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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
Students with dyslexia have both a legal and moral right to receive evidence-based reading instruction. No matter how a student's brain is wired, they deserve access to scientifically proven methods that work. Reading is not a privilege reserved for those whose brains process language naturally—it is a fundamental right that opens doors to education, employment, and full participation in society.
This brief presents the scientific consensus on reading instruction for students with dyslexia and urges the Wyoming Joint Education Committee to adopt policies that ensure every teacher is trained in evidence-based Structured Literacy methods.
THE CORE PRINCIPLE
Students with dyslexia must first master accurate and fluent word reading through explicit, systematic, and cumulative instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, decoding, and encoding before higher-order comprehension or metacognitive strategies can meaningfully take hold.
This principle represents the consensus of every major scientific and educational authority on reading. Without a solid foundation in decoding, students cannot access the meaning of text—no matter how motivated they are or how well they understand metacognitive strategies.
WHAT THE SCIENCE SAYS
Decades of rigorous, federally funded research in neuroscience, cognitive psychology, and education science have established clear findings about how children learn to read and what students with dyslexia need:
National Reading Panel (2000)
Systematic phonics instruction produces significant benefits for all students, especially those having difficulty learning to read. Comprehension strategies only succeed once decoding becomes automatic. Students must be able to effortlessly recognize words before they can dedicate cognitive resources to understanding meaning.
National Institute of Child Health and Human Development
Research led by Dr. Reid Lyon and other NICHD scientists demonstrates that children with dyslexia require explicit, systematic teaching of the alphabetic principle. These skills do not develop intuitively through exposure to books or context-based guessing strategies. Dyslexic readers need direct instruction in how letters represent sounds and how those sounds combine to form words.
International Dyslexia Association
The IDA's position is unequivocal: students with dyslexia require instruction that is explicit, systematic, cumulative, and diagnostic. Without mastery of foundational decoding skills, comprehension and metacognitive strategies cannot compensate for the inability to accurately and fluently read words. The IDA Knowledge and Practice Standards establish the baseline competencies required for teachers of reading.
Institute of Education Sciences (2016)
The IES practice guide on foundational reading skills confirms that explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness and phonics is essential for reading comprehension development. The guide emphasizes that these foundational skills must be taught directly and sequentially.
Yale Center for Dyslexia & Creativity
Research by Drs. Sally and Bennett Shaywitz demonstrates through brain imaging studies that dyslexic readers struggle because their brains process phonological information differently. Structured Literacy directly addresses this neurological difference by building the neural pathways necessary for reading through systematic, explicit instruction in sound-symbol relationships.
THE SEQUENCE MATTERS: DECODE FIRST, THEN COMPREHEND
Reading is not a single skill—it is a complex process that builds in stages:
Decode  →  Build Fluency  →  Understand  →  Think Metacognitively
Each stage depends on mastery of the previous one. A student who cannot decode words cannot build fluency. A student who lacks fluency cannot comprehend efficiently. And a student who struggles to comprehend has no foundation for metacognitive reflection about their reading process.
WHY METACOGNITION ALONE FAILS
Some reading programs emphasize metacognitive and comprehension strategies before students have mastered decoding. This approach is fundamentally flawed for students with dyslexia.
Metacognitive strategies—thinking about one's own thinking and monitoring comprehension—depend on three prerequisites: efficient decoding, adequate working memory capacity, and reading fluency. When a student with dyslexia is devoting all their cognitive energy to sounding out individual words, there is no mental bandwidth remaining for comprehension monitoring or self-questioning strategies.
Consider this analogy: asking a struggling reader to use metacognitive strategies before they can decode is like asking someone to analyze a symphony before they can hear the individual notes. The foundational skill must come first.
"How can a child develop motivation, self-efficacy, and metacognition if they cannot yet read the words on the page?"
Without the ability to decode print, metacognitive instruction becomes meaningless. A child cannot reflect on text they cannot access. Therefore, metacognitive instruction cannot substitute for foundational decoding instruction—it can only enhance comprehension after decoding becomes automatic.
THE PROBLEM WITH ALTERNATIVE APPROACHES
A small number of academics and commercial reading programs continue to promote methods that prioritize motivation, self-efficacy, and metacognition as part of early reading instruction. While these elements matter, they cannot substitute for explicit phonics instruction.
The Sequence Problem
For students with dyslexia, attempting to build motivation and metacognition before establishing decoding skills leads to:
1. Frustration instead of motivation
1. Helplessness instead of self-efficacy
1. Meaningless strategies instead of metacognition, because the child cannot access text to think about it
Metacognitive strategies become valuable after students have achieved decoding mastery—not before.
Evidence Against Cueing-Based Programs
Programs that teach students to guess words from context, pictures, or sentence structure—known as three-cueing or balanced literacy approaches—have been thoroughly discredited by research:
1. Long-term studies of Reading Recovery show that initial short-term gains fade or reverse by later grades. By middle school, many participants perform below peers on standardized reading measures.
1. Multiple states, including Ohio, have banned three-cueing methods in statute after legislative reviews found them inconsistent with evidence-based reading research.
1. Cueing strategies teach students to guess rather than decode, creating readers who cannot tackle unfamiliar words independently.
For students with dyslexia, guessing strategies are particularly harmful because they bypass the systematic phonological processing these students need to develop.
Follow the Incentives
It is important to note that some opposition to Structured Literacy comes from organizations with commercial interests. Publishers of cueing-based programs profit from materials that contradict research findings. Policymakers must rely on independent, federally reviewed science—not publisher-sponsored opinions—when making decisions that affect children's futures.
KEY TAKEAWAYS
1. Dyslexia is a phonological processing disorder—not a motivational deficit or metacognitive problem.
1. Students must first learn to decode and encode words accurately and fluently through explicit, systematic instruction.
1. Metacognitive and comprehension strategies become effective only after decoding is automatic.
1. Structured Literacy is the gold standard—it is evidence-based, cumulative, systematic, and diagnostic.
1. Reading is a right, not a privilege. Every student deserves instruction that works.


POLICY IMPLICATIONS FOR WYOMING
Wyoming has an opportunity to lead the nation in ensuring that every child receives the reading instruction they deserve. To achieve this, the state must take decisive action:
1. Mandate Structured Literacy training for all teachers in teacher preparation programs and through professional development
1. Align training with IDA standards to ensure teachers receive comprehensive, evidence-based preparation
1. Codify the sequence of instruction: explicit, systematic, cumulative decoding instruction must be provided before comprehension or metacognitive strategies are introduced
1. Eliminate ineffective methods such as three-cueing and balanced literacy approaches that contradict research
These policies will ensure that students with dyslexia—and all struggling readers—receive instruction grounded in science, not commercial interests or outdated theories.
RECOMMENDED LEGISLATIVE LANGUAGE
"Teacher preparation programs and professional development shall include training in Structured Literacy—explicit, systematic, cumulative, multisensory instruction in phonological awareness, phonics, decoding, and encoding—prior to comprehension or metacognitive strategy instruction. Training must align with the International Dyslexia Association Knowledge and Practice Standards (2018)."
This language ensures that Wyoming educators receive the preparation necessary to teach all students to read, with particular attention to the needs of students with dyslexia and related reading difficulties.
CONCLUSION
The science of reading is not controversial among researchers—it is settled. Every major scientific and educational authority agrees that students with dyslexia require explicit, systematic, cumulative instruction in foundational reading skills.
Wyoming's educators, families, and legislators share one goal: every child should have the right to read. To achieve that goal, the state must ensure that teacher preparation and classroom instruction reflect what research has proven beyond dispute.
Structured Literacy is not one approach among many—it is the only approach consistently proven effective for students with dyslexia and similar reading difficulties. It is time for Wyoming to act.
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