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Firm Foundations and Reading 44 
Category: Phonological awareness, word reading and reading comprehension curriculum based program 
Grade Level: K-10 (empirical research currently up to Grade 4)
1. What is the purpose of Firm  Foundations and Reading 44?

Firm Foundations and Reading 44 are district wide curriculum based programs designed to identify the early signs of children who are at-risk of developing poor reading skills, or reading disabilities. Furthermore, the programs provide early interventions to children at-risk by explicitly teaching fundamental language and literacy skills critical for proficient single-word reading and reading comprehension in the early and later elementary grades (Firm Foundations, 2001; Lesaux, Rupp & Siegel, 2007; Lesaux & Siegel, 2003; Lipka & Siegel, 2007; Reading 44, 1999; Siegel, 2009). Improving reading comprehension ability is central to school success and completing future job training. Furthermore, early identification and intervention approaches ensure all children are given the best opportunities to develop literacy skills. 

Many children in the Canadian educational system are learning English as a second language (ESL). ESL children often enter kindergarten with oral language (e.g., vocabulary knowledge, grammar) and 
phonological processing difficulties (e.g., the awareness of the relations between sounds and letters). Therefore, a primary 
focus of Firm Foundations (2001) and Reading 44 (1999) is to increase ESL children’s language and literacy skills, especially the skills necessary for reading comprehension because research has shown that ESL children’s reading comprehension skills are an area of known weakness (Verhoeven, 1990, 2000). 
2. With whom can Firm Foundations and Reading 44 be used?

All District 44 kindergarten students in North Vancouver, British Columbia participate in the early literacy screening protocol. All students first complete the Firm Foundations program in Kindergarten and are in the Reading 44 program in Grades 1 through 10. The ESL students and their native English speaking peers learn in an inclusive environment. All students receive the same instruction and participate in the lessons together. 

3. What is the format of Firm Foundations and Reading 44?
Firm Foundations: 

The first step in the program is the use of district wide assessments to identify children at risk of developing problems with reading. If a child is classified at risk of poor reading the child can receive additional in-class support on phonics (e.g., letter-sound) training and oral language (e.g., vocabulary) via small group instruction only or a combination of small group and individual instruction for the students with severe difficulties. For 20 minutes 3 to 4 times per week for the duration of the school year, children completed activities that emphasized sound-letter relationships, cooperative story writing and retelling, and journal writing using invented spelling (Firm Foundations, 1999; Lesaux & Siegel, 2003).
Reading 44:  

After the students complete Kindergarten, they begin the Reading 44 program in Grades 1. The Firm Foundations classroom based small group design is also used in Reading 44. The focus of Reading 44 is on teaching twelve reading strategies, with less of an emphasis on phonics and more of an emphasis on skills and strategies necessary for good comprehension (Lesaux & Siegel, 2003; Reading 44; 1999).   


Specific principles guide the format of Firm Foundations and Reading 44. The first principle is: the teacher is the program. Second, phonological processing skills are essential for learning to read. Third, early literacy skills are taught through a play-based environment in Kindergarten. Fourth, teachers need knowledge about reading development and how to access materials and activities. Finally, at risk students must be identified early and intervention must begin early to improve chances at developing proficient reading skills. 
4. What teaching procedures are used with Firm Foundations and Reading 44?

Firm Foundations (2001) focuses on teaching early literacy skills through play based environments in the classroom. Specific activities focus on:

· Rhyming (e.g., songs, poems, matching rhyme words), 

· Segmenting words into individual sounds (e.g., cat = /c/ + /a/ + /t/)

· Blending sounds to form words (e.g., /t/ + /r/ + /ai/ + /n/ = train)
· Letter-sound matching - the awareness that letters represent sounds (e.g., t = /t/; t + h = /th/  

· Concepts of print - the awareness of parts of a book (where is the title or first word; which way to we read?), and a general sense of the purpose of reading (we read to understand stories)

Reading 44 (1999) focuses on teaching 12 reading skills and strategies with the assumption that all teachers are teachers of reading. Whether the subject material is math, geography or science, teachers can imbed activities to promote reading development within specific content areas. 

The twelve skills and strategies presented in the curriculum based resource books are:
· Accessing background and prior knowledge of the content area
· Making predictions on what will be learned or what will happen next

· Figuring out unknown words by examining root words, derivations, or the context

· Self monitoring comprehension and self correcting when comprehension fails

· Making mental pictures

· Connecting what you read with what you know

· Determining the most important ideas, events and the relationships between them

· Extracting important information from text, charts, graphs, maps and illustrations

· Identifying and interpreting literacy elements across genres 

· Summarizing what has been read

· Making inferences and drawing conclusions

· Reflecting, responding, and discussing the reading


In addition to the specific activities and skills taught, more general program components have also been used to improve reading performance. The program components in the primary grades are: (1) guided reading, (2) shared reading, (3) connecting reading and writing, (4) home reading initiatives, (5) independent reading, and (6) reading aloud and responding. For the intermediate grades in addition to the six components listed above, two other program components are used: (7) content area reading and writing, and (8) literature circles (Firm Foundations, 2001; Reading 44, 2001).   
5. In what types of settings can Firm Foundations and Reading 44 be used in?

The Firm Foundations and Reading 44 curriculum is limited to students a part of School District 44 in North Vancouver. However, the program components listed above can be used by all teachers, practitioners, parents, and tutors who are working with ESL learners, children with poor reading skills, and children identified as reading disabled.  
6. To what extent has the research shown Firm Foundations and Reading 44 to be useful?

Overall, the district wide curriculum based program was found to be very beneficial at improving children’s literacy skills. In Kindergarten in 1998, 23.8% of first language English speakers and 37.2% of ESL speakers were identified as at-risk. Following the same group of children to Grade 4 revealed that 2.7% of first language students and 2% of ESL students were respectively identified as reading disabled; this translates to a 90% decline in students difficulties over four years (Reading 44, 2001). Empirical evidence has shown that ESL students had poorer performance on measures of phonological processing, word reading, and grammar in Kindergarten. However by Grade 4, the groups were equivalent performance on all skills (except for one of the two comprehension measures). As well, both groups had similar growth trajectories of word reading ability (Lesaux, Rupp & Siegel, 2007). The results show that the program was effective at increasing students reading skills and growth in reading, especially ESL students who had below average performance in Kindergarten.   

7. What are the costs associated with the Reading 44 intervention?

The specific cost of the development of the early assessment and intervention curriculum has not been released.  However, keeping the program implemented is very inexpensive because the reading program is embedded in all classrooms and is explicitly integrated into the curriculum.  
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