but not with placement activity 3. Student 
A will begin their adaptive learning path at the beginning of the Pre-
Reading 3 segment. Student B demonstrated proficiency with all 
placement activities and will begin their adaptive learning path at the 
beginning of the Fluent Reading 1 segment.

Because phonological awareness skills are so foundational, 
students who are placed at Pre-Reading 2 or Pre-Reading 3 will 
encounter the phonological awareness instruction that is part of the 
previous segments.

Educators may → reset students to the placement assessment or 
manually → adjust placement levels based on other assessment 
data, to reflect student learning progress through other resources 
and programs, or to align with adjusted learning goals for 
individual students.

When a student takes the placement assessment again, the new 
scores will replace all previous scores, and the student will be placed in 
the reading curriculum accordingly.

Placement Assessment Examples

Pre-Reading Basic Reading Fluent Reading

Placement 2
Lowercase 

Letters

Placement 3
CVC Words

Placement 4
Blends & 
Digraphs

Placement 5
Vowel 

Patterns

Placement 6
Vowel Patterns 2 

Multi-syllabic Words

Student B

Placement 1
Capital Letters

Student A

https://help.waterford.org/organizations/resetting-placement-exams
https://help.waterford.org/wra-admin-courses-goals/adjusting-student-placement-level
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Ongoing Formative Assessment
Assessment is embedded throughout the adaptive learning path. 
Some instances of formative assessment are explicitly introduced by 
Waterford characters to help students prepare to show what they 
know. Many instances of formative assessment are infused in students’ 
interactions with individual items in digital activities and are not 
discernible from ongoing instruction and practice. 

Within the → adaptive learning path, ongoing formative assessment 
triggers scaffolded instruction, reteaching, and remediation for 
students who need those supports. It also includes acceleration for 
students who are ready to put their knowledge into practice with an 
extension activity and to move on to more complex skills.

Data from ongoing formative assessment is included in → Dashboards 
and → Reports so that teachers have actionable data to inform 
instruction and intervention. 

Dashboards and Reports
Waterford Early Learning → Dashboards and → Reports provide 
actionable data to support responsive planning for effective whole-
class instruction as well as differentiated instruction for individual 
students and small groups.

→ Dashboards provide a clear overview of usage, performance, and 
progress at the class and student levels.

→ Reports include filter options and visual tools like scatter plots, pie 
charts, circle views, stacked bar charts, and summary data points in 
a variety of exportable formats. Color codes within the displays are 
tied to school goals for usage and progress and are used to highlight 
progress trends across a district, within a school, in a single class, and 
for individual students. 

Educators are empowered to use data to answer questions, make 
critical comparisons, set and track goals for student learning, and 
analyze progress according to benchmarks and goals. Using color 
codes, educators can identify areas for deeper analysis and plan 
instruction in a tiered intervention model.

https://teacher.waterford.org/teacher-dashboards/students/erp/summary-cards
https://teacher.waterford.org/reports
https://teacher.waterford.org/teacher-dashboards/students/erp/summary-cards
https://teacher.waterford.org/reports
https://help.waterford.org/dashboards-tab-for-teachers
https://help.waterford.org/waterford-reports-for-teachers-and-administrators
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Reaching All Learners

Universal Design for Learning
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is aligned with 
the Universal Design for Learning framework (also known as UDL 
or universal learning) developed by CAST (Guidelines 3.0, 2024). 
Its goal is to help educators develop learning environments that 
reduce instructional barriers and enable all students to succeed. The 
framework emphasizes three principles and proposes that instruction 
must provide multiple means for:

	⦁ Engagement (the why of learning), including fostering autonomy 
and motivation for learning

	⦁ Representation (the what of learning), including ensuring that 
instruction is clear, accessible, and easily navigable

	⦁ Action and Expression (the how of learning), providing students with 
various means for interacting with instruction and demonstrating 
their learning

At the core of the UDL framework is providing 
students with the individualized support they 
need to succeed, recognizing that many barriers 
to learning are the result of environmental 
circumstances (Posey). The best way to address 
these barriers, according to UDL, is to focus on 
reaching all learners through tailored learning 
strategies and by promoting inclusion for 
all students. 

The combination of independent, adaptive, 
tailored learning and small-group and whole-
group classroom learning in the reading curriculum provides this 
individualized support. → This video illustrates how the adaptive logic 
in the adaptive learning path accelerates learning or provides more 
instruction and practice as needed.

At the core of the UDL 
framework is providing 
students with the 
individualized support 
they need to succeed, 
recognizing that many 
barriers to learning are the 
result of environmental 
circumstances (Posey).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ccnaECb4RpE
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Diverse Learning Needs
Waterford Early Learning provides research-aligned instruction for 
all learning contexts: independent tailored learning through the 
adaptive learning path as well as whole-group, small-group, and 
individual instruction.

Striving Learners
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum tailors instruction 
to meet the needs of striving learners—students who are currently 
reading below grade level. Students begin with an embedded 
placement test that automatically moves them to the appropriate 
starting point within the adaptive learning path according to 
their areas of strength and need. From there, the adaptive path is 
continuously adjusted in response to students’ interactions with 
the digital activities. Students progress through the content in each 
instructional strand at the rate that meets their needs, independently 
of their progress in other instructional strands. 

→ Dashboards and Reports give educators the insights they need to 
craft targeted classroom instruction to reinforce skills. Waterford Early 
Learning digital playlists and print resources provide effective tools, 
enabling teachers to vary instructional approaches and incorporate 
multimodal approaches to meet students’ needs. Learn more → here.

Accelerated Learners
Some students build literacy skills at a faster pace. The PreK–2nd grade 
Waterford Early Learning adaptive learning path keeps these students 
on the edge of their learning curve through the end of the program. 
Instruction is accelerated at the individual activity level as a student 
enters answers accurately and quickly, bypassing the scaffolded 
feedback that is available as needed. Instruction is accelerated at the 
learning objective level as a student demonstrates proficiency through 
a skill pre-assessment, triggering the adaptive learning path to bypass 
instruction and practice. 

https://files.helpdocs.io/uufzl24u09/other/1614019681051/wra-assisting-students-struggling-with-reading-rti-0221-final.pdf


Reaching All Learners    34

Data is gathered for educators to support each 
child with supplemental activities. Resources 
in → Resources & Activities—including the ability 
for a teacher to assign interactive, comprehension-
focused book experiences called Curriculets—offer 
opportunities to provide practice at a variety of 
levels throughout any implementation. 

Reading extension guides for educators (see an 
example → here) provide a variety of collaborative, 
communication-focused activities that create 
meaningful learning conversations for all learners. 
These guides provide the opportunity for educators 
to extend learning for accelerated students. 

Curriculets are interactive book experiences 
that are accessed outside of the adaptive learning path and can 
be assigned to students who are ready for more of a challenge. 
Students encounter a variety of skill-building checkpoints in 
Curriculet experiences to support foundational skills development 
and comprehension. Text, image, and video annotations provide 
supporting instruction and build background knowledge. Embedded 
comprehension questions and a culminating comprehension quiz are 
presented in multiple-choice, multiple-answer, fill in the blank, sorting, 
and open-ended formats.

You can browse and assign Curriculets in → Resources & Activities 
by filtering for Curriculets. Curriculets for Waterford books provide 
students with more independent and rigorous reading experiences 
with texts they may have previously encountered in the adaptive 
learning path. The texts are presented digitally, with seamlessly 
embedded checkpoints. Curriculets for trade books span Lexile 
levels and interest levels appropriate for grades 2–6 and feature 
both narrative and informational texts, including many Newberry 
and Caldecott award-winning titles. For these Curriculets, students 
encounter the checkpoints side by side with a hard copy or digital 
version of the book accessed from another source.

Reading Extension 
Example

https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/class-activities/5017/5017.pdf
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
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Students with Learning Disabilities
Differentiating instruction is essential if we are to meet the needs of all 
students. In many cases, a specific learning disability does not apply 
to all learning but rather to a specific area of learning. For example, 
students with dyslexia may struggle with how quickly 
and easily the brain can learn to map sounds to 
letters to develop knowledge of phoneme-grapheme 
correspondences. Students with this learning disability 
are just as capable of learning as their peers, but 
their brains are wired in a way that makes anchoring 
and retrieving the information much more effortful. 
Whereas many students can connect the meaning, 
pronunciation, and spelling of a new word so well that 
they can automatically retrieve that information after 
just a few trials, children with dyslexia may need to 
practice hundreds of times before their brains achieve 
automaticity (Ehri et al. 2001; Ehri, 2014).

The keys to supporting students with specific learning disabilities 
are clear: assess their readiness, ensure that the foundational skills 
of phonological awareness and phonics are taught explicitly and 
systematically, and provide the hundreds of practice trials students 
need to achieve automaticity. This is the great gift of adaptive 
instruction like Waterford Early Learning. Every student completes 
an initial placement assessment and then receives targeted explicit 
and systematic instruction with sufficient meaningful practice and 
immediate corrective feedback. The adaptive learning path is recursive, 
building on itself, so as to provide many, many trials with key skills in a 
variety of contexts. 

The use of a research-aligned program such as Waterford Early 
Learning’s reading curriculum also provides teachers with the time, 
flexibility, and actionable data they need to differentiate instruction 
with small groups and individual students. The reading curriculum’s 
digital learning experiences are complemented by a vast library 
of offline resources, equipping teachers with the tools to provide 

Students with dyslexia 
are just as capable 
of learning as their 
peers, but their brains 
are wired in a way 
that makes anchoring 
and retrieving the 
information much 
more effortful.
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the extensive practice some learners require and offering different 
modes of access, engagement, and expression for all learners. 
Waterford reports can group learners by areas of difficulty to make 
small-group interventions even more effective. (For more details, see 
the → Dashboards and Reports section within this overview guide). 

Learn more here: 

	→ Evidence-Based Interventions for Children with Disabilities

	→ Using Waterford with Students in Special Education Programs

Multi-tiered Systems of Support
Using the multi-tiered systems of support (MTSS) framework is 
a powerful way to support literacy development for all students. 
The framework includes four essential components: screening, 
progress monitoring, multi-level prevention system, and data-based 
decision making. 

Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum supports all three 
levels of prevention within MTSS: primary (Tier 1), secondary (Tier 2), 
and intensive intervention (Tier 3). Tier 1 is focused on high-quality, 
differentiated, evidence-based core instruction for the whole class. Tier 
2 identifies students who are at risk for poor learning outcomes and 
delivers targeted, supplemental instruction to small groups. Intensive 
intervention, Tier 3, includes individualized intervention for students 
who have little response to the primary or secondary prevention levels.

The adaptive learning path delivers Tier 1, 2, and 3 instruction for each 
student as the learning path continuously adapts to meet their needs. 
Educators can use → Dashboards and Reports to select Waterford 
playlists and print resources for targeted instruction at all three 
tiers and to gain insights for progress monitoring and data-based 
decision making.

https://www.waterford.org/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/Evidence-Based-Interventions-for-Children-with-Disabilities.pdf
https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/57b03e1adae4cb401c78ad0db0dc9b96
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Multilingual Learners 
According to the Comprehensive Center Network, more than 
10 percent of students in the United States live in multilingual 
households. Multilingual students need individualized instruction to 
develop literacy and communication skills. In addition, multilingual 
families need resources they can use to support their child by 
engaging in learning activities in their preferred language (Center on 
Improving Learning and Academic Achievement, n.d.). 

Biliteracy is defined as the ability to communicate and read in all of 
the languages a student speaks. A common misconception is that 
bilingual students have a harder time learning to read than students 
who know only one language, yet research points to the opposite. 
Children who are biliterate tend to have stronger reading skills in 
all languages they speak when they are provided with support, 
particularly in letter decoding, phonological awareness, and concepts 
of print (Bialystok, 2005). Bilingualism is associated with many other 
cognitive benefits like stronger multitasking skills, creativity, and 
working memory.

Waterford Early Learning is designed to encourage the development 
of biliteracy for Spanish speaking children by providing accompanying 
family and educator resources in Spanish. Research tells us that 
bilingual children’s brains thrive when there is an emphasis on 
developing the child’s home language alongside English (Relyea & 
Amendum, 2019). As educators, it is important that we recognize and 
support biliteracy as a tremendous asset for our students.

Waterford Early Learning is designed following the guidelines and 
recommendations for culturally responsive teaching practices (Ladson-
Billings, 1995, 2014; Hammond, 2015) to create content that is asset-
based and culturally affirming. Regular audits are conducted to 
evaluate our representation of cultures and communities and to inform 
ongoing updates. We partner with a wide variety of experts to create 
and update songs and books and to translate child- and family-facing 
materials into Spanish. 
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Read more here:

	→ Supporting Multilingual Learners in Early Elementary Education

	→ Why Bilingual Students Have a Cognitive Advantage for Learning 
to Read

	→ Support Your Multilingual Learners with Waterford.org Programs

Adaptive Learning Path: Spanish Language Support
Students can access embedded Spanish language support in many 
activities within the adaptive learning path. The largest concentration 
of Spanish language support is available in the Pre-Reading level of the 
program. After initial instructions are presented in English, students 
can select the repeat audio button to hear instructions repeated in 
Spanish. When scaffolded support is needed, guidance is shared 
in Spanish.

Instructions for enabling the Spanish language support feature for 
students are available → here.

Initial Instruction in English
Select letter o. How many can 
you find? As you select each 

letter, say its name.

Available Repeat 
Instruction in Spanish
Escoge la letra o. ¿Cuántas 
puedes encontrar? Al 
seleccionar cada letra, dÍ 
su nombre.

https://www.waterford.org/blog/culturally-responsive-teaching-multilingual-learners-early-education/
https://www.waterford.org/education/why-bilingual-students-have-a-cognitive-advantage-for-learning-to-read/
https://www.waterford.org/education/why-bilingual-students-have-a-cognitive-advantage-for-learning-to-read/
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5028/5028.pdf
https://help.waterford.org/staff-students-tab/enabling-the-language-support-feature-for-students
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Materials are provided for Spanish speakers to support connections 
across languages. In the Spanish language version of books (such 
as → A través de la cerca trasera: Through the Back Fence), specific 
instructions are provided for Spanish-speaking family members or 
educators to better understand the English phonemes and graphemes 
highlighted in the text.

Waterford Early Learning offers an extensive library of phonics transfer 
playlists to support multilingual learners. These playlists foster the 
development of phonics skills in particular areas where phonemes 
and graphemes differ between English and other languages and are 
currently available for Cantonese, French, Haitian Creole, Hmong, 
Korean, Portuguese, Spanish, and Vietnamese. To access these 
playlists, go to → Resources & Activities, filter for Resource Type>All 
Playlists, and search phonics transfer.

Example of Spanish Language Support in Waterford Books

Example of a Phonics Transfer Playlist

Este libro está diseñado para ayudar a los niños a leer

las Palabras de Poder (after, gone).

¡Las Palabras de Poder les da a los niños el poder para leer! Incluyen 
palabras comunes tales como the, to y said, así como palabras que 
son específi cas del libro.

las Palabras Modelo que incluyen el 

sonido /s/, escrito con las letras ce (dance). En español, 
vemos este patrón en la palabra quince. 

sonido /j/, escrito con las letras ge (change). Este patrón 
no existe en español.

Las Palabras Modelo tienen un grupo común de letras que hacen 
el mismo sonido. Por ejemplo, -at es el modelo en cat, hat, y mat.

A través de la cerca trasera: Through the Back Fence incluye 
texto lado a lado en español e inglés para ayudar a los 
lectores a hacer conexiones entre los dos idiomas.

Sugerencias para leer juntos

• Animar a los niños a leer independientemente, dando apoyo como 
sea necesario.

• Recordarles a los niños que lean cada palabra en lugar de decir las 
palabras de memoria. El señalar cada palabra puede ayudar.

• Trabajar en pronunciar algunas de las palabras. Por ejemplo, 
/s/ /o/ /l/ = ¡sol!

• Al leer, haga preguntas para ayudar a los niños a entender la historia.

• Repase las palabras al fi nal de cada libro. ¿Las puede encontrar en 
las páginas de la historia?

• ¡Lean nuevamente! Es útil leer los libros muchas veces.

https://resources.waterford.org/books-prek-2-/3182/3182.pdf
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities/playlists?search=phonics%20transfer


Reaching All Learners    40

Offline Resources: Support for Multilingual Learners 
Waterford Early Learning includes an extensive library of resources for 
classroom instruction and learning at home. 

Resources for educators include 
embedded callouts for supporting 
multilingual learners to help teachers 
apply differentiation strategies in 
every lesson. Narrations throughout 
the program provide learners with 
exposure to a range of English language 
varieties. To experience the narrations, 
go to → Resources & Activities and enter 
“natural language” in the search bar.

All resources designed for families are 
available in English and are translated 
into Spanish to address the needs 
of the largest group of multilingual 
learners in U.S. schools. Because 
literacy skills are transferable from one language to 
another and practicing skills in any language supports 
the development of those same skills in English, we 
encourage families to engage in fun learning experiences 
at home together in their native language (Cárdenas-
Hagan, Carlson, & Pollard-Durodola, 2007).

→ Resources & Activities offer a vast array of family 
resources in Spanish, including more than 300 books. 
Many resources include callout sections highlighting 
opportunities to support multilingual learners. Examples 
can be seen in our reading extension resources for the 
following titles: Violeta, The Watermelon Seed,  
and Mine.

Students with varied language 
backgrounds may need additional 
practice in sounds and spellings 
that do not transfer from their 
home language. Playlists are 
provided for teachers to provide 
additional learning opportunities 
for those specific language 
backgrounds. Playlists can be used 
for small-group instruction or one-
on-one intervention, or they can be 
assigned to learners for individual 
practice during their time in 
Waterford Early Learning.

Reading Extension for 
The Watermelon Seed

https://teacher.waterford.org/activities?search=natural%20language
https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/class-activities/3762/3762.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/class-activities/3716/3716.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/class-activities/3713/3713.pdf
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Proven Results for All Learners
A meta-analysis was recently conducted to measure the efficacy of 
Waterford Early Learning across a variety of moderators, including 
demographics such as students’ race and ethnicity, whether students 
were experiencing poverty, whether students received special-
education services, and whether students were multilingual learners. 
Using a final set of 38 studies, average effect sizes were calculated to 
determine the magnitude of Waterford Early Learning’s impact on 
students’ literacy and math skills. 

Moderator analysis for all groups assessed revealed average effect sizes 
higher than 0.25 (see figure below), the cutoff that is widely considered 
to indicate a meaningful impact on student learning (What Works 
Clearinghouse, 2022). Notably, the average effect sizes of Waterford 
Early Learning’s reading curriculum for Black and African American 
students and Waterford Early Learning’s reading and math curriculums 
for students receiving special-education services were especially large 
(0.68, 0.81, and 0.69, respectively). These positive results for historically 
underserved populations highlight Waterford’s potential to bridge 
achievement gaps and promote educational equity.
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Representing All Learners 
Waterford Early Learning uses a → Windows and Mirrors framework 
(Seed, 1996). Careful consideration is taken to ensure learners can 
see themselves mirrored through positive representation. Students 
are also provided respectful, accurate, inclusive windows into the 
experiences of others through authentic storylines, songs, illustrations, 
and narration. 

We strive to include authentic context, avoid expressing a moral stance 
or view, and ensure that content reflects the diversity of the students 
we serve and the communities they live in. Content is research-based, 
following guidelines and recommendations for culturally responsive 
teaching practices (Hammond, 2015; Ladson-Billings, 2014), and is 
developed in collaboration with subject matter experts from across 
the globe. Based on audit results and partner feedback, content is 
continuously updated with an eye toward respectful, accurate, and 
inclusive representation.

Third-Party Curriculum Reviews
Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is WIDA-aligned, is an 
IBCCES certified autism resource, and is endorsed by CASE.

https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/3919/3919.pdf
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Engaging Families 

What Is Family Engagement?
Waterford defines family engagement as the 
purposeful and equitable synergy between 
families, educators, and community partners 
with the shared goal of equipping children with 
the tools for lifelong learning and success.

Why Family Engagement?
The importance of family involvement in 
education is clear, and the benefits are 
profound. In a retrospective that evaluated 50 
studies, researchers found strong connections 
between family engagement and academic 
achievement (Hill, 2009). 

Waterford honors families as their child’s 
first teacher and respects the important role 
parents and caregivers play in their children’s 
learning success. A bright academic future 
begins at home. That’s why resources and 
support for families are an integral part of the 
reading curriculum.

Resources for Educators
Use the → Family and Community Engagement Ideas resource to 
consider new and engaging ways to build partnerships.

Two Waterford eBooks are helpful guides for educators:

	⦁ Partnering for Student Success: Family Engagement Strategies for 
Early Education Leaders This resource outlines five keys to effective 
family engagement and provides guidance for building family and 
community partnerships.

Waterford defines family 
engagement as the purposeful 
and equitable synergy 
between families, educators, 
and community partners with 
the shared goal of equipping 
children with the tools for 
lifelong learning and success.

https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/4904ca61f85071566cb609eadfc86423
https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/b86a881237f36bf1c3213a0a68fe271e
https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/b86a881237f36bf1c3213a0a68fe271e
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	⦁ The CARES Framework for Building Family Engagement 
With CARES, the goal is to build a foundation of mutual respect, 
collaboration, and trust through positive relationships, effective 
communication, transparency about academic expectations, and 
concrete support. Learn more about the Waterford CARES offering 
in the → Waterford Professional Learning section of this overview. 
CARES stands for:

	⦁ Communication

	⦁ Academic Content

	⦁ Relationships

	⦁ Expectations

	⦁ Support

Resources and Support for 
Families
Students can engage with their adaptive learning 
path at home. Families can access information and 
resources at → mentor.waterford.org.

In → My Household, families can enter a Mentor Code provided by 
a teacher or administrator, granting access to three personalized 
messages each week. The messages are sent automatically, are aligned 
with the child’s age and progress, and can be delivered in English 
or Spanish.

	⦁ On Monday, information about weekly usage and tips for 
establishing effective learning routines and habits is delivered.

	⦁ On Wednesday, families receive a simple interactive activity 
suggestion aligned to skills the child is currently practicing in the 
adaptive learning path.

	⦁ On Friday, simple interactive activity suggestions for relationship 
building are sent out.

Mentor Message Examples 
in English and Spanish

https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/24d86a8847bda45bdb2dac30dcf0e611
http://mentor.waterford.org
https://mentor.waterford.org/parent-home
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→ Dashboards display information about their child’s usage and 
progress. 

→ Resources & Activities includes more than 300 illustrated digital 
books, along with hundreds of activities and printable worksheets—all 
available in English and Spanish. 

Many resources (available in English and Spanish) that are designed 
to help families support learning at home are linked in the 
instructional strand overview guides:

  → Phonological Awareness 

Overview Guide

  → Comprehension  

& Vocabulary  

Overview Guide

  → Phonics Overview Guide

  → Language Concepts 

Overview Guide

  → Fluency Overview Guide

  → Communication 

Overview Guide

https://mentor.waterford.org/dashboards
https://mentor.waterford.org/activities
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5283/5283.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5283/5283.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5286/5286.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5286/5286.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5286/5286.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5284/5284.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5287/5287.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5287/5287.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5285/5285.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5288/5288.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/reference-materials/5288/5288.pdf
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Additional resources for families include:

	→ 	Waterford’s Six Instructional Strands for Reading 
Las seis lineas de instrucción para lectura de Waterford

	→ 	Family Activities with Letters and Sounds 
Actividades familiares con letras y sonidos

	→ 	Family Reading Activities 
Actividades en familia para la lectura

	→ 	Family Writing Activities 
Actividades de escritura en familia

	→ 	Family Reading and Writing Activities 
Actividades familiares de lectura y escritura

	→ Monthly Learning Together Calendars: In Resources & Activities, 
go to Collections>Learning Together Calendars (Families).

	→ Learning Together Activity Sets: In Resources & Activities, go to 
Collections>Learning Together Activity Sets (Families).

	→ 	More resources: In Resources & Activities, go to 
Collections>Family Engagement Resources.

The → Waterford Professional Learning team is available to deliver 
Family Engagement Workshops and Waterford Family Academy 
curriculum for school communities in virtual, on-site, or hybrid formats.

Learning Together Calendar Learning Together 
Activity

https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/223/223.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/338/338.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/2580/2580.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/2572/2572.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/224/224.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/339/339.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/225/225.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/340/340.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/2582/2582.pdf
https://resources.waterford.org/family-resources/2571/2571.pdf
https://mentor.waterford.org/activities?query=collections%3DLearning%2520Together%2520Calendars%2520(Families)
https://mentor.waterford.org/activities?query=collections%3DLearning%2520Together%2520Activity%2520Sets%2520(Families)
https://mentor.waterford.org/activities?query=collections%3DFamily%2520Engagement%2520Resources
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1nw6M0mI4E2GbjmZhm-B4euSByGScCoOx5-YU02c8keE/edit#heading=h.h4yba2hju2p2
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Effective Practices for Educational 
Technology and Young Learners
Screen time is a phrase that can elicit uncertainty, but the use of 
educational technology can have a significant positive impact on 
learning outcomes. What’s true about screens is true about tools in 
general: there are ways to use them effectively, and they can help build 
structures we need.

Balance is key. Digital technology should complement rather 
than interfere with a range of experiences and activities that build 
relationships and foundational academic skills through interactive 
learning time with teachers and peers.				  

Establish Clear Classroom Routines
Ensure that students have a clear understanding of how and when 
they will engage with Waterford Early Learning. The resources listed 
in the → Getting Started: For Students section of this overview can 
be helpful.	

Create a Closed-Loop Online Environment
Work with your school or district technology experts to keep students 
safe from inappropriate online content. Consider content blockers 
and privacy and security settings to control data access. Monitor 
students while they are engaged with Waterford Early Learning in the 
classroom. 

Connect Digital Learning and Classroom 
Instruction
There are endless opportunities to connect what students learn 
through technology to activities and experiences away from screens. 
Waterford Early Learning → Dashboards and Reports provide 
actionable data that can inform the use of the resources available 
in → Resources & Activities.

https://teacher.waterford.org/activities
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Waterford Services

Professional Learning and Partner Success
→ Waterford’s Professional Learning team equips educators 
and families with knowledge and resources to improve student 
outcomes. → Offerings can be delivered virtually, onsite, or through a 
hybrid model.

Waterford’s Partner Success team builds and maintains strong 
relationships with our partners by ensuring they are actively engaged 
and supported in achieving their goals. Partners can contact the team 
by emailing partnersuccess@waterford.org or scheduling a meeting 
via this → link.

Visit the → Waterford.org webinar library to access a series on the 
science of reading, an extensive range of resources to learn about 
family engagement and the CARES Framework, and much more. 

Technical Support
Our team is here to seamlessly support your implementation of 
Waterford Early Learning. 

	⦁ Find key information at help.waterford.org

	⦁ Connect with us through our → Waterford.org Help Center.

	⦁ Email us at support@waterford.org.

	⦁ Call us at 977-499-7997.

On the Waterford Early Learning homepage, reach out via live chat by 
selecting the question mark in the bottom right corner. Then select 
Chat Now.

https://www.waterford.org/professional-services/
https://view-su2.highspot.com/viewer/48b3eeee77d1a37c90c0098e239316cb
mailto:partnersuccess%40waterford.org?subject=Partnership%20Inquiry
https://calendly.com/d/4wm-ddz-f34/partnered-for-success
https://www.waterford.org/webinar/
https://help.waterford.org/
https://www.waterford.org/help-center/
mailto:support%40waterford.org?subject=
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Conclusion: Toward Universal 
Literacy
In 1998, the National Research Council wrote that “the demands 
for higher literacy are ever increasing, creating more grievous 
consequences for those who fall short.” More than 25 years later, 
this is increasingly true. Students must have strong literacy skills to 
successfully navigate our 21st-century society, yet too much reading 
instruction is based on “outdated assumptions about reading and 
development that make learning to read harder than it needs to be, a 
sure way to leave many children behind” (Seidenberg, 2014, p. 340). 

Learning to read is seemingly effortless for only a 
small percentage of students—around 5%. The vast 
majority of students need several years of systematic 
and explicit instruction to build reading proficiency. 
Investing in early childhood literacy programs—from 
PreK to 2nd grade—is essential not only as a support 
for academic achievement but to provide students 
with the skills that will allow reading to be a lifelong 
tool for learning.

That’s why choosing research-based programs for 
core, supplemental, and intervention instruction 
is so important. Curriculum built on the science of 
reading provides instruction that is aligned with how the brain learns 
to read, helping students learn most effectively and most efficiently. 
The most successful literacy programs are those both driven by the 
science of reading and proven by peer-reviewed research.

With over 40 years of experience creating accessible and high-quality 
learning content, Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is 
aligned with the science of reading. It is also backed by third-party 
research that demonstrates Waterford Early Learning’s effectiveness in 
helping students develop strong, lasting literacy skills. 

Learning to read is 
seemingly effortless for 
only a small percentage 
of students—around 5%. 
The vast majority of 
students need several 
years of systematic 
and explicit instruction 
to build reading 
proficiency. 
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Cognitive scientist Mark Seidenberg observes that 
“there is remarkable consensus about the basic 
theory of how reading works and the causes of 
reading successes and failures” (2014, p. 332). The 
convergence of neuroscientific and educational 
research points to the key elements of effective 
literacy instruction. The power to leverage the 
science is in hand, putting universal literacy 
within reach.

Teaching young children and giving them the foundation for a lifetime 
of learning and success is enormously rewarding. It is also complex 
and challenging. Waterford Early Learning’s reading curriculum is a 
powerful and highly effective resource for successfully engaging your 
students on their literacy journeys. We are grateful for the opportunity 
to partner with you to build a bright future for your students.

Teaching young children 
and giving them the 
foundation for a lifetime 
of learning and success 
is enormously rewarding. 
It is also complex and 
challenging. 
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