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Hey, Parents
and Teachers!

We are so excited to help you teach reading! We are Heidi and Adam
Martin—both former first-grade teachers (and parents) who now
spend our time sharing the Science of Reading with as many people
as we can! But before this, we had no idea there was a science to
how we learn to read. We taught first grade for a combined 15+ years
using what most people call “balanced literacy” methods until we
found that there is actual science to how we learn to read.
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We also learned that according to the 2022 Nation's Report Card,
less than 40% of kids are reading proficiently.! To us, this was a big
wake-up call. If over 60% of our Kids are not reading proficiently,
we must be doing something wrong!

Once we learned there was decades of evidence and research on
how we |learn to read, we set out on a mission to unlearn and learn

it all. We want to let you know that this has been a journey, not a
sprint. There was a lot for us to unlearn (and still is). Throughout this
journey of unlearning, we definitely had to work through some ups
and downs, as well as emotions of frustration, anger, and regret. The
fact that we were not taught this earlier, especially since this science
has been around for over 20 years, can really weigh on you. We
often think back to the kids we could have helped if we only knew
what we know now. However, you don't know better until you do, so
we just have to move forward and make sure this doesn’t happen
again. If some of this is new to you as well, please remember to give
yourself grace!

Let's talk about some of the terms we have been using and clarify
where we came from and where we are now.

What Is Balanced Literacy?

Balanced literacy sounds good, doesn't it? | mean who doesn't love being bal-
anced? Heidi was sold on this, especially being a type B teacher. She was not a
fan of words like “systematic” and “structured.” Then, she found out that balanced
literacy is not truly balanced after all. Adam was starting his teaching career
being taught about the Science of Reading through his licensure program. How-
ever, in our school district, we were using balanced literacy curriculums. Going
through hours of professional development on this curriculum, this became the
norm. Since this was all the buzz, it had to be the most beneficial thing for our

https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading/nation/achievement/?grade=4.
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students, right? Adam said, “I had my skepticisms on balanced literacy, especially
since | was seeing minimal progress from my students. | think this is the case for
a lot of teachers.”

To be clear, when we say balanced literacy, we are talking about programs and
strategies that were most often used in schools and called “balanced” within
those schools and programs. In reality, these programs skip many of the founda-
tional reading skills kids need in order to become successful readers.

Balanced literacy was supposed to be the answer to the reading wars—a com-
promise. However, in our experience, there is much more of the whole language
approach in balanced literacy programs. We feel that these “balanced literacy”
programs are not truly balanced after all. Some examples of the remnants of
whole language are

® Skipping a word if you don't know it
® Using meaning or context to solve or read a word

® Believing that reading is natural (aka reading more will help kids become
good readers)

® Memorizing “sight words” or spelling words

If our kids cannot decode and read the words on a page (or if they are skipping
words), how will they “naturally” become skilled readers? We have learned from
the research on how we learn to read that the continuum, or progression of learn-
ing to read, is NEVER truly balanced. We spend more time on specific skills when
students are developing foundational reading skills than we do later on once
those skills and abilities to decode are mastered. The time spent on specific skills
will vary based on where our Kkids are in their reading development. So, although
it sounds good, there is never really a “balance” to literacy.

What Is the Science
of Reading?

You have probably heard the term “Science of Reading” more times than you
can count, but the definition can get a little muddy. So let’s talk about what the
Science of Reading is not.

Droppin’ Knowledge on Sight Words and Word Mapping
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The Science of Reading is not a curriculum.
The Science of Reading is not just phonics.

The Science of Reading is not a strategy or activity.
Here is how The Reading League defines the Science of Reading?

The Science of Reading is a vast, interdisciplinary body of scientifically
based research about reading and issues related to reading and writing.
This research has been conducted over the last five decades across

the world.

It is derived from thousands of studies conducted in multiple languages.
The Science of Reading has culminated in a preponderance of evidence to
inform how proficient reading and writing develop, why some have dif-
ficulty, and how we can most effectively assess and teach and, therefore,
improve student outcomes through prevention of and intervention for
reading difficulties.

The Science of Reading is derived from researchers from multiple fields:

Cognitive psychology

Communication sciences

Developmental psychology

Education

Implementation science

Linguistics

Neuroscience

School psychology
To break that down, we like to say that the Science of Reading is the research
and the evidence on how our brains learn to read. This means that not just one
study is referenced when discussing the skills kids need to read. Again, this is

research that has been conducted for almost 50 years and includes research of
the research (meta-analysis)!

2https://mwww.thereadingleague.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/03/Science-of-Reading-eBook-2022.pdf.
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We hope that helps explain some of the terms you may have been hearing
about and why we decided to write these books. We are so excited for you to use
these activities with your students and/or your own children. We have done the
research and can assure you that the methods used in this book are more effec-
tive than memorization.

We created these activities to help you teach words in a brain-friendly way! You
will find activities for tricky high-frequency words, cheat sheets for teaching over
230 high-frequency words, word mapping pages for spelling words, and mapping
mats that make word mapping fun!

Both of us were first-grade teachers and most of our teaching revolved around
getting Kkids to learn a set of 100 words. (While we only worked on 100 words
throughout the year, we have heard that some schools require much more!) This
was something that we spent the majority of the year teaching. We would intro-
duce several words, play games, spell the words, put them on the word wall, and
review them daily.

Some of our favorite games to play were silly sticks, BANG!, musical sight word
chairs, and bingo. Silly sticks were simply popsicle sticks that we wrote a fun
movement on. We would have a student randomly choose a stick and we would
do the action to spell our new word. We love anything that gets kids up and
moving so this was a favorite!

BANGC! was a game that kids played in a center. They would choose a card, read a
word, and if they knew it, they would keep it. If they got BANG!, they would have
to put all their cards back.

Musical sight word chairs is just like musical chairs, but once the music stops
and the kid finds a chair, there would be a book with specific sight words the
students had to read and find in that book.

Bingo is self-explanatory, but it was definitely another favorite!

All of these games were fun and engaging for kids, but kids would still leave us
at the end of the year not knowing all 100 sight words! How could this be after
we had spent so much time on them and had so much fun with them? Even the
students that did show progress in learning most of the words went to the next
grade and would not remember them. This frustrated us, frustrated the kids,
frustrated the teachers in the next grade, and | am sure it was frustrating for their
parents as well.

Droppin’ Knowledge on Sight Words and Word Mapping
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As we started to learn more about the evidence we have on how we learn to read
and how our brains work when we read, we learned that memorizing words

can take hundreds of repetitions. Depending on the child, memorizing a word
can take around 5-500 repetitions. Thinking back, while it felt like we must have
reviewed each word 500 times, did we really? It is likely that the kids who left us
still not knowing all 100 words are the kids who needed more repetitions. Not to
mention the fact that we were not giving them the skills they need to decode
new, unknown words!

If any of this sounds familiar, you are in the right place! This book was written to
give you some background into how we learn words and the tools to teach them.

Let's talk about the term SIGHT WORD. For many years, we told parents and
students that a sight word is a word that just has to be memorized. You have
to know it by sight because it is not spelled how we might expect it to be.
That is why we believed it was called a sight word. We found out later that we
were wrong.

Let us share the definitions we have learned along our Science of Reading journey.

What Is a Sight Word?

The definition that researchers use is that a sight word is ANY word you can
read effortlessly and automatically without sounding it out or guessing. This

is because your brain has already made the neuron connections of the sound-
symbol relationship of that word, called orthographic mapping, and has stored
that word in your brain. Adults actually know 30,000-70,000 sight words. All the
words you are reading in this book right now are sight words for you, because you
know them effortlessly and automatically. As soon as you see the word, you know
it. You are not trying to use a picture to help you solve a word. You are not sound-
ing out every single word. These are words that are stored in what's called your
orthographic lexicon.

So while the words in the activity pages may not actually be sight words for your
kids yet, our goal is to turn them into sight words! We want our kids to know
these words effortlessly and automatically so that they can read them with

ease. This ease and fluency then frees up space in our kids' brains to begin to

What Is a Sight Word?



understand what they are reading, instead of spending all their brain energy on
trying to figure out what the words are. The activities in this book will help you do
just that!

What Is a High-Frequency Word?

Okay so we admit it, we definitely used to use the terms sight word and high-
frequency word interchangeably, but they are not necessarily the same. High-
frequency words are the words that we see most often in text. These are the
words we were trying to get our students to memorize. These are the words that
are on our word walls. These are the words that kids need to know in order to read
most texts. These are the words in the activities included in this book!

Again, when we teach high-frequency words, the goal is to turn these words into
sight words. In our experience, unlearning this, especially if you are a teacher like
us who did this for so many years, can be very overwhelming. Just remember that
change takes time. Our hope is that the activities in this book will help you take
steps toward that change.

Let's do a little activity to illustrate the difference between sight words and high-
frequency words. The following list of words are likely words that you'll be able to
read right away. Try to read this set of words and pay attention to whether or not
you were able to read these words effortlessly and automatically.

plant house video
grateful grass refrigerator
dog animate curtain
television heater

If you could read this list of words effortlessly and automatically without sound-
ing them out or guessing, these are sight words for you. However, these are not
high-frequency words. These are not words a kindergartener or a first grader will
have on their word wall or “sight word” list.

That is the difference between high-frequency words and sight words.

This can sometimes be a tricky concept so let's try it this way. Set a timer for one
minute and on the next few lines, write down as many words as you can think of
that are sight words for you but not high-frequency words.

Droppin’ Knowledge on Sight Words and Word Mapping



This may or may not have been difficult for you, but it is definitely something we
overlook and do not think of as competent readers, educators, or parents. Now
let's try another set of words. | want you to try to read these words and see if you
can read them just as fast as you were able to read the previous list.

dehydroascorbic
tocopherol
cobalamin
acetylsalicylic

hippopotomonstrosesquippedaliophobia
Okay so that last one is just for fun because it means “fear of long words”!

Unless you are in the field of nutrition or medicine, these words were likely trickier
for you and took you a bit longer. You could likely sound them out because you
have decoding skills; however, you could not read them effortlessly and automati-
cally without sounding them out or guessing. That means these words are not
sight words for you.

Now | will show you one more list you have likely seen before. These are the lists
that many of us had our kids memorize. This list of words® we typically call “sight
words” is actually a list of high-frequency words. (That means none of these words
should be on your list you created above!)

Pre-primer: (40 words) a, and, away, big, blue, can, come, down, find, for, funny,
go, help, here, |, in, is, it, jump, little, look, make, me, my, not, one, play, red, run,
said, see, the, three, to, two, up, we, where, yellow, you

Primer: (52 words) all, am, are, at, ate, be, black, brown, but, came, did, do, eat,
four, get, good, have, he, into, like, must, new, no, now, on, our, out, please,

3These are taken from the Dolch sight words list, developed by educator Dr. Edward Dolch
beginning in 1936 and eventually published in his book Problems in Reading (1948, Garrard Press).
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pretty, ran, ride, saw, say, she, so, soon, that, there, they, this, too, under, want,
was, well, went, what, white, who, will, with, yes

1st Grade: (41 words) after, again, an, any, as, ask, by, could, every, fly, from, give,
going, had, has, her, him, his, how, just, know, let, live, may, of, old, once, open,
over, put, round, some, stop, take, thank, them, then, think, walk, were, when

2nd Grade: (46 words) always, around, because, been, before, best, both, buy,
call, cold, does, don't, fast, first, five, found, gave, goes, green, its, made, many,
off, or, pull, read, right, sing, sit, sleep, tell, their, these, those, upon, us, use, very,
wash, which, why, wish, work, would, write, your

3rd Grade: (41 words) about, better, bring, carry, clean, cut, done, draw, drink,
eight, fall, far, full, got, grow, hold, hot, hurt, if, keep, kind, laugh, light, long,
much, myself, never, only, own, pick, seven, shall, show, six, small, start, ten,
today, together, try, warm

We want to turn these high-frequency words into sight words, but they are not
considered sight words until we can read them effortlessly and automatically
without sounding them out or guessing.

Many of us in the teacher world like to say, “Every word wants to be a sight word
when it grows up!”

What Are Heart Words?

Heart word is a newer term that has become popular over the past few years.
A heart word refers to a word with an irregular sound-spelling pattern. For
example, the word “said” is referred to as a heart word because the -Al isnot a
normal spelling for the short E /&/ sound.

It is very important to note that only 4% of words are truly irregular. Most words
are actually not heart words at all. They become heart words when we try to teach
them before we teach the phonics pattern. We want to avoid this whenever pos-
sible by teaching skills before words.

How Do We Do That?

The easiest way to start is to organize your high-frequency words by phonics skill.
| have done this and let me tell you, | was shocked to see how many words from
my word wall could fit perfectly into a phonics scope and sequence. Why was

| teaching the word GET as a tricky word kids had to memorize instead of just
teaching it when | taught short E words?

Droppin’ Knowledge on Sight Words and Word Mapping



