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Challenge

For many years, literacy practices were inconsistent across the 
19 elementary schools in the Columbia Public Schools (CPS) 
district in Columbia, Missouri. Given the 30 percent mobility 
rate between schools, many students who transferred to 
another school in the district fell behind in spelling or reading 
because they were unfamiliar with the instructional practices 
in their new school.
 
In addition, according to Becky Stanley, CPS elementary 
language arts coordinator, many teachers did not fully 
understand the concepts of  guided reading and balanced 
literacy. “Some teachers were implementing guided reading 
and balanced literacy, but we lacked a formalized and 
consistent program across all schools,” she said. 

Demographics

 › Urban school district

 › 19 elementary schools

 › 7 Title I schools

 › 400 teachers

 › 16,920 students

 › 40% free and reduced lunch

 › 63% white

 › 20% black

 › 5% Hispanic

 › 5% Asian

 › 11% special education

Implementation

In 2002, administrators began to systematically evaluate the 
different spelling programs in use across the district. “We were 
very site-based at the time, and teachers were doing their 
own thing,” said Ms. Stanley. To identify a consistent solution, 
administrators gathered teachers together to review the research, 
which pointed strongly to Pearson’s Words Their Way®. Teachers 
were already familiar with Pearson’s literacy solutions, having used 
Pearson’s Developmental Reading Assessment® for many years. 

Words Their Way has helped teachers standardize instruction, 
provided consistent instruction for students who change schools, 
and helped improve spelling proficiency. “I don’t think there’s a 
better way to teach spelling than Words Their Way,” said Ms. 
Stanley.   

In 2009, the new assistant superintendent for elementary 
education, Dr. Peter Stiepleman, highlighted the need for similar 
consistency in reading instruction. After an in-depth literacy 
curriculum review and an evaluation of  products from different 
vendors, Pearson’s Good Habits, Great Readers™ was selected 
for implementation across all the elementary schools, starting with 
grades K–3 in 2010–11 and expanding to grades 4–5 in 2011–12.

A major factor in the selection of  Good Habits, Great Readers was 
that its balanced literacy approach matched what many teachers 
were already doing in the classroom, according to Ms. Stanley. “But 
Good Habits, Great Readers allowed us to formalize and structure 
our approach, with consistent lesson plans that every teacher 
could access,” she said. “It was just what we were looking for.”

The district implemented a series of  Good Habits, Great Readers 
training sessions focused on grade-specific guided reading 
strategies. Trainings were held over the summer, on Saturdays, and 
after school, with a special session in August for new teachers and 
teachers changing grade levels. 
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Pearson consultants have provided training and modeling for 
every K–5 teacher, taking advantage of  the district’s “modeling 
classroom” that allowed teachers to observe the consultant 
in action. “The Pearson consultants are helping our teachers 
learn the true capabilities and depth of  Good Habits, Great 
Readers,” said Ms. Stanley.

Results

“Consistency in literacy instruction has allowed us to make great 
progress,” said Ms. Stanley. “Without consistency, we could 
not have developed our new self-reflection tool and classroom 
observations, prepared effectively for the Common Core, or 
improved teacher effectiveness.”

CPS has seen some initial increases in test scores after only one 
year of  full implementation of  Good Habits, Great Readers and 
expects to see more improvements in the future. Students are 
actively engaged in the sorting and extension activities of  Words 
Their Way and have responded well to its hands-on approach, as 
well as to the different modalities that enable teachers to tailor 
instruction to different learning styles. 

The professional development program has had a major impact, 
according to Ms. Stanley. “Professional development has allowed 
our teachers to take hold of  Good Habits, Great Readers and 
run with it,” she said. “They are becoming more and more skilled 
at implementing both balanced literacy and guided reading. 
Teacher effectiveness is on the rise in our district.”

“Teacher effectiveness is on the rise in our 
district.”
—Becky Stanley, Elementary Language Arts Coordinator, 

    Columbia Public Schools

“The Pearson consultants are helping our 
teachers learn the true capabilities and 
depth of  Good Habits, Great Readers.”
—Becky Stanley, Elementary Language Arts Coordinator,   

    Columbia Public Schools

Dr. Stiepleman then developed a shared reading rubric and 
a guided reading and writing rubric based on input from the 
Pearson consultants on the characteristics of  an exemplary 
classroom, as well as the findings from a teacher self-reflection 
tool. The self-reflection process assessed the fidelity of  
program implementation by asking teachers to evaluate 
whether they were purposeful in stating lesson objectives, 
modeled using think-alouds, created opportunities for active 
engagement, and provided closure.

Dr. Stiepleman and Ms. Stanley began a series of  classroom 
walk-throughs using the new rubrics, which teachers received 
ahead of  time. Principals were asked to conduct at least 20 
observations of  shared reading in the spring of  2013, followed 
by observations of  guided reading and writing. 

Nineteen teachers from across grade levels came together 
to review the Common Core State Standards and develop a 
curriculum guide showing which standards were aligned with 
Good Habits, Great Readers, based on the Common Core 
State Standards guidelines in the Pearson materials.  
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