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Academy of Reading -- Implementation Practices in CCSD Schools  
Executive Summary 

Strengths 
• Academy of Reading is fairly easy to install. 
 
• Schools do not appear to be experiencing technical problems with Academy of Reading as often as with 

other technology-based reading interventions. 
 
• The newest version of Academy of Reading is housed on one district server rather than a server at each 

school, which facilitates troubleshooting of technical problems and provides centralized access to data on 
usage and student progress. 

 
• The classrooms in which Academy of Reading is being used have an adequate number of computers and 

have adequate space between workstations. 
 

• Generally speaking, the recommended student to teacher ratio of 10:1 is being met. In fact, the ratio is 
often less than 10:1. 

 
• Teachers understand that the program addresses only specific reading skills. 

 
• Teachers feel that the program is easy to manage compared to other technology-based programs, as it 

does not require them to select lessons or skill sets. 
 
• Some teachers are using incentive systems (e.g., posting and updating certificates or giving candy when a 

student completes a trial) to maintain student motivation. 
 

• Students understand the program’s progress monitoring system (Results Room). 
 
Challenges 

• Administrators do not use data to schedule targeted students (those needing phonics and phonemic 
awareness remediation) on Academy of Reading. 

 
• Academy of Reading is often not integrated into ELA or reading curriculum but rather taught in special 

area or related arts classes. 
 
• As most of the teachers using Academy of Reading do not have backgrounds in reading or ELA, they 

expressed concern about their ability to facilitate instruction for students using Academy of Reading. 
 

• Schools are receiving inconsistent amount/quality of ongoing support and materials from vendor. 
 

• Active, “over the shoulder” facilitation of instruction is rarely occurring.  
 
• Many teachers do not use the Class Training Monitor (in the management system) every class period to 

identify and assist struggling students. 
 
• With Academy of Reading, teachers must manually adjust struggling students’ pacing or accuracy rate 

but most teachers have not been adequately trained on how much/how little to modify these features. 
 

• Academy of Reading exercises are viewed as “too easy” by students and some teachers (students usually 
have high accuracy levels but inconsistent pacing). 

 
• The program does not appear to maintain student engagement. This is especially apparent among older 

students.
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Academy of Reading - Implementation Practices in CCSD Schools 
Background  
During the 2005-06 school year, CCSD conducted an evaluation of key reading interventions used in the district. 
The purpose of the evaluations is to examine implementation practices and student outcomes, in order to identify 
best practices and common challenges. Academy of Reading is one of the reading interventions that was 
evaluated in 2005-06.  
 
Academy of Reading is a computer-based intervention that is designed to supplement reading instruction for 
students in grades 2-12 who are behind in basic reading skills. The intervention focuses mainly on phonemic 
awareness and phonics skills. The publisher recommends that students use it for 20-30 minutes, 3-5 days a week.  
The Academy of Reading exercises are grouped into three, progressive training modules: Phonemic Awareness, 
Reading Subskills, and Reading Comprehension. The program’s pre-test places students in the appropriate 
exercises. Based on pre-test results, students progress through an individualized number of exercises in each 
training module. Students move from one exercise to another when they master a prescribed accuracy level and, 
in the case of Reading Subskills both accuracy and consistent pacing. When the student has mastered an exercise, 
an award is placed in the Awards Room on the computer. Students may also view graphs and progress in the 
Results Room at the end of each set of exercises.  
 
The Academy of Reading management system provides progress reports for individual students, classes, and the 
school. The management system is internet-based which allows it to be easily accessed by teachers, school 
leadership and central district staff. The Academy of Reading vendor recommends that teachers review the Class 
Training Monitor in the management system, which uses orange and green arrows to indicate each student’s 
progress, before the start of class and during class in order to identify and intervene to assist struggling students.  
 
Evaluation Approach 
The Academy of Reading evaluation involved 1) classroom observations; 2) survey of teachers using the product; 
3) review of usage patterns; and 4) review of student reading performance [as measured by the product’s internal 
assessment and external data such as PACT or MAP]. The evaluation is limited to schools that obtained Academy 
of Reading prior to the start of the 2005-06 school year and used Academy of Reading during 2005-06. The 
evaluation is limited to these schools to ensure that students had enough time on Academy of Reading to 
demonstrate growth, and teachers had enough time using Academy of Reading to respond about utilization 
experiences.  
 
Schools Involved 
The four schools that were included in the evaluation are North Charleston High School, Garrett Academy, Alice 
Birney Middle School, and Sanders-Clyde Elementary School.1   
 

Table 1. Schools included in Academy of Reading (AoR) Evaluation, 2005-06. 
Name of  School Grade 

Level(s) 
# of Teachers 

Using AoR 
# of Years Teacher(s) 

Has Used AoR 
Approx. #  of 

Students Using AoR 

North Charleston HS 9 
 

4 
1 ½ yrs (one teacher) 
1 yr (three teachers) 185 

Garrett Academy 9-12 
 

3 1 yr (all teachers) 50 

Alice Birney MS 6-8 2 
2 ½ yrs (one teacher) 

1 yr (one teacher) 150 

Sanders-Clyde ES 
 

2-6   2∗ 1 yr (all teachers) 35 
                                                 
1 Seven additional schools own Academy of Reading but reported that they were not using it in 2005-06. These schools are: Angel Oak ES, 
Chicora ES, Dunston ES, Hursey ES, Jennie Moore ES, McClellanville MS, North Charleston ES.  
∗ An additional three teachers at Sanders-Clyde used Academy of Reading in fall 2005 but most of their students had been transferred to 
another computer-assisted program prior to spring 2006, when the classroom observations and teacher survey occurred.  
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North Charleston High School purchased Academy of Reading in fall 2003 and began using it in on a limited 
basis in spring 2004. In 2005-06, all students in the Ninth Grade Academy used Academy of Reading in their 
year-long College & Career Awareness class. The Ninth Grade Academy students concurrently used READ 180, 
a different reading intervention, in their English 1 class. In addition to the College and Career Awareness classes, 
one special education teacher used Academy of Reading during 2005-06 in the resource room with four small 
classes of special education students in grades 9-12. Another special education teacher also used Academy of 
Reading on a very limited basis with only a few students in one class.   
 
Garrett Academy purchased Academy of Reading in summer 2005 and implemented it in 2005-06 in the 
Essentials of Reading class, a remedial course for students who are far behind on reading skills. The Essentials of 
Reading course is semester-long but most students were enrolled in the class for the full school year. In 2005-06, 
the Essentials of Reading class at Garrett Academy was earmarked as the “inclusion class” so a mix of general 
education and special education students were enrolled in the course. The course was parallel-taught by two 
teachers (some classes were taught by two special education teachers, others by one special education teacher and 
one English teacher).  
 
Alice Birney Middle School purchased Academy of Reading in fall 2002. As Alice Birney Middle School was 
one of the first schools in CCSD to purchase Academy of Reading, they own the older version of Academy of 
Reading (version 3.2). This version of Academy of Reading differs from the newer version on two key features 
(1) the older version does not have a Class Training Monitor in the management system but instead has a 
“Teacher Time” prompt that pops-up when students are struggling and, (2) the older version is installed locally at 
the school so the management system is only available in the classroom, and therefore, data on student progress 
are not as easily available. Until 2005-06, only one teacher was implementing Academy of Reading in her 
enrichment classes along with SuccessMaker, a computer-based reading and math intervention. In fall 2005, two 
additional teachers also began using Academy of Reading. One of these teacher used it briefly but chose to 
discontinue use. The other teacher used it in his technology exploratory class on a rotating basis: one day of 
Academy of Reading, one day of SuccessMaker, one day of technology instruction. Many of the students in the 
enrichment class were scheduled in the course for the full school year. The technology exploratory class was nine-
weeks long. At times, students were scheduled in both the technology exploratory class and the enrichment class.  
 
Sanders-Clyde Elementary School obtained a free trial of Academy of Reading from the vendor in summer 2005 
for pilot use during the 2005-06 school year. In fall 2005, all second through sixth grade classes alternated use of  
Academy of Reading and SuccessMaker in the computer lab 2-3 times per week. Classroom teachers 
accompanied their students to the computer lab and were responsible for computer-based instruction. At the 
beginning of spring 2006, school leadership reviewed assessment data and chose to transition all students, minus 
the very lowest performing students, to SuccessMaker exclusively. Given the limited implementation at Sanders-
Clyde, the vendor revoked the free trial in late spring 2006 and deleted all data for Sanders-Clyde from the 
Academy of Reading management system.  
 
It should be noted that four additional schools started using Academy of Reading in spring 2006: Charlestowne 
Academy, CE Williams Middle School, Haut Gap Middle School, and School of the Arts. Based on the evaluation 
selection criteria outlined above, these “new” schools were not included in this evaluation. In late spring 2006, the 
Academy of Reading vendor informed district leadership and researchers that they had revamped their training 
and ongoing support and that these new sites were receiving enhanced professional development. Given the short 
amount of time these “new” schools had implemented Academy of Reading, the impact of these enhancements 
cannot be adequately addressed in this report.2  
 
 
 
                                                 
2 Teachers at the four “new” schools were included in the teacher survey in order to gather input on their professional development 
experiences. 



 

July 2006                                                                                               Page 3 of 7                                       CCSD Department of Assessment & Accountability                           
   

Findings 
This interim report summarizes implementation findings from classroom observations and a survey of teachers at 
the four evaluation sites. Student usage and performance data will be incorporated with the observation and 
survey data into a final evaluation report.  
 
Classroom Observations 
A total of eleven classrooms in the four evaluation sites were observed, one classroom per teacher. Classroom 
observations were conducted by a CCSD researcher, with assistance from district learning specialists in February-
April of 2006.3 The checklist used during the observations was based on an observation tool provided by the 
Academy of Reading vendor, observation checklists from other vendors and an observation checklist from 
researchers who had conducted a published evaluation of another reading product. (See appendix for the 
classroom observation checklist.)  
 
Four components of implementation were observed: Classroom Environment, Resources/Materials, Instructional 
Management, and Class Management. Classrooms were rated on a scale of 1-4 for each component, with 
1=ineffective to 4=effective.  
 
A classroom was categorized as effective (a rating of 4) if all of the items in that component were observed. 
Somewhat effective classrooms had 50%-99% of the items in place (with a rating of 3) and slightly effective 
classrooms had 1%-49% of items present (with a rating of 2). A class was ineffective (a rating of 1) if none of the 
items in that component were observed.   
 
The Detailed Classroom Observation Summary in Table 2 provides classroom ratings on each component of 
implementation; an average rating for each classroom; and an overall average for each component across all 
classrooms.  
 

Table 2. Academy of Reading Detailed Classroom Observation Summary  
Classroom Classroom 

Environment 
Resources/ 
Materials 

Instruction 
Management 

Classroom 
Management 

Classroom
Average 

A 4 2 2 2 2.5 
B 2 2 1 1 1.5 
C 4 2 1 1 2.0 
D 2 2 2 2 2.0 
E 3 3 2 2 2.5 
F 3 3 2 2 2.5 
G 3 3 1 1 2.0 
H 3 2 2 2 2.3 
I 3 2 2 4 2.8 
J 4 2 2 1 2.3 
K 4 2 1 2 2.3 

Overall 
Average  3.2 2.3 1.6 1.8   

                  Rating Scale:   
                   1=Ineffective                               2=Slightly Effective                        3=Somewhat Effective                      4=Effective  
                (0% of items observed)             (1-49% of items observed)              (50-99% of items observed)       (100% of items observed) 

  
 
• The classroom environment was generally the most effective component of Academy of Reading 

implementation, with an average rating of 3.2 (on a scale of 1 to 4, with 4 being “effective”). Classrooms 
often had enough computers that were well-spaced and there was nearly always an appropriate student-to-
teacher ratio.  

                                                 
3 Thank you to Anna Dassing, Learning Specialist in Districts 1 & 2, and Bruce Gibson, Learning Specialist in Districts 4 & 10 
Middle/High Schools, for their assistance in completing the classroom observations. 
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• The presence of resources and materials was slightly to somewhat effective in schools, with an overall 

average of 2.3. Some classrooms had an inadequate number of functioning headphones, nearly none of the 
classrooms had splitters in use (which are integral for teacher facilitation), and very few classrooms had been 
provided materials from the trainer to facilitate students’ use of the program (e.g., letter combination guides).  

 
• The area of implementation that was farthest off-model was instructional management, with an average 

score of 1.6. Few of the teachers utilized the Class Training Monitor in the management system to identify 
struggling students during the class session. None of the teachers provided “over the shoulder” instructional 
assistance to students during the observations. During the observations, none of the teachers used a splitter to 
listen-in and facilitate instruction for struggling students.  

 
• Classroom management appeared to be an area of challenge, with an average rating of 1.8. Students’ time 

on Academy of Reading was inconsistent. In some classrooms, students were able to choose whether to use 
Academy of Reading or another computer-based program; in some classrooms, students listened to music or 
were on the internet during an Academy of Reading session; in some classrooms it took up to 20 minutes for 
all students to get started. Students often appeared bored or distracted.  

 
The Classroom Observation Summary in Table 3 provides a breakdown of classrooms in terms of “on/off model” 
implementation.  
 
Classrooms were categorized as on-model if they were effective or somewhat effective in all components of 
Academy of Reading implementation. Slightly off-model classrooms were those in which one or more 
components of implementation were slightly effective. Classes were categorized as off-model if implementation 
was ineffective in one component of implementation and totally off-model if implementation was ineffective in 
two or more components of implementation.  

 
          Table 3.  Academy of Reading Classroom Observation Summary 

Observed 
Classrooms 

 
Implementation Model 

# % 
On-Model 0 0% 
Slightly Off-Model 6 55% 
Off-Model 3 27% 
Totally Off-Model 2 18% 
Total 11 100% 

 
• While none of the classrooms were fully on-model, 55% of the classrooms were only slightly off-model 

which indicates that with minor modifications, these classrooms could be implementing Academy of Reading 
as intended.  

 
Teacher Survey  
CCSD researchers conducted an on-line survey with teachers using Academy of Reading regarding their 
implementation experiences. Eight of the eleven teachers using Academy of Reading in the four evaluation sites 
completed the survey in April 2006, for a response rate of 73%.4  
 
For the majority of teachers using Academy of Reading, this was their first year of implementation (6 of 8 survey 
respondents). Three of eight survey respondents (38%) had extensive preparation in the teaching of reading. One-
half of those responding to the survey had extensive training or preparation in educational technology.  

                                                 
4 Fourteen of twenty-six teachers at the four “new” schools also responded to the survey, for a response rate of 54%. 
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Training & Ongoing Support 
• Seven of the eight teachers received some formal training from the vendor and nearly two-thirds (5 of 8 

teachers) received the recommended two days of training.5  
 
• Nearly all of the teachers who had attended training (86%), even those who had received only one day of 

training, thought that the training had prepared them a great deal to effectively use Academy of Reading. 
 
• Six of the eight teachers responding to the survey had received support in their classroom from an Academy 

of Reading trainer during this school year. Only three of the eight survey respondents had been observed by a 
school-based administrator or other school-based leadership staff this year. 

 
Implementation 
• Three-quarters of surveyed teachers thought that Academy of Reading was very easy to use.  
 
• All of the teachers indicated that computer/technical issues had prevented their students from using Academy 

of Reading at some point during the school year. For one-half of these teachers, however, computer/technical 
issues were a seldom occurance.  

 
• All teachers responding to the survey found it a challenge to keep students motivated.  
 

 
[The biggest challenge has been. . . ] 

“Getting students who are having difficulty mastering a skill to stay with it.” 
 

 
• Nearly two-thirds of teachers (63%) found it challenging to use the Class Training Monitor in the 

management system to identify struggling students and intervene. Teachers found it especially difficult to 
make modifications to students’ pacing or accuracy levels for students who consistently struggle with an 
exercise.  

 
Progress Monitoring 
• All of the teachers expressed concern about students’ progress in completing the exercises in Academy of 

Reading but only one-half of teachers looked at system-generated student progress reports on a weekly or 
more frequent basis.   

 
Overall Impressions 
• Nearly two-thirds of the teachers (63%) think that Academy of Reading is very effective at improving 

students' reading skills. When asked how their students would rate the program, none of the teachers thought 
that their students would rate Academy of Reading as very effective. Even with mixed ratings, all of the 
teachers would recommend Academy of Reading to other teachers.  

 
 

“I think it is a good program for students who are considerably behind their grade 
level in reading skills.” 

 
 
 
 
                                                 
5 Among teachers at the schools that started implementing Academy of Reading in spring 2006, only 36% had attended two 
days of training with the vendor. One-half of teachers at “new” schools felt the training had prepared them a great deal. 
Eighty-six percent of teachers at “new” schools had been observed by school-based staff.  
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Conclusion 
The teachers in the four schools involved in the evaluation were all gracious in opening their classrooms to us and 
giving their time to complete the survey. From conversations with teachers during classroom visits as well as 
comments offered in the teacher survey, it is clear that these teachers are committed to continuing their efforts to 
make Academy of Reading an effective instructional tool. 
 
The schools included in this evaluation represent a cross-section of schools in CCSD that use Academy of 
Reading. While the evaluation results are specific to these four schools at one point in time, the findings are 
indicative of implementation successes and challenges across the district.   
 
The two sources of information in this interim report, classroom observations and teacher surveys, provide rich 
data regarding implementation practices, however, they cannot capture the complexities of a host of other factors 
influencing implementation such as buy-in and accountability.  
 
At times, certain findings in this interim report may appear inconsistent with other findings. For example, teachers 
reported that they were well prepared after attending training, yet key implementation activities that should have 
been covered during training were not observed during the classroom observations. The lack of convergence 
between the two data sources suggests that training needs to be more effective.  
 
At other times, findings were confirmed. For example, student disengagement was clearly evident in the 
classroom observations and was identified in the teacher survey as one of teachers’ largest challenges. Lack of 
student engagement could be attributed to classroom management or could be attributed to inappropriate 
scheduling of students who do not need remediation of the basic reading skills that Academy of Reading targets.  
 
And, at other times, findings in this interim report were concluded from what was “unsaid”. For example, while 
teachers using Academy of Reading voiced some challenges with technical issues, teachers involved in a separate 
evaluation of a different reading intervention repeatedly cited myriad technical problems with that product. So, 
while technical issues are present with Academy of Reading, the limited degree of these technical issues 
compared to those found with other products makes this an implementation success rather than a challenge.   
 
Given the generally lukewarm implementation of Academy of Reading, student gains in reading may not be as 
high as would be expected with stronger implementation. The publisher of Academy of Reading states that gains 
of two or more grade levels are possible for students who complete the program. While other research studies 
have not found gains this great, it will be interesting to see how CCSD student outcome data correlate to 
implementation practices. These data will be reported in the final evaluation report.   
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APPENDIX 
Academy of Reading CLASSROOM OBSERVATION CHECKLIST 

School Name:__________  Teacher Name:_________  Name of class: _________  

Observation Date: ______  Observation Start Time: ______    End Time: ______  Observer Name: ______ 

Grade(s):______   Number of Students: ______ 

How many months has teacher been using Academy of Reading? ______ 

CLASSROOM ENVIRONMENT Yes No Notes (write additional comments/notes 
on back) 

The environment is conducive to concentration with a 
minimum of interruptions. 
 

   

There is adequate space between workstations in the 
computer area. 
 

   

The student/teacher ratio is 10:1 or less. 

 

   

 
RESOURCES/MATERIALS 
 

Yes No Notes (write additional comments/notes 
on back) 

All students have a functioning computer with headphones 
and a splitter. 
(Note: the splitter is for the teacher to use to assist students 
as necessary) 

   

The Academy of Reading Management System is displayed 
on one computer during the session, for the teacher’s use. 

   

Letter combination guides (provided by trainer) are posted 
on the computer keyboard or monitor, for the students’ use 
during the session. 

   

 
INSTRUCTION MANAGEMENT 
 

Yes No Notes (write additional comments/notes 
on back) 

The teacher uses the Training Monitor in the Management 
System during the session to identify struggling students. 

   

The teacher makes necessary modifications in the Training 
Monitor to modify struggling students’ speed and/or 
accuracy levels. 

   

The teacher reviews error lists with students as they finish a 
trial. 

   

The teacher gives positive feedback to those students who 
have mastered a skill. 

   

The teacher uses the strategies (a.k.a. interventions) 
provided by the trainer to assist struggling students. 

   

The teacher uses the splitter during the session to assist 
struggling students. 

   

 
CLASS MANAGEMENT 
 

Yes No Notes (write additional comments/notes 
on back) 

All students are on the computer for at least 30 minutes per 
session. 

   

The teacher is roaming the room throughout the students’ 
time on the computer. 

   

Students are engaged and on-task while on the computer. 
 

   

An incentive system is used to motivate students.    
 


