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Significance.

The Proposed Project Introduces an Innovative Approach.

At least a third of the nation’s fourth graders cannot read successfully at grade level,
indicating that not all children in grades PK through third grade have received adequate early
reading instruction (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2024). This is a critical
challenge given the importance of reading for academic and overall life success (Hjetland et al.,
2020; McLaughlin et al. 2014). Students not reading at grade level in third grade are four times
more likely to not complete high school (Annie E. Casey Foundation, 2012).

There are many reasons for this dramatic underperformance. One reason is that schools are
still struggling with the impacts of COVID-19. Owing to pandemic-related disruption, reading
scores are now lower among students across all grades (National Assessment of Educational
Progress, 2022). Children with and at risk for reading difficulties may have been
disproportionately impacted, given limited access to typical reading instruction and supports
(Marshall et al., 2020). Another reason is that teachers in early elementary grades (PK-3) may
not be adequately prepared to teach evidence-based literacy. More specifically, there is evidence
of limitations in teachers’ knowledge, efficacy, and skills for teaching reading using evidence-
based literacy practices (Clark, 2023; Dahl-Leondard et al., 2023; Davis & Bernadowski, 2024;
Flanagan et al., 2025; Oliveira et al., 2019). Additionally, research indicates that not all teachers
are adequately prepared to implement evidence-based literacy instruction, to use high quality
instructional materials, or to engage in data-based decision making. There is also a significant

need to support data-based decision making in reading instruction, which is also an integral part

of many state reading laws (Neuman et al., 2023; _, in progress). Overall,



UIC College of Education | 84.411B | WORDS in Illinois

teachers need support to enhance their knowledge and skills to implement and evaluate
evidence-based literacy instruction.

The proposed project, WORDS in Illinois, will scale up an innovative, proven model—
Workshops on Reading Development Strategies (WORDS)—that accelerates reading
development for PK-3 students. Piloted and tested in Nebraska, the model includes strategies
to enhance literacy achievement by delivering professional development for teachers and
high-impact tutoring for students. Having been implemented at 46 schools across Nebraska,
with research demonstrating the model’s efficacy and impact, the model is now ready to
scale. The proposed project will involve 160 Illinois schools (80 treatment and 80 control),
with a randomized control trial and program evaluation conducted by WestEd. This proposal
meets the Absolute Priority as well as Competitive Preference Priority #2.

WORDS is a two-year, evidence-based literacy intervention developed to support teachers,
improve instruction, and enhance reading outcomes for students. Focused on the early
elementary years, WORDS emerged through a 2020 collaboration between the University of
Nebraska Lincoln and the Nebraska Department of Education. This collaboration was the result
of a process through which state leaders, research faculty, and schools identified ways to support
knowledge and practices related to evidence-based literacy instruction and the use of reading
benchmark assessments as part of the Nebraska Reading Improvement Act. A pilot was
conducted in three schools in 2020-21, growing to seven schools in 2021-22, and eight schools in
2022-23. The program sustained partnerships with five schools in 2023-24 as a randomized
control trial was winding down and some schools completed the program. In fall 2024, WORDS
expanded across the state, growing to serve 20 schools; now, in fall 2025, 26 schools are

participating in WORDS, with plans for future growth. WORDS has also recently expanded to
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include PK teachers and students; this expansion was based on both a need identified by school
and state partners and the pattern of larger growth in kindergarten, indicating a potential
opportunity to target PK, further accelerating student reading growth.

Since its initial development and pilot, WORDS has been implemented in over 45 Nebraska
schools (reaching 400+ teachers and 5,000+ students) with a particular focus on rural schools.
Table 1 shows the program’s growth. Federal funding for an experimental test—currently
underway—has allowed for the intervention to continue to expand while continuing to gather
data that demonstrates program effectiveness. Although research is still ongoing, data collected
from the intervention demonstrates evidence in moving students from below benchmark to
performing above benchmark at all grade levels (see Tables 2 and 3). Preliminary research has
also demonstrated faster growth rates for students participating in WORDS, compared to their
peers in control schools. Additionally, teachers strongly endorsed the impact of WORDS on their
teaching (94% agreed it made them better reading teachers) and student learning (94% of
teachers agreed it improved student reading).

Table 1. Implementation of WORDS in Nebraska.

2020-21 2021-22 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

3 schools 7 schools 8 schools 5 schools 20 schools

20 teachers 44 teachers 69 teachers 21 teachers 303 teachers
350 students 705 students 1,094 students 256 students 3,192 students

WORDS is innovative because it combines multiple evidence-based components to
establish a comprehensive reading intervention for early elementary grades (Desimone &
Garet, 2015; _). WORDS addresses evidence-based literacy at multiple levels

by 1) enhancing general classroom reading instruction; 2) improving alignment between
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assessment and instruction; 3) implementing evidence-based reading intervention; 4)
increasing instructional opportunities for students; and 5) developing reading leadership
teams within local school districts. Unlike other evidence-based literacy focused
interventions focused on professional development—such as LETRS—WORDS provides
opportunities for teachers to directly apply new knowledge in their classrooms.

WORDS is intensive, ongoing, and sustained over two years, in contrast to most
professional learning models with coaching, which generally last one year _
-). Key components provide opportunities for schools and teachers to engage with the
content over a sustained period, to foster deep learning and opportunities to transfer new
knowledge to practice. WORDS works with school-selected high quality instructional
materials (HQMs) to facilitate change. WORDS is rooted in six key components:

1. Needs Assessment. WORDS begins with an initial meeting between the project team

and school leadership, followed by additional meetings to identify curricula and interventions
used by each school, examine school procedures and practices, explore materials that are
available for student reading screening for students, establish reading plans and goals for
students, leverage the MTSS framework for implementing interventions, and structure time
and personnel resources. This process is critical for providing context-driven support (Cox,
2015; Witkin & Atschuld, 1995).

2. Professional Development Workshops. WORDS provides teachers with content and

pedagogical knowledge needed to support evidence-based reading instruction (Shulman,
1987; Moats, 1999). The professional development component is designed to support teacher
implementation of evidence-based literacy instruction, driven by data-based decision making

regarding that content. The professional development component provides teachers with content
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knowledge needed to implement effective evidence-based literacy instruction. Workshops focus
on the five foundational skills identified by the National Reading Panel (2000) and reiterated by
Foorman and colleagues (2016), each with robust bodies of literature supporting their importance
for reading and reading instruction. These include vocabulary (Cervetti et al., 2016; Elleman et
al., 2009), comprehension _; Murphy et al., 2009), fluency (Cooper et al.,
2024; Therrien 2004), phonological awareness (Bus et al., 1999; Swanson et al., 2016), and
phonics (Ehri et al., 2001; Suggate, 2016). Additionally, WORDS addresses print awareness and
writing, both of which are shown to support early reading _; Hall, 2016;
Hofslundsengen et al., 2016; Snow, 2017). Further, knowledge regarding data-based decision
making is embedded across the WORDS professional development sequence (to support teachers’
understanding of benchmark and progress data monitoring to plan and implement instruction,
including Tier 2 instruction).

3. Coaching. Unlike other popular evidence-based literacy programs, WORDS involves
embedded coaching from a content expert coach. Coaches work with teachers on applying new
knowledge of evidence-based literacy and data-based decision making practices within their own
classroom _; Walpole & McKenna, 2021). This approach allows teachers to
test out new knowledge and skills and receive ongoing feedback on their practice (Elek & Page,
2019; Troyer & Hemphill, 2024). Coaching has been shown to be effective in supporting
teachers’ changes in knowledge, beliefs, and practices and to positively impact student outcomes
(Kraft et al., 2018; _). It also supports data-based decision making with a
focus on using benchmark and progress monitoring data, a key practice for enhancing student

outcomes and aligning with the practices mandated in evidence-based literacy legislation

_, in progress; Neuman et al., 2023).
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4. Data-Based Decision Making. Another innovative component of WORDS is support

for teachers in using their existing HQMs to make decisions about instruction (i.e., data-
based decision making). WORDS ensures coherence within schools by supporting teachers in
using any curriculum implemented at the school. This compatibility is an essential and
innovative feature of WORDS (Coburn & Turner, 2012; Desimone & Garet, 2015) that allows
teachers to best implement their materials to support learners, with a particular focus on
using HQM assessments to support instructional decision making. Unlike other curricular
implementations that focus merely on access to HQMs, WORDS provides direct support in
decision-making for implementing the HQMs in implementing evidence-based literacy
practices to systematically meet learners’ varied needs during core instruction and
intervention time. This model moves beyond mere presence as the intervention toward
supporting teachers’ data-based decision making and their application of evidence-based
literacy instructional principles and is aligned with data-based decision making and evidence-
based literacy instruction (AIR, 2025; Fuchs & Fuchs, 2001; Snow, 2017).

5. High-Impact Tutoring. WORDS includes after-school tutoring to support students

scoring below benchmark on reading assessments. Participating teachers gain a financial
incentive to implement the instruction-aligned tutoring, leveraging schools’ existing HQMs.
This additional Tier 2 instruction for students who are at risk for reading difficulties ensures
additional coherence and intensification of instruction for at risk students (AIR, 2025;
Nickow et al., 2020).

6. School-Based Sustainable Infrastructure. WORDS develops and nurtures a sustainable

infrastructure for ongoing improvement beyond the intervention by establishing Literacy Leaders

in each partner school. By the spring of the first year of the program, each school selects a
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Literacy Leader, to expand their expertise and role within the school. WORDS provides
additional advanced evidence-based literacy professional development and leadership skills
training for Literacy Leaders in year two. Additionally, Literacy Leaders undertake a project to
identify and solve a problem of practice related to enhancing evidence-based literacy practices
and student outcomes at their school (see Appendix J). After the intervention, the cohort of
Literacy Leaders sustain a community of practice and form a network of support across schools.
There is compelling evidence of promise for WORDS, demonstrating the importance of
continuing to scale WORDS in Illinois. Preliminary evaluation of WORDS, from the IES RCT,
has demonstrated the program model’s effectiveness in increasing teacher knowledge, skills, and
practices, and that it also drives positive student outcomes. There are promising patterns of
growth for students in the WORDS intervention who start below benchmark in the fall. In the
2024-2025 implementation, 66% of students who started the year below benchmark improved to
reach or exceed benchmark by year end. For students who started well below benchmark, 62%
improved scores with 42% at or above benchmark by year end. Growth for students across two
years of intervention was even more noticeable for all students, as demonstrated in Table 2.

Table 2. Two-vear Improvement in % of Students Reaching at or Above Reading Benchmark.

Fall Y1 (program launch) Spring Y2 (program end)
Started in Kindergarten 22.5% 67.6%
Started in First Grade 50.0% 68.7%
Started in Second Grade 50.7% 58.3%

Although the IES evaluation is ongoing, there is also preliminary evidence indicating
positive effects for WORDS relative to peers in a business-as-usual condition. Preliminary,

underpowered examinations demonstrate impacts in two experiments. First, a school-level,
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matched comparison group quasi-experimental design was examined. The analysis involved 10
treatment schools and 10 comparison schools after only one year of implementation. Results
indicated statistically significant effects on the DIBELS-8 composite score for Kindergarten (g =
0.27) with a non-significant effect size of g = 0.25 for kindergarteners that were well below
benchmark. This effect is especially promising, given that the overall reading composite is a less
proximal measure of change. There were also significant impacts on growth of kindergarten
students’ nonsense word decoding skills. Because the experiment is underpowered, there were no
statistically significant differences for other grade levels.

Next, results of the underpowered regression discontinuity design were examined to
determine the effects of WORDS on the DIBELS-8 composite score outcome for students
scoring below benchmark on DIBELS-8, as compared to students who were at or above the
benchmark. This analysis involved students in WORDS treatment schools only. Findings
included statistically significant effects for kindergarten (g = 0.11) and grade 3 (g = 0.14),
indicating that WORDS was effective for improving outcomes of the lowest performing
kindergarten and third grade students within WORDS schools.

There is strong evidence from teachers regarding effectiveness, usability, and
acceptability of WORDS. Teachers reported positive impacts of key WORDS components on
both their teaching and student reading outcomes (see Table 3). Notably, at least 80% of
teachers typically agree with statements about WORDS, with reports staying relatively
consistent across time indicating consistent program quality even during scale up.

Table 3. Teacher Reports on WORDS’s Usability, Acceptability, and Impact.

% teachers agree or strongly agree that WORDS... | 2022-23 2023-24 2024-25

Helped improve their ability to teach reading 78.4% 90.8% 90.7%
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Led to improved reading achievement for students | 82.9% 94.2% 94.4%

Professional development improved the ability to | 82.5% 87.9% 90.4%

teach reading

Professional development led to improved reading | 77.5% 86.9% 94.2%
achievement

Coaching improved the ability to teach reading 73.5% 88.4% 82.5%
Coaching led to improved reading achievement 79.4% 87.2% 87.5%
Tutoring helped provide more effective reading 94.4% 97.2% 100.0%

instruction for struggling students

Tutoring led to improved reading achievement 100.0% 98.6% 100.0%

WORDS in Illinois proposes to reach 80 schools for treatment across four cohorts in South
Cook Intermediate Service Center with this innovative program, reaching 960 teachers and
19,000 students. In this two-year intervention, program components described above will be
implemented at each school with enhancements for efficiency and scale. These will be based on
knowledge gained through WORDS implementation. Specific components include:

Needs Assessment. Prior to implementation, WORDS begins with an initial meeting with

the project team and school leadership and teachers. For WORDS in Illinois, the project team
will focus on the existing benchmark assessments, rather than requiring the DIBELS-8 (as in
Nebraska), which will allow for more efficacy for schools, and innovative impact
measurement through examination of benchmark performance.

Professional Development Workshops for Teachers: These take place for five days per

year for two years. The professional development workshops include content regarding

evidence-based literacy aligned with the National Reading Panel recommendations (e.g.,
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phonics and spelling; phonological awareness; reading fluency; vocabulary; reading
comprehension; oral language; writing; concepts of print). Content is distributed across
workshops which also target whole-class instruction; intervention and MTSS; strategic
planning; reading assessment and interpretation; progress monitoring; and differentiating
instruction. Additional topics selected by schools are also included. The sequence of
workshops is provided in Appendix J. For WORDS in Illinois, additional flexibility will be
built into the model to adjust to teacher background experiences (as requested by the South
Cook Intermediate Service Center).

Observation and Coaching for Teachers: Four observations and four 1:1 coaching

sessions take place each year for two years. The WORDS coaching team will provide
coaching to support classroom instruction as well as reading intervention time. Coaches will
follow the WORDS coaching model (Wing et al., 2024), using evidence-based coaching

practices (I

Data-Driven Planning, Decision Making, and Assessment Support: Ongoing support—

embedded within professional development and coaching—helps teachers analyze assessment
data, use assessment data to drive core and intervention instruction, plan for subsequent
assessment, and increase the percentage of students reading at or above benchmark. Allowing
schools to use existing assessments as a key efficiency. Additionally, based on project team
expertise, additional support will be provided for assessing and providing instruction to students
with or at risk for reading disabilities, creating efficiency at the school level.

After School Tutoring: 10 weeks of tutoring—five each semester—take place each year for

two years, provided by teachers. Tutoring will be available to all students who score below the

10
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reading benchmark. For efficiency, tutoring supports for teachers will focus on intensification
strategies such as pre teaching or reteaching lessons from the existing HQM:s.

Literacy Leaders: This involves a one year-long professional learning community. In Y2,

teachers who seek to enhance their skills opt in to a literacy leadership development program
delivered as a professional learning community of practice, which will sustain the intervention in
whole-school communities. Literacy Leaders select a problem of practice to address within their
school that will positively impact evidence-based literacy instruction (see Appendix J for a
sample Literacy Leader project).

Addition of Grade PK. For WORDS in Illinois, grade PK will be incorporated into all

activities. This will contribute to long-term efficiency by bolstering teaching and outcomes that
will translate to later grades.
The two-year program cadence follows, in Table 4.

Table 4. Program Cadence.

Y 1: Professional Development for Teachers

Y 1: Observation and Coaching x |1x | x|x x| x| x|x

Y1: Data-Driven Planning, Decision Making,

Assessment Support

Y 1: After-school Tutoring

Y 1: Literacy Leaders (Recruitment)

Y1: Literacy Leader Summer Summit

Y2: Professional Development for Teachers

Y2: Observation and Coaching

11
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Y2: Data-Driven Planning, Decision Making,

Assessment Support

Y2: After School Tutoring

Y2: Literacy Leaders (Community of Practice) xIxIxIxIxlx! x| x| x|x

Strategy to Scale.

Unmet Demand for Implementation of the Project Aligned with the Proposed Level of Scale.

Illinois students reflect the national reading performance patterns, with 31% of fourth graders
performing below grade level (National Assessment of Educational Progress, 2024). Data
collected by the state presents an even more dire picture of student performance, with 58% of
third graders scoring below proficient for English Language Arts (Illinois State Board of
Education, 2025). Given this critical need, the Illinois legislature passed Public Act 103-0402,
which required the Illinois State Board of Education to develop and implement a Comprehensive
Literacy Plan. The Public Act is focused on developing approaches and supports that improve the
literacy skills of children in the earliest grades.

Beginning in 2022, the plan was developed in consultation with educational professionals,
aiming to build districts’ capacity to ensure that Illinois children have access to high-quality,
evidence-based literacy instruction. Released in 2024, the plan has three goals: 1) Every student
received high-quality, evidence-based literacy instruction; 2) Every educator is prepared and
continuously supported to deliver high-quality, evidence-based literacy instruction; and 3) Every
leader is equipped to create, maintain, and sustain conditions for high-quality, evidence-based
literacy instruction. The plan offers a flexible approach that aligns with state standards while
allowing district-specific adaptations. But it is an unfunded mandate, without concrete supports

to help Regional Offices of Education, districts, and schools to implement the plan’s aspirations.

12
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As a result, Illinois’s 1,851,290 public school students (922,067, or 49.8%, of them who are low-
income) will likely be left without dedicated support to help them bolster reading skills. There is,
therefore, significant demand for a proven program such as WORDS among Illinois schools that
can directly support the professional development of teachers.

WORDS in Illinois’s partner, the South Cook Intermediate Service Center (see letters of
support, Appendix C) needs a program to support their schools, teachers, and students while
implementing the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan. South Cook is an Illinois Regional
Office and Support Center for schools in South Cook County, with 66 school districts, 10,000+
teachers, and 130,000+ students. This partnership will facilitate the scale up of the WORDS
model to support Illinois in implementing evidence-based literacy to improve student reading
outcomes. Given South Cook’s needs and the requirements of the state literacy plan, WORDS in
lllinois will include PK students.

Feasibility of the Management Plan to Achieve Project Objectives on Time and Within Budget.

Project Team and Management Plan. One of the WORDS’s project directors, -
-, is now a faculty member at UIC’s College of Education and, with fundamental
experience in developing, implementing, and scaling the program across Nebraska, is poised to
launch the scale-up of WORDS in Illinois. Project partners include other key WORDS developers
(who are now at universities across the U.S.), an Illinois Regional Office of Education (South
Cook), school districts, and schools. The project will leverage the expertise of the initial program
team, who developed, launched, and then expanded the program. The team includes:

The Project Director, _, will lead WORDS in Illinois and be
responsible for all project deliverables. She will oversee day-to-day project implementation,

delegating to the Co-Project Director as needed. She will be responsible for hiring and

13
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managing personnel (including the Project Coordinator and coaching staff), training
personnel, liaising with schools and districts, delivering program content, and coordinating
with the South Cook Intermediate Service Center.

The Co-Project Director, _, will co-lead WORDS in Illinois, engage
in the assessment-related professional development activities, provide expertise regarding
implications for students with disabilities, support schools in implementing and using their
benchmark assessments, and supervise and mentor a postdoctoral researcher (see below). She
will support all additional project activities and lend her expertise in scaling WORDS for the
[llinois context.

_, _, and_ will serve as consultants to
the project. These three consultants were central to developing and implementing WORDS in
Nebraska. They will support project roll-out and oversight, providing guidance and subject
matter expertise related to WORDS implementation. - will provide support to all
activities; _ will provide guidance on professional development workshop content;
and- will support the rollout of the Literacy Leaders program.

The Coaching Team will include two TBD Lead Coaches who will oversee coaching for
the teachers in WORDS in Illinois schools, and provide training and support for the coaches.
Coaches (5in Y1 and Y4; 10 in Y2 and Y3) will provide coaching for teachers at the 80 schools

and will recruit (one at each school) Literacy Leaders for Y2 of each cohort’s implementation.

A TBD Project Coordinator will support day-to-day logistics and implementation of the
project, including scheduling all program components at each partner school; recruiting

teachers interested in providing after-school tutoring; ensuring that teachers are remunerated
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for their time and effort in providing after-school tutoring; managing logistics related to Literacy
Leaders activities; and supporting annual reporting.

A TBD Postdoctoral Researcher will provide content level expertise in evidence-based

literacy and professional learning. They will also support the Project Coordinator; assist with
logistics; support the scheduling of program components at each partner school; plan the
Literacy Leaders Summit activities in the summer between Y1 and Y2; schedule after-school
tutoring sessions; solve logistics related to Literacy Leaders activities; and support annual
reporting. They will work closely with the Leadership Team to support dissemination related to
WORDS in Illinois, sustainability, and future efforts.

A team at WestEd, led by _, will conduct the independent evaluation and the
randomized control trial with 160 schools (80 treatment/ 80 control). - is a-
-, and the Co-Director of Special Education Policy and Practice Research at WestEd. He
leads a team of highly qualified quantitative and qualitative researchers. He and his team will
conduct all evaluation activities; they have worked on numerous EIR evaluation projects,
including Mid-Phase and Expansion projects.

I D D DN B i Projcct
Coordinator, and the postdoctoral researcher constitute the Project Leadership Team. The
Project Leadership Team will meet virtually at least 2x/month to ensure that all activities are
being implemented as intended. During these meetings, the team will review the
Implementation Plan/Timeline (Appendix J) to ensure the timely implementation of all
critical program activities. _ will be responsible for delineating and assigning
tasks related to the plan and coordinating with the evaluation team. The Implementation

Plan/Timeline, and project management data dashboards will be reviewed at meetings with
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the Project Director, the Co-Project Director, Project Coordinator, Lead Coaches, and the
Postdoctoral Researcher.

Relevance and Demonstrated Commitment of Each Partner in Implementation and Success.

WORDS in llinois will scale the intervention across 80 schools in South Cook
Intermediate Service District, which is a ROE that serves 66 school districts, 254 schools,
and five special education cooperatives in South Cook County, comprising 146,000+
students. UIC and South Cook currently collaborate on two funded research and
implementation projects. A letter of commitment from South Cook Intermediate Service
District is attached to this proposal (Appendix C). Consultants include three core project
team members who developed, piloted, and expanded WORDS across Nebraska. Together,
they have a combined 15 years’ experience with WORDS and over 50 years’ experience
working in schools and supporting evidence-based literacy instruction.

WestEd will conduct the evaluation, including a randomized control trial of 160 schools in
South Cook Intermediate School District. WestEd has significant experience in evaluation,
particularly for EIR projects. A letter of commitment from WestEd is attached to this proposal
(Appendix C).

Quality of the Plan to Deliver Services More Efficiently at Scale and Maintain Effectiveness.

Intensive, embedded, and ongoing professional learning models are expensive to implement
and often not attempted at scale. WORDS in Illinois offers the opportunity to implement such a
program more efficiently at scale by leveraging the program team’s previous experience in
implementing and growing the program since 2020-21.

WORDS is a fully articulated program with a full suite of developed materials and protocols.

This will create efficiencies in time, implementation, and support for schools. All materials for

16
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project implementation have been developed, implemented, and revised within the Nebraska
model. This includes a scope and sequence for WORDS content delivery to facilitate
implementation fidelity. Additionally, all materials for WORDS professional development
workshops, coach training and implementation, the Literacy Leader program, and tutoring
supports are readily available and turnkey. Sample program materials are provided in Appendix
J. Protocols for recruiting and training high quality project staff have already been developed,
and an effective project leadership structure has been established. This should ensure the ability
to launch quickly in Illinois. Multiple protocols have been developed to support a variety of real-
world intervention challenges (e.g., a new teacher starts in year two of program implementation,
change in school leadership, extreme weather, changing of a school’s HQMs). The team is ready
to continue growing the WORDS program in Illinois.

Additional efficiencies have been built into WORDS in Illinois. First, there will be greater
integration of each teacher’s existing knowledge during the professional development
workshops to better meet their learning needs. Second, maintaining schools’ existing
benchmark assessments (reducing the need to develop new knowledge) will create further
efficiencies. Third, the use of curricular materials to intensify instruction during Tier 2 and
Tier 3 instruction, as well as during tutoring, will lead to more efficient and sustainable
literacy instruction overall. Fourth, efficiencies will be created by adding PK, which will
prepare for kindergarten reading skills. This will lead to greater efficiencies in instruction,
help schools build momentum, and maintain growth among students, reducing the demand
for Tier 2, Tier 3, and Special Education in later grade levels. Finally, work with a Regional
Office of Education (South Cook Intermediate Service District) to build a network of

supports and professionals beyond individual schools will establish a sustainable system with
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a larger number of literacy experts, embedding WORDS into a larger ecosystem and making

it more efficient at scale.

Quality of the Mechanisms to Broadly Disseminate Information and Resources on the Project.

Dissemination will involve traditional dissemination strategies such as published articles
in scholarly journals, conference presentations, and panel discussions. Efforts will prioritize
conferences that target practitioners. Key conferences include the annual Reading League
Conference; the Science of Reading conference, held by the National Literacy Institute; and
the Illinois Reading Council conference. The project team will engage with professional
associations (e.g., Literacy Research Association) to gain opportunities for presenting project
findings through webinars and subcommittee convenings. A dedicated website will be
developed (in-kind to the project through UIC marketing teams), and project newsletters will
be prepared (‘Spotlights on WORDS in Illinois’) and disseminated among networks.

Literacy Leaders will, as part of their efforts, also support project dissemination. Each
Literacy Leader will participate in poster sessions, conference presentations, and panel
discussions related to their involvement in the project and their school-based problem of practice.
Practitioner-oriented conference participation will be prioritized. Literacy Leaders will also
collaborate with South Cook Intermediate Service Center instructional coaches to expand their
leadership roles within and across the Regional Office of Education’s schools. This engagement
might involve, for example, providing training workshops, or coaching on evidence-based
literacy strategies. It may also involve developing a train-the-trainer model whereby Literacy
Leaders and instructional coaches are trained by the Project Leadership Team to implement the

WORDS model in additional Illinois schools.
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Translational materials will be prepared, in addition to scholarly and lay publications. The
translational materials will include a replication checklist and roadmap for future scale options,
to share opportunities to scale the WORDS model throughout Illinois and to other states. A suite
of training materials, including webinars and training videos, will also be prepared. All materials
will be presented on the project website (provided in-kind to the project by UIC’s marketing
team).

The project team will plan and implement a literacy conference to convene in Y5, to support
dissemination as well as continued replication and scale. The conference will bring together
participants from the WORDS in Illinois scale-up as well as previous participants in Nebraska;
the conference will also invite national leaders in literacy to engage in the program. To reduce
cost, and engage a wide audience, the conference would be held both in-person and virtually.

The Project Leadership Team will also engage in nontraditional dissemination efforts to
engage as wide of an audience as possible, through social media efforts, including participating
in topical podcasts and social media ‘takeovers’, to disseminate broadly about WORDS in
Lllinois.

Quality of the Project Design.

Quality of the Logic Model, and How Inputs are Related to Outcomes.

The WORDS in Illinois logic model is presented in Appendix G, and highlights the key
components, mediators, as well as the short, medium, and long term outcomes. The key support
components are the funding, the program model, the professional development curriculum, the
Project Director, Co-Project Director, Consultants, project staff, coaches, and the evaluation. Key
direct components are the professional development activities, coaching, assessment data, the

reading instruction and tutoring interventions, and Literacy Leaders leadership development
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activities. Mediators are teachers’ self-efficacy in teaching reading; school readiness to
implement WORDS; reading instruction; access to after-school reading tutoring; and leadership
engagement. Short-term outcomes include: 1) increase in teacher knowledge and skills; 2)
increase in teacher capacity to deliver and interpret data; 3) increase in teacher capacity to
provide effective reading instruction and interventions; and 4) leadership competencies improve.
Medium-term outcomes include: 1) teacher practices improve; 2) student reading skills improve;
and 3) PK-3 reading achievement scores improve. Long-term outcomes include: 1) school-wide
achievement increases across all grades; 2) WORDS in Illinois scales up to additional school
districts; 3) statewide literacy improves; 4) student performance on ELA state assessments in
grades 3 through 8 improves; and 5) increased graduation rates.

Extent to Goals, Objectives, and Outcomes Are Clearly Specified, Measurable, and Ambitious.

WORDS in Illinois seeks to improve early reading skills among students who do not perform
on grade level between PK and third grade. All of the objectives, outputs, and outcomes are
achievable within the project period. The timeline demonstrating the cadence of activities within
the five-year period is in Appendix J. All project activities meet the Absolute Priority of the grant
program and also meet Competitive Preference Priority #2, in addition to being in alignment
with the aspirations of the EIR Mid-Phase program.

Table 5. Goals, Objectives, Outputs, and Outcomes (Aligned with the Logic Model).

Goal: To improve early reading skills among Illinois students who do not perform on grade

level between PK and third grade.

Obj 1 | Improve the professional preparation of teachers to deliver high-quality reading

instruction and interventions.
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1.1

960 in-service teachers will engage in sustained professional development and

coaching.

1.1.1 | 85% (n=816) of teachers will report enhanced knowledge of evidence-based

literacy and related instructional practices.

1.1.2 | 85% (n=816) of teachers will report increased self-efficacy in using evidence-

based literacy-aligned practices.

1.2

960 in-service teachers will gain support in administering and interpreting reading
assessment data to reliably identify children who need additional instructional

supports in reading.

1.2.1 | 85% (n=816) of teachers will report enhanced knowledge of interpreting

assessment data.

1.2.2 | 85% (n=816) of teachers will report increased self-efficacy in interpreting and

planning for assessment.

1.3

80 in-service teachers will participate in Literacy Leader leadership development
program to develop knowledge and skills to support ongoing evidence-based literacy

building level practices.

1.3.1 | 85% (n=68) of Literacy Leaders will report that their self-efficacy as a leader

has improved.

1.3.2 | 85% (n=68) of Literacy Leaders will report that their knowledge as a leader

has improved.

1.3.3 | 85% (n=68) of Literacy Leaders will report that their skills as a leader have

improved.
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1.3.4

20% (n=20) of Literacy Leaders will continue to advance in literacy leader

roles (at their school, within their district, statewide).

Obj 2

Improve core reading instruction and reading intervention.

2.1

960 in-service teachers will receive coaching support to enact new knowledge and

skills.

2.1.1

85% (n=816) of teachers will report enhanced teaching skills in using

evidence-based literacy practices.

85% (n=816) of teachers will report increased skills in using assessment data

to plan and implement instruction.

2.2

80 participating schools will enact more evidence-based literacy instruction.

2.2.1

Use of evidence-based literacy practices by teachers will increase by 25%.

222

80 Literacy Leader projects will target school-wide problems of practice

related to evidence-based literacy.

Obj 3

Increase the number of students who perform at (or above) the grade level benchmark

in reading.

3.1

19,000 students will be reached with high-quality reading instruction, including core

and intervention instruction during the school day.

3.1.1 | 65% of all students will perform at or above benchmark by the end of the
intervention.
3.1.2 | 50% of students performing below benchmark at the beginning of the

intervention will perform at or above benchmark by the end of the

intervention.
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3.2 60 teachers a semester will provide high-impact tutoring for students performing

below benchmark, reaching 2,500+ students.

3.2.1 | Of teachers providing tutoring, 85% will report that tutoring was effective for

supporting the reading skills of students performing below benchmark.

3.2.2 | 30% of students receiving students receiving high impact tutoring will

progress at least one benchmark level.

Obj 4 | Demonstrate the feasibility of scaling up WORDS in Illinois.

4.1 Core components of WORDS in Illinois (10 professional development workshops, 8
coaching sessions, 20 tutoring sessions, 1 Literacy Leader per school) will meet the

WORDS model fidelity.

4.1.1 | Student outcomes will achieve same benchmark outcomes in Illinois that are

similar to the Nebraska implementation.

4.1.2 | Teachers will report outcomes in Illinois that are similar to the Nebraska

implementation.

4.2 A replication checklist and roadmap to scale for the WORDS model will be developed.

4.2.1 | The replication checklist and roadmap to scale will be shared among the

education community in Illinois and nationally.

Quality of the Project Evaluation or Other Evidence-Building.

Extent to Which the Methods of Evaluation will Meet WWC Standards Without Reservations.

WestEd will lead an independent evaluation of WORDS in Illinois on student and teacher
outcomes focused on grades PK-3. The impact study will meet What Works Clearinghouse
(WWC) 5.0 Standards Without Reservations using a cluster randomized controlled trial (RCT)

across 160 schools, resulting in rigorous experimental evidence. Primary student outcomes will
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focus on reading achievement and skills using district-selected progress monitoring

measurement benchmarks and state summative assessments for 3rd graders, ensuring

findings are policy-relevant and instructionally actionable. The evaluation team will collect

data on fidelity of implementation, teacher knowledge and self-efficacy, sustainability,

contextual supports, and costs; providing a comprehensive understanding of effectiveness,

feasibility, and scalability. Fidelity measures will be developed using existing materials. In

alignment with the Standards for Excellence in Education Research (SEER), the evaluation

emphasizes rigorous causal inference, meaningful and generalizable outcomes, transparency,

and dissemination to both researchers and practitioners. The study is guided by the following

research questions:

Table 6. Evaluation Research Questions and Data Sources.

Impact Analyses.

1. What is the impact of WORDS on PK-3rd grade

students’ reading achievement?

District-selected reading progress
monitoring tools (e.g., DIBELS 8th

Edition) (Beginning/Middle/End of Year)

2. What is the impact of WORDS on 3rd grade
students’ reading achievement as measured by the

state summative assessment?

State ELA/Reading Assessment

3. Are PK-3rd grade students scoring below
benchmark at beginning of year reading assessments
more likely to move to at or above benchmark in
WORDS schools compared to business-as-usual

(BAU)?

District-selected reading progress

monitoring tools (e.g., DIBELS 8th

2)

Edition) (Beginning of Year 1, End of Year
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4. What is the impact of WORDS training on PK-3rd
grade teachers’ knowledge and self-efficacy of

evidence-based literacy practices?

Knowledge survey (i.e., TULIP; Hall et al.,
2024); Self-efficacy (e.g., Teacher self-
efficacy survey, Tschannen-Moran & Hoy,
2001; School Leaders’ Self-Efficacy Scale,

Petridou et al., 2014).

Implementation Analyses.

5. To what extent do teachers who receive WORDS
training implement evidence-based literacy-aligned

instruction with fidelity relative to BAU?

Fidelity measures, teacher surveys

6. What are teachers’ and administrators’ perceptions
of the feasibility, usability, and value of WORDS for

early literacy?

Surveys, focus groups

Exploratory Analyses.

7. Do impacts vary by student subgroup (e.g., grade,

disability status, English Learner status)?

Student records, assessment data

8. Does fidelity of implementation mediate the
relation between WORDS implementation and

student and teacher outcomes?

Fidelity measures, student measures

9. What are the longitudinal impacts of WORDS on

student reading outcomes?

District-selected reading progress
monitoring tools (e.g., DIBELS 8th
Edition) (Beginning/Middle/End of Year)

State ELA/Reading Assessment
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D.1.1. Evaluation Design (SEER: Pre-Registration, Replication, and Rigorous Methods).
WestEd, in collaboration with UIC, will recruit 160 elementary schools across multiple districts
in the South Cook Intermediate Service, representing ~1,920 instructional staff and ~38,400
students in grades PK-3. To maximize rigor and ensure strong internal validity, the evaluation
team will randomly assign schools in three two-year cohorts (C1: 2026-28, 60 schools; C2:
2027-29, 60 schools; C3: 2028-30, 40 schools). Within each cohort, half of the schools will be
randomly assigned to WORDS, and half will continue with business as usual (BAU) literacy
instruction for the two years of the study. The team will use blocked randomization to ensure
equivalence between groups. Blocking variables will include district, prior year school-level
reading proficiency (based on state assessment scores), and Title I status as an indicator of
school=level socioeconomic disadvantage.

The evaluation team will carefully monitor attrition at the cluster (school), teacher, and
student levels across the study. Using WWC 5.0 guidelines, they will calculate and report overall
and differential attrition. WestEd will also use specific strategies to reduce school attrition. First,
schools and staff will receive financial incentives for participating. Second, they will monitor
participation indicators (e.g., missed PD, survey completion, administrator turnover) and flag
low-participation schools for remediation (e.g., virtual or on-side visit, additional support).

At the student level, the team expects some degree of missingness due to mobility,
absenteeism during testing windows, and incomplete records. To address this, they will
document attrition patterns, including reasons for missingness and differential attrition across
treatment and control groups; apply an intent-to-treat (ITT) approach, ensuring all randomized
schools remain in the analytic sample regardless of program implementation status; and use

methods for handling missing data, including multiple imputation under the missing-at-random
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(MAR) assumption, and full information maximum likelihood (FIML) estimation in multilevel
models (MLMs), as recommended by WWC. Additionally, consistent with WWC guidelines,
analytic samples will exclude “joiners” (students who enroll in study schools after random
assignment) to preserve baseline equivalence and internal validity. All attrition and joiner
procedures, thresholds, and decision rules will be preregistered in REES to avoid post hoc
analytic flexibility. Detailed attrition reports, along with code and documentation, will be made
available through the Open Science Framework (OSF) to ensure transparency and replicability.
D.1.2. Statistical Power. WestEd estimated the minimum detectable effect sizes (MDES) for the
planned two-level cluster RCT using the PowerUpR package. The design includes 160 schools,
an average of 12 teachers and 20 students per school, balanced treatment assignment, o = .05
(two-tailed), and 80% power. They examined plausible ranges for the intraclass correlation (ICC)
at the school and teacher level (p2, p3=.05 to .15), as well as covariate adjustment explaining 10-
70% variance at the student, teacher, and school levels. Results suggest that the study is powered
for MDES in the range of 0.102 to 0.179 standard deviations on literacy outcomes (see Appendix
J for details). These effect sizes are similar to those observed in preliminary studies of WORDS
described previously.
D.1.3. Outcome and Implementation Measures. WestEd will use a series of reading achievement,
reading skill, and knowledge and self-efficacy of teaching reading measures to capture policy-
and practice-relevant impacts (see Appendix J for psychometric properties of all included
measures).

Reading Skills. Students will complete their district-selected reading progress monitoring
assessment (e.g., DIBELS 8th Edition; i-Ready, NWEA Growth) at the beginning, middle,

and end of the school year. WestEd will convert composite scores to z-scores to enable
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comparability and analyses across sites. The evaluation team will also extract benchmark
levels as set by the assessment.

Reaching Achievement. Third grade students will complete state standardized

ELA/Reading assessments, providing policy-relevant evidence.

Teacher Knowledge. Teachers will complete knowledge checks using the TULIP (Hall et

al., 2025) across the study to assess changes in their knowledge of teaching reading and data-
based decision making. Measures of changes in knowledge of leadership skills will be
administered to Literacy Leaders

Teacher Self-Efficacy. Teachers will complete measures of self-efficacy (e.g., Teacher Sense

of Self-Efficacy Scale; Tschannen-Moran & Hoy, 2001) across the study to assess changes in
their efficacy for teaching reading and data-based decision making. Changes in self-efficacy as a
leader will be measured for Literacy Leaders (e.g., School Leaders’Self-Efficacy Scale, Petridou
et al., 2014).

Teacher Report of Practice. Teachers will complete measures of evidence-based literacy

practices and data based decision making.

Teacher Report of Student Tutoring Outcomes. Teachers will report on benefits of WORDS
for students receiving tutoring (where applicable).

Implementation Fidelity. Fidelity to WORDS components will be measured using tracking

systems already developed along with teacher-reported practices. All professional development
workshops, coaching sessions, and tutoring sessions will be logged (including duration and
content focus). Coaches will conduct structured observations of core and intervention instruction

to observe for implementation of evidence-based literacy instruction.
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Feasibility and Usability. Teachers will complete online surveys (10-15 minutes)

administered in fall and spring each year. Domains measured will include: Acceptability,
Appropriateness, Feasibility (short validated scales; 5-point Likert); Usability of materials (task
clarity, learnability, error recovery); Perceived burden (time, prep) and resource adequacy
(materials, coaching); Leadership & climate (time protection, expectations, data use norms); and
Barriers/enablers (checklist and open text) aligned to the fidelity dimensions. In the spring of the
second impact study year for each cohort, the evaluation team will conduct focus groups (60
minutes) with purposive samples. The focus groups will use a semi-structured protocol to elicit
pain points, workarounds, and impact stories.

D.1.4. Analytic Approach (SEER: Causal Inference and Generalizability). All impact estimates
will follow an ITT framework, where the treatment indicator reflects randomized school
assignment (treatment vs. BAU), regardless of dosage or compliance. Randomization occurs at
the school (cluster) level; students are nested within teachers who are nested within schools. For
all student-level continuous measures (e.g., grade-specific reading progress monitoring measure
composite z-scores), the evaluation team will estimate a series of three-level MLMs
(Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002), while dichotomous outcomes will use logistic multilevel
regression. Teacher-level continuous outcomes will be estimated using two-level MLMs.
Additional details are in Appendix J.

D.1.5. Cost Analysis (SEER: Practical Value). WestEd will conduct a cost analysis based on the
Resource Cost Model (Levin & McEwan, 2002) to provide information about the cost of
implementing WORDS and whether it is cost effective relative to the BAU condition. Costs will
be identified in both the WORDS and BAU conditions using the ingredients method (Levin et al.,

2017). Analyses will identify the costs associated with each component of the program,
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distinguish start-up costs from ongoing costs, and convert total costs to per-school and per-
student costs. The evaluation team will then combine the cost information and effect size
estimates to describe the impact on a per dollar basis following cost analysis recommendations
(Hollands et al., 2021).

D.1.6. Generalizability and Scalability (SEER: Facilitate generalization of study findings,
Support scaling of promising interventions). Given the partnership with the South Cook
Intermediate Service Center, WestEd will evaluate WORDS across a wide variety of schools,
including those serving economically disadvantaged populations. This diverse sample allows for
generalizability of results as WORDS is scaled across Illinois and other states with similar
schools. To further assess generalizability, the evaluation team will include a series of moderator
analyses to determine how the impacts of WORDS in Illinois are moderated by school, teacher,
and student characteristics. The results of the moderator analyses will further inform scaling
efforts specific to where WORDS is effective given the population’s characteristics, along with
developing targeted strategies for improving the framework for populations for whom it was less
effective.

D.1.7. Dissemination (SEER: Broad Sharing of Findings). WestEd will use a multi-audience
dissemination strategy prioritizing openness, usability, and reach. For the research community,
the evaluation team will preregister analyses, post replication packages (e.g., de-identified data,
code, codebooks, and README:s) to OSF, submit manuscripts to peer-reviewed journals, and
present results at major conferences (e.g., SSR, SREE, AERA). For decision-makers, the
evaluation team will produce concise policy briefs and fiscal one-pagers tailored to district and
state timelines (including start-up vs. steady-state cost and cost-effectiveness takeaways). For

practitioners, the evaluation team will publish practitioner-friendly reports and infographics
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pairing impact results with practical implementation guidance, fidelity checklists, and classroom-
ready “Evidence-to-Action” toolkits. To maximize transparency and reuse, all instruments,
rubrics, and protocols will be shared as open educational resources following FAIR principles.
WestEd will go beyond traditional dissemination approaches and create interactive district “data
snapshots” that visualize local engagement and outcomes, rapid “bright-spots” case studies, a
short explainer video for families and school boards, and a practitioner podcast/brief series
distilling lessons learned in under 10 minutes. Materials will be accessible (plain language, alt-
text, closed captions), translated where appropriate, and released on a staged timeline: formative
memos after each cohort year, an interim brief at mid-project, and a comprehensive final report
with the full replication package. This approach meets SEER’s commitments to open science,
transparency, and broad, audience-appropriate sharing while ensuring that findings directly
inform practice and policy at scale.

Effective Strategies Suitable for Replication and Potential Implementation in Other Settings.

The research questions explore how, when, and for whom WORDS in Illinois works. The
current project builds on growing evidence showing WORDS positively impacts student reading
outcomes while integrating with a school’s existing HQMs. WestEd will lead a Scale-Up study
with schools randomly assigned to the WORDS treatment condition, and will conduct qualitative
listening sessions with school staff, families, and district staff. This qualitative data will provide
insights about facilitators and barriers to implementation, and create a narrative to triangulate
with quantitative data about the WORDS implementation process and adjustments needed to
continue building an effective and efficient framework. This study will set the stage for future

research on scaling WORDS across multiple states in an Expansion project and create
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opportunities to adapt WORDS to ensure it is contextually relevant and effective across a wide
variety of settings and populations.

Quality of the Evaluation Plan for Measuring Fidelity of Implementation.

D.3.1. Fidelity Components. Prior to beginning the RCT, UIC and WestEd will collaborate to
define observable indicators for fidelity of implementation based on current WORDS procedures,
materials, and the logic model. The evaluation team will focus on adherence (i.e., what was
delivered), dosage/exposure (i.e., how much teachers and students received), quality of delivery
(i.e., how well WORDS was delivered), participant responsiveness (i.e., uptake and engagement),
and differentiation/contrast (i.e., distinctiveness of the WORDS condition relative to BAU to
ensure spillover into control schools is avoided). Data to be collected include PD workshop
attendance, checklists of content covered in each PD, teacher and coach logs, and surveys of both
treatment and control schools to establish current practices/materials for comparison against
WORDS. Thresholds of acceptable fidelity will be developed prior to beginning the RCT and will
include 90% or greater implementation of each core component of WORDS.

D.3.2. How Implementation Informs Outcomes. To avoid post-treatment bias, primary
impacts will remain ITT and will not account for observed fidelity. Moderation analyses using
pre-treatment moderators (e.g., baseline school-level reading achievement), which do not
introduce bias, will be used to test whether the ITT effect varies by pre-existing characteristics.
Mediation analyses will be conducted to determine the effect of implementation fidelity on
student and teacher outcomes. These mediation analyses will use the five dimensions of fidelity
defined in D.3.1 to explore differences in performance based on the dimension.

Extent to Which the Project will Result in Information to Guide Possible Replication.
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D.4.1. Implementation Core. WestEd will use the Logic Model as a basis for core
implementation components that should be implemented across settings within and beyond this
study. The evaluation team will use teacher and coach logs, along with qualitative focus groups,
to determine adaptations made within the context of the study to meet unanticipated
student/contextual needs. These adaptations will be consolidated and analyzed alongside
outcome data to determine differential impacts and assess optimal adaptations for inclusion in
future iterations of WORDS.

D.4.2. Valid, Reliable, and Reusable Measurement. As mentioned, fidelity of implementation
will be tracked across multiple dimensions and sources across the study. Outcome measures align
to the WORDS logic model and include primary confirmatory outcomes using standardized,
validated scales of reading achievement and skill scored in z-metrics for analyses across
comparable measures as well as benchmark thresholds of performance. WestEd will conduct
additional exploratory psychometrics testing (e.g., internal consistency, confirmatory factor
analysis, measurement invariance) to ensure measures and scores are equivalent across settings
and population characteristics within the study sample. Data quality will be ensured through
range checks, deduplication, and audits between sources, as able, to determine and reconcile
discrepancies. Instruments, materials, and analysis code will be shared as open education
resources with version control, allowing authentic implementers (e.g., districts) and researchers
to replicate procedures and contribute improvements to the intervention and literature base.

D.4.3. Evaluation Design that Produces Credible Effectiveness Evidence. This 160-school
cluster RCT with blocked randomization is designed to meet WWC standards without
reservations while producing ITT estimates. The evaluation team will use MLMs to estimate

treatment effects while accounting for cohort fixed effects and pre-specified baseline covariates.
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As necessary, the team will employ small-sample cluster corrections (e.g., Satterthwaite degrees
of freedom adjustment) to ensure valid school-level inferences, along with multiple comparisons
corrections for reading outcomes within the same family. Per WWC guidelines, the evaluation
team will ensure internal validity by excluding joiners from confirmatory analyses while
monitoring attrition and control site contamination. They will also assess reasons for missing
data and conduct sensitivity analyses comparing multiple imputation to complete-case estimates
to determine the most appropriate method. Finally, the team will pre-register primary study
contrasts, model specifications, and decision rules prior to collecting outcome data.

D.4.4. Products that Make Replication Practical. Scaling materials and procedures will be
made available as an open educational resource for practitioner and researcher use. WestEd will
ensure shared materials and procedures are understandable and accessible to target practitioner
audiences to facilitate uptake. Data, analysis code, and documentation will also be uploaded to a
data sharing server (e.g. LDBase.org) to facilitate licensed analytical replication and secondary

research.
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