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Reading with TLC 
 
Reading with TLC, based in Weymouth, MA, provides research-based print and digital materials, as well as a 
subscription-based web platform, and an IOS App. It also provides professional development for the 
improvement of written and oral language skills including reading, spelling, phonemic awareness, and speech 
production skills. All of the offerings of Reading with TLC are aligned with the Science of Reading and 
recommendations from over 60 years of studies in the field of reading. Since 1990, Reading with TLC has 
helped more than 15 million students and over 80,000 educators worldwide with reading instruction programs 
aimed at students in general education Pre-K through Grade 2 classrooms, as well as learners of all ages who 
have reading and learning challenges (including those with dyslexia or speech/language disorders and those 
learning English as a second language).  
 

In 1990, along with her sister Penny Alemian Castagnozzi, a general 
elementary educator, Nancy Alemian Telian, MS, CCC-SLP, a speech 
language pathologist, began creating the Lively Letters™ arsenal of learning 
tools which tie in mouth cues, humorous stories, colorful embedded letter 
pictures, hand movements and music to help students better develop their 
phonemic awareness, speech production, and phonics skills. In 1993, they 
also began offering professional development to help educators improve 
literacy skills. In 1996 the Sight Words You Can See program, created by 
Penny Castagnozzi, was published. This program builds upon students’ 

already developed phonemic awareness and phonics skills, using mnemonics, imagery, and stories to teach 
the phonetically irregular high frequency words.  
 
Reading with TLC provides seminars and webinars, both live and on-demand. 
The company provides many different types of trainings, both on its own 
programs and on various related topics from internationally renowned 
speakers in various fields of education. Reading with TLC, recognized 
internationally as a leading authority in the area of literacy, has provided 
cutting-edge, science-based and evidence-based methods and materials. 
Their uniquely creative and intersensory techniques are heralded by school 
administrators, university professors, educators, clinicians, and parents who 
have consistently witnessed dramatic gains in short amounts of time.  
    
Both of the Reading with TLC programs, Lively Letters™ and Sight Words You Can See™, are best known for 
being easy to learn and implement. They’re also flexible enough to integrate with other approaches in place if 
desired. Both programs are engaging for students while yielding dramatic gains within short periods of time. 
The question is still being asked, after all these years, “How can something so powerful be so fun?”  
 
Because Lively Letters™ and Sight Words You Can 
See™ are multisensory approaches that incorporate 
imagery, hand and body cues, music, humorous stories, 
and mnemonics (memory tricks), students with different 
types of challenges are able to use their strongest 
modes of learning to access and hold on to the 
information they need to acquire. The explicit programs 
are diagnostic and prescriptive, with a structured 
sequence of skill development that is flexible enough to 
accommodate students’ varied learning speeds. 
Suggestions are provided to help educators differentiate 
instruction for students with differing skill levels during 
individual, group and class lessons. Even the most 
impaired students typically respond favorably to the 
methods and materials presented in the Reading with TLC programs. The flexibility of the programs also lends 
them to be easily combined with, or followed by, most other reading programs. 
 



  
About the Lively Letters™ program 

Lively Letters™ is a research-based and clinically 
proven multi-sensory, structured literacy program that 
turns plain, abstract letters and sounds into colorful, 
lively characters. Created by Nancy Telian, MS, CCC-
SLP, forty-seven letters and letter combinations are 
embedded into colorful pictures that show students 
what to do with their mouths when making the letter 
sounds. These two features, embedding pictures into 
letters and tying in mouth cues, have been found in 
the research to be among the top strategies that 
increase the effectiveness of phonemic awareness 
and phonics instruction. Lively Letters™ follows a 
“speech–to–print” method of teaching letter sounds, 
rather than a “print–to–speech” method. This means 
that for consonants, the sound is isolated and introduced first and then later mapped onto a letter or letter 
combination.  

Lively Letters™ is considered to be under the umbrella of Orton Gillingham approaches. However, this 
program differs from other Orton Gillingham approaches in that Lively Letters™ elicits the target sound in 
isolation, and is not a “key word” approach. A “key word” approach means students are asked to memorize key 
phrases such as “a, apple, /a/”, a commonly used strategy that has been found in the research to be taxing for 
students struggling with phonemic awareness, phonological processing, and working memory – all hallmark 
weaknesses present in those who struggle with reading disorders including dyslexia.  

Key Features of the Lively Letters™ Program 
• Multi-sensory approach that is explicit and systematic 
• Intersensory (uses visuals, mnemonically embedded letter pictures, oral 

kinesthetic cues, hand and body cues, stories, and music) 
• Research-based and clinically proven 
• Supplement to core reading curricula PreK-2 
• Intervention for students of all ages 
• Simultaneously trains phonemic awareness and phonics 
• Language-based (follows the rules of the sound system of our language, as 

well as the rules of phonics) 
• Diagnostic and prescriptive (with each lesson geared to meet the specific 

needs of each particular student or class) 
• Uses a discovery approach (students finding out, with help, how the sounds 

are made and how to label the sounds by their oral kinesthetic features) 
 

Typical Gains 
Lively Letters™ quickly and dramatically closes achievement gaps, often helping students gain years in 
reading level skills in just weeks. Students trained with the Lively Letters™ program typically show 
improvements of 1.5 to 3 grade levels in the areas of phonemic awareness, phonetic decoding, and oral 
reading in as little as 6-8 weeks, with even higher gains seen in older students. The keys to closing 
achievement gaps quickly with Lively Letters™ are: 

● Quickly training letter sound associations 
● Improving speech production skills for articulating the sounds 



● Building high-level phonemic awareness skills of sound blending, segmenting, and manipulation 
● Training skills of phonetic reading and spelling of single words (one-syllable through multisyllable) 
● Building automaticity for single word decoding (reading), which helps improve reading fluency 
 

More information on the research rationale and clinical studies is provided toward the end of this document.  
 

Students Who Benefit from Lively Letters™ 
The program benefits many types of students including students 
faced with challenges from: 

•  Dyslexia and other reading challenges 
•  Phonological processing deficits 
•  Speech and language disorders, including apraxia 
•  Deficits in Rapid Naming of Visual Symbols 
•  Memory weaknesses 
•  Learning English as a second language 
•  Autism Spectrum Disorder 
•  Deaf and hard of hearing 
•  Intellectual disabilities 
•  Visual impairments 

 

Because Lively Letters™ uses story-based, multi-sensory techniques with colorfully embedded pictures of 
letter characters and comical stories, students with different learning styles are able to use their strongest 
modes of learning to store, hold on to, and access the information they need for successful reading. Because 
of the success of Lively Letters™ with students learning English as a second language, Lively Letters™ stories 
are now available in both English and Spanish.  

Training Letter Sounds and Phonics Skills  
In the Lively Letters™ program embedded letter pictures, mouth cues, hand 
cues, music, and mnemonic stories are heavily utilized to make it easier for 
students to learn and remember their letter sounds. This is especially important 
for those with weaknesses in phonemic awareness, and visual processing, and 
short term memory or rapid naming of visual symbols. Mnemonic cues are also 
instrumental in the Lively Letters™ approach to training many of the 
challenging phonics concepts, such as the final “e” rule (“note” VS “not”), vowel 
combinations (“ou” VS “oa”), and handling words with open syllables (“robot” 
VS “robbing”). 
 
Training Phonemic Awareness  
The picture cards and, later, plain letters are then used in hands-on word play tracking activities to develop the 
important phonemic awareness skills of blending, segmenting, and sound manipulation. Students progress 
through the program, using various levels of words and materials to develop the ability to automatically sound 
out words for reading and spelling.  
 
 
 
EXAMPLE – Handling “b” and “d” Confusion  
It’s no wonder students have such difficulties not only telling these 
two letters apart, but then remembering which sound each letter 
represents! The letters look very similar, and the target sounds even 
sound similar to many students. There has traditionally been no easy 
way for struggling students to hook the correct sound onto each of 
these abstract shapes. For many students with orthographic (visual), 
phonemic (sound) or rapid naming weaknesses, rote drill and practice 



are not enough. With Lively Letters™, the two letters are not just shapes, but unique, lively characters who 
have very different personalities and very different mouth movements associated with their sounds. The stories 
about these two engaging characters can be best told through the suggested dialogue that is included in the 
Lively Letters™ Instruction Manual, and as recordings in the Lively Letters™ Phonics App and Reading with 
TLC Studio. Keep in mind that the “b” would be presented after introducing its partner, “p,” and the “d” would 
be presented after introducing its partner, “t.” The Spanish translations of the Lively Letters™ letter sound 
stories are also found in the Lively Letters™ Phonics App and in the Reading with TLC Studio, and a 
supplemental manual is also available listing the stories translated into Spanish. These Spanish translations of 
the stories elicit the English Language sounds.  
 

p –Quiet Lip Puffing Sound 
“What are we doing when we make this sound? ‘p’ (Produce sound, over-exaggerating the 
bursting action of the lips, keeping voice off.) We’re using our lips – we put them together. Put 
your hand in front of your mouth. Do you feel air coming out? Does it come out slowly, or is it 
puffing out? Right, it’s puffing out! We could call this a lip puffing sound. Is your voice on or 
off? Oh, this must be a quiet sound. (Show picture.) The first thing I see in this letter is the line 
with the lips, telling me to put my lips together. The circle is at the top to remind us of the tall 
mother who’s always very quiet so her baby can sleep. We keep our voices off.”  
Hand cue: Hold fingers up to closed lips and quickly move them away.  

 
 

b –Noisy Lip Puffing Sound 
“Did you know that the letter p has a noisy partner? We still put our lips together and puff out 
the air, but this time we turn our voices on while we do it. Let’s try it and see what sound it 
makes! (Point to lips, turn on voice, and slowly start to form the sound ‘b’ with a loud voice, 
trying to elicit the same sound from the student.) See how your voice is on with that sound? 
(Show picture.) The line with the closed lips still comes first, so as soon as you see that, put 
your lips together! See how this circle is down low, though? This is the little baby, and babies 
are very noisy, aren’t they? That reminds us to turn our voices on!”  
Hand cue: Hold fingers up to closed lips and quickly move them away, with more force.  

 
 

t –Quiet Tongue Dancing Sound 
“What am I doing when I make this sound? ‘t’ That’s right! I’m using my tongue! What is it 
doing? (Instructor makes quiet tapping sounds with tongue, ‘t-t-t-t,’ while lightly tapping 
fingernails on desktop as if tap-dancing.) It sounds like my tongue is tapping, dancing up there 
behind my teeth, doesn’t it? We can call this the tongue dancing sound. Let’s see if our voices 
are on or off. Oh, it’s the quiet tongue dancing sound! (Introduce picture.) This tongue is 
quietly dancing on the top of the mouth right behind the teeth. See how he keeps his arms out 
for balance while he quietly dances? He has sneakers on so he won’t make much noise. I 
wonder who his noisy partner is!”  
Hand cue: Tap fingers or fingernails quietly on the table.  

 
 

 
d – Noisy Tongue Dancing Sound  
“Did you know that t has a noisy partner? You’re still going to tap your tongue up there, but this 
time, put your voice on. What sound does it make? ‘d-d-d-d’ (Tap on table noisily.) (Show 
picture.) This is our noisy tongue dancing sound. He’s still a tongue that’s tapping up there, but 
he likes to make a lot of noise! (Tap your fingers noisily on the table.) The first thing you see 
when you look at this guy is his very big tummy, which he likes to tap on like it’s a noisy drum –
‘d-d-d-d!’ When you see that circle first, tap on it like a noisy drum. ‘d-d-d-d’”  
Hand cue: Tap loudly on the table as if banging on a drum.  

 
  



About the Sight Words You Can See™ Program 

The Sight Words You Can See program, created by 
Penny Castagnozzi in 1996, directly trains the ability to 
read and spell 84 of the most difficult sight words from 
the Dolch sight word list - those abstract words that are 
phonetically irregular or have infrequent spelling 
patterns. Words such as “want,” “was,” “to,” and “what” 
are not phonetically decodable and even students with 
great phonics skills still struggle to read these words. 
The Sight Words You Can See program uses mnemonic 
cues that are drawn in and around these 84 words in a 
way that links all three aspects of the sight words: 

• the way they are spelled 
• the way they are pronounced 
• what they mean 

According to research, students do not adequately learn 
to store words as sight words using strategies that 
involve pure memorization drills, as is commonly seen 
as a frequent practice for young children. Mapping the 
sounds onto the strings of letters in printed words and connecting to the meanings of those words are the skills 
that help students store words as a sight words. The line drawings in this program are just enough to elicit the 
humorous mnemonic cues without distracting the students from the letter patterns in the sight words. 

Sight Words You Can See has been used successfully to develop students' sight 
word banks, improving oral reading fluency and allowing students to concentrate 
less on decoding words and more on reading comprehension vocabulary. Once 
students have quickly learned these sight words, they can begin moving away 
from strictly phonetically controlled text and into richer text, such as chapter 
books that contain many of these frequent words. One of the extra benefits of 
learning sight words through the Sight Words You Can See program is the ease 
with which students learn to also spell these most frequently misspelled words. 
For this reason, many schools are including this program as part of their regular 
spelling curriculum. 

Recent research shows that students learn to 
recognize words as sight words after they have 

developed strong phonemic awareness and phonics skills and are able to 
then apply those skills to initially sound out new words, and to understand 
how some words don’t follow those rules. For that reason, it is recommended 
that the Sight Words You Can See program be used after the implementation 
of the Lively Letters Program. Depending on a students’ learning strengths 
and weaknesses, it could take anywhere from a few weeks to several months 
to go through all of the sight words in this program. Some teachers, tutors, 
and parents use the program every day for twenty minutes, while others 
choose to teach a set of twelve words each week or two. 

 

  



Implementation of the Reading with TLC Approach in Various Settings 

The Reading with TLC programs are used in a variety of settings, in various ways. They can be used in: 

• Schools using Multi-tiered Systems of Support (MTSS) such as Response to Intervention (RtI) 
o Whole classroom settings 
o Small groups 
o Individually for those with more severe deficits 

• Private practices and other clinical settings including hospitals and universities 
• Home settings 
• Online teaching sessions from school or from tutors 
 

More recently creative clinicians and educators have begun using Lively Letters™ as part of their telepractice 
services, using web cameras, document cameras, the Reading with TLC Studio web-based platform, and the 
Lively Letters™ Phonics App to work with their students either remotely or in the classroom. Parents have also 
been using the web-based platform and the app to present the program at home with their children.  

Because the Reading with TLC methods are often used as a team approach, both general education and 
intervention professionals use the programs. General education teachers in grades Pre-K -2 are effectively 
incorporating these highly motivational programs in their classrooms as the Tier One core phonemic 
awareness and phonics program being used, or as a supplement to a core program. When used within the 
general classroom, studies show a decrease in the number of students needing Tier Two or Tier Two 
intervention and fewer referrals for special education services are needed.  

Interventionists within general education use the program in Tier Two and Tier Three instruction in schools 
using multi-tiered systems of support. In addition, special education teachers, reading specialists, speech 
language pathologists, teachers of EL students, dyslexia practitioners, and private clinicians / tutors use the 
programs both within schools and privately to quickly close gaps in critical skills needed for reading and 
spelling. Parents are also enthusiastically using the program sat home, often supplementing the services 
provided in school for their reading impaired children, or as a quick, easy way to teach phonemic awareness, 
phonics, and sight words to their young children who are not experiencing learning difficulties. 

  
 

  



Reading with TLC Professional Development   

Lively Letters™ Trainings – Seminars and Webinars 
Although many people have implemented the Lively Letters™ program by using the Instruction Manual to 
guide them, many have found that attending one of our Reading with TLC Lively Letters™ full training 
seminars or webinars helps them immensely to more fully understand all aspects of the program. The trainings 
help them to fine-tune their ability to implement Lively Letters™ in a variety of different settings and with 
different types of students.  
  
The Reading with TLC seminars and webinars are fun, dynamic, 
informational, hands-on, and practical. The authors or one of their highly 
regarded TLC National Trainers regularly present: 

• online live and recorded full Lively Letters™ training webinars 
• public seminars at conference centers in various locations 
• private, customized trainings (or webinars) for school districts, 

professional organizations, and other facilities 
• parent-specific trainings 
• preschool-specific trainings 

 
All trainings address how to work online or in-person with students using a computer or tablet. Those who 
complete a full training can earn certificates for continuing education hours. In addition, speech language 
pathologists have the option to choose official ASHA CEUs for a nominal fee, or they can earn CMHs that go 
towards their ASHA recertification at no extra charge.  
 
Free Webinars 
Reading with TLC offers many free online overviews of the Lively Letters™ 
program for different types of audiences. The Reading with TLC website provides 
links to all free webinars, including several by prominent speakers, and overviews 
of the Reading with TLC Studio, and the Lively Letters™ Phonics App. Attendees 
can earn certificates for continuing ed. hours (or CMHs for SLPs) for participating.  
  
Training of the TLC Team and National Trainers 
Reading with TLC regularly offers Training of the TLC Trainer seminars and 
webinars in which passionate “Lively Leaders” become licensed as TLC Team 
Trainers to train colleagues in their districts or organizations without charging a 
training fee. Additionally, trainers can receive extra training and coaching, either in-
person or online, to go on to become TLC National Trainers, where they can either 
be hired by Reading with TLC to put on official trainings or can schedule their own training and charge a fee. 
Continuing education hour certificates for 12.5 hours are awarded to those who attend the complete training.  
 
Short Hot Topic Webinars with Renowned Speakers 
Reading with TLC also offers premiere professional development in other 
areas of language and literacy. Top notch nationally and internationally 
renowned speakers are brought in on a regular basis to present popular “Hot 
Topic” webinars. The Reading with TLC website lists all upcoming and 
recorded Hot Topic webinars. A few popular speakers who have presented 
Hot Topic Webinars for Reading with TLC include:  
 

• David Kilpatrick, Ph.D 
• Louisa Moats, Ed.D 
• Maryanne Wolf, Ed.D 
• Nadine Gaab, Ph.D 
• Ned Hallowell, M.D.  

• Rick Lavoie, MA, M.Ed 
• Susan Lowell 
• Jan Hasbrouck, Ph.D 
• Emily Hanford 

 

• Elsa Cardenas-Hagan, Ph.D 
• Tiffany Hogan, Ph.D, CCC-SLP 
• Sarah Ward, MS, CCC-SLP 
• Bonnie Singer, Ph.D, CCC-SLP 

 
Whether watching live or watching the recording, attendees can earn certificates for continuing education 
hours.  



Reading with TLC Materials and Resources  
Reading with TLC carries a full line of print and digital products, as well as 
an IOS app and a web-based teaching platform.   
  
Print Materials  
The core set of materials for the Lively Letters™ program is the 
Lively Letters™ Basic Set which consists of: 

• the Lively Letters™ Instruction Manual, 4th Edition 
• the Lively Letters™ Basic Size Lowercase Picture and Plain 

Letter Cards 
 
The core materials for the Sight Words You Can See program is the Sight Words You 
Can See Personal Sized Set which consists of: 

• the Sight Words You Can See Instruction Manual 
• the Sight Words You Can See Picture and Plain Word Cards   

  
Additional supplemental products may be purchased separately or as part 
of one of the customized, discounted bundles.  Some of the most popular 
supplemental print products (which are available in both lowercase and 
uppercase versions) include:  

• class-sized picture and plain cards for both programs.  
• Picture and Plain Mini Cards 
• Reproducible Coloring and Activity books 
• Sound wall posters,  
• Character songs CD 
• Character Poem and Lyrics books,  
• Classroom Wall Strips 
• Classroom Desk Strips  

 
In addition, the reproducible phonics Tic Tac Toe and Dot game books, as well as the 
reproducible workbook (“Let’s Practice Reading with TLC”) give students 
motivating practice in all aspects of the Reading with TLC programs, from 
isolated letter sound drill to complex, multisyllable words, and include activities 
to help high frequency words become sight words.  
  
In 2020, Reading with TLC did a complete refresh of their suite of Lively 
Letters™ products, labeling these new products “New Generation.” This newly 
enhanced product line features the same powerful mnemonics and strategies 
with upgraded and digitalized artwork, better aligned uppercase and lowercase 
letters, and more cultural diversity. The refreshed 4th edition of the Lively Letters™ 
Instruction Manual now also provides stories for both lowercase and uppercase 
letters, progress monitoring sheets, and detailed scope and sequence 
recommendations for classroom teachers.    
   
E-products  
Reading with TLC has a robust collection of digital products to help with online 
teaching and printing multiple copies. These include, but are not limited to: 

• the Lively Letters™ and Sight Words You Can See instruction manuals 
• all reproducible games and workbooks 
• grey-scale versions of the Lively Letters™ mini cards and mini sound wall posters 
• mp3 versions of the songs.  

 
There are also several series of e-books, including social-emotional stories that include the Lively Letters™ 
characters and phonetically controlled stories that include the challenging words from Sight Words You Can 
See. 



 
Lively Letters™ Phonics App  

In 2017, Reading with TLC created the Lively Letters™ Phonics App, an 
engaging way to train letter-sound and letter-name associations, speech 
production, phonemic awareness and phonics. Made for use on iPhones 
and iPads, this app ranked as the #1 paid educational app on iTunes in 
its very first week. It was also ranked among the top 10 apps for speech 
language pathologists that year. The App provides a convenient and fun 
way to introduce and practice skills from the Lively Letters™ program, 
and includes the following features and activities: 
 
 

• Lively Letters™ uppercase and lowercase picture and 
plain letters 

• recorded introduction stories in English and Spanish 
• the recorded letter sounds 
• all letter songs  
• pictures of the hand and mouth cues 
• the ability to trace over the letters 
• tracking, or word play, activities to develop decoding and 

encoding and boost phonemic awareness and phonics 
skills 

• detailed progress monitoring for all activities 
  
 
 
Reading with TLC Studio Web-Based Platform  
In 2021, there was a greatly increased demand for digitalized Lively Letters™ and Sight Words You Can See 
content for educators and clinicians to use on a variety of computers and device for online teaching and in-
person learning. The Reading with TLC Studio, was created to fill that need and to help those asking for an 
easier way to create, store, and implement effective TLC lessons to train speech production, phonemic 
awareness, phonics, morphology (prefix, roots, and suffixes), and sight word acquisition. In the Studio’s 
Flashcard Lessons, subscribers can access the Lively Letters™ lowercase and uppercase picture and plain 
letters along with their recorded sounds, stories in English and Spanish, songs, and mouth cues pictures. They 
can also access the Sight Words You Can See picture and plain word cards. The whiteboard section allows 
users to create, save, and implement an unlimited number of diverse lessons using the Lively Letters™, the 
Sight Word You Can See words, and Movable Morphemes (prefixes, roots, and suffices.  
 
The Studio also offers a large collection of 
worksheets and activities, demonstrations of 
key program strategies, reproducible e-books 
and posters, and teacher tools that include 
progress monitoring, program charts, and 
teacher guides.  An added benefit of 
subscribing to this web-based platform is a 
suite of recorded, on-demand Hot Topic 
webinars presented by renowned authorities 
on language and reading, all offering 
continuing ed. credits. The platform offers 
well over $1000 worth of content, with more 
added every month.  
 
 
 

 



 
Lively Letters™ Research Rationale 
 
Research Rationale and Results of Clinical Studies 
The Science of Reading – What We Know from the Research 
It is a well-known fact that phonemic awareness is 
critical to the development of reading (Wagner & 
Torgesen, 1987). Phonics and spelling instruction 
most likely will not make sense to students unless 
they are developing high-level skills in phoneme 
awareness (Kilpatrick, 2015). We also know that 
programs that include phonics when teaching reading 
are superior to those that do not (Chall, 1983). Of 
course, the other skill areas necessary for reading 
(reading fluency, vocabulary, and reading 
comprehension), as well as morphology, also need to 
be addressed, but without the foundational skills of 
phonemic awareness and phonics, students will 
struggle.  

The question remains, though, what types of phonics 
instruction are best? Are the conclusively proven, 
scientific methods for teaching phonics found in all 
programs that have a phonics component? 
Unfortunately, the answer is no – not all phonics 
instruction is equal.  

Systematic and explicit methods for teaching phonics have been proven to be most effective (National Institute 
of Child Health and Human Development, 2000). Programs that encourage guessing, looking at the pictures, 
and using context as the first strategies when encountering unknown words in books do not have the scientific 
studies that support the effectiveness of those techniques.   

Does this mean that explicit and systematic instruction in high-level phonemic awareness and phonics are only 
necessary for struggling readers? No, research shows that ALL good readers have developed the necessary 
skills in these areas. Approximately 40% of all students will intuitively teach themselves, at an early age, the 
critical skills of phonemic awareness and phonics. It is not that they do not need these skills. They pick them 
up on their own, with little instruction.  

According to Mark Seidenberg (2017), even with effective 
screenings and benchmark testing in place, there is no way 
to definitively know precisely who will be struggling to learn 
to read. For this reason, we must teach ALL students the 
scientifically proven methods for learning to read, so that no 
students slip through the cracks.  

Phonemic awareness and phonics skills also have a great 
positive impact on the ability to learn sight words. Recent 
studies show that sight words are not learned purely by 
memorizing the visual pattern or letters, with rote drilling as 

the main strategy. Rather, having the ability to initially sound out a sight word, using strong phonemic 
awareness and phonics skills, allows students to then map the sounds onto the string of letters in the printed 



word, assign meaning, and store it efficiently in memory for quick automatic reading when encountered. It is 
the meaningful string of letters, representing the sounds in the word, that students quickly recognize when 
successfully reading sight words. This leads to better fluency, and comprehension (Kilpatrick, 2015). 

When choosing methods of phonics instruction, teachers of reading must also take into consideration several 
other important processes that impact the ability to acquire early reading skills. They must investigate clinically 
proven methods that would compensate for, and specifically remediate, those skill areas that are most likely to 
impede the development of reading. For instance, those with dyslexia typically have deficits in phonological 
processing, specifically in the skill areas of phonemic awareness, rapid naming of visual symbols, and working 
auditory memory. Programs that address these deficits will be most effective. 

The impact of phonological processing deficits is 
poor word reading and spelling, including 
weaknesses in reading fluency that can affect 
reading comprehension. By providing instruction 
early on to all students in ways that will 
target, strengthen, and compensate for these 
particular areas, some reading disabilities will be 
prevented, and in other cases, the impact of 
dyslexia can be decreased. Providing instruction 
using Multi-Tiered Systems of Support, such as 
RtI, strengthened by the right kinds of research-
based progress monitoring, can accelerate 
reading success within a school or school district 
(Spear-Swerling, L., 2015). 

Studies recommend that instruction in these key 
skill areas should begin as early as in the preschool years. Differences in brain activity on MRI scans show at 
the preschool age, even before students begin learning to read (Raschle and Gaab, 2012). Although students 
at risk can often be identified in the preschool years, often it is years later when the diagnosis is made and 
students receive the intervention that is needed.  

When providing reading instruction, teachers must also not lose sight of the fact that those programs that are 
fun and engaging for both students and teachers would more likely be used with consistency, and that this 
“motivational” feature in reading programs warrants further attention and study (National Reading Panel, 2000). 

The research has shown that three specific processes are particularly critical to the development of reading: 
phonemic awareness, orthographic awareness, and rapid automatic naming of visual symbols. A large 
percentage of the most severely dyslexic students have been shown to have deficits in at least two of these 
processes. Wolf (1999) noted that problems in accessing phonological representations in print are responsible 
for slowed, inaccurate naming in reading disordered children.  

In addition to phonological and rapid naming weaknesses, orthographic awareness (the ability to visually scan 
sequences of letters) has been identified as a third critical area of weakness contributing most significantly to 
reading disorders. Many individuals with severe dyslexia have an overload of deficits in skills related to reading 
for which they cannot easily compensate (Badian, 1997). The literature also indicates that working memory 
problems in poor readers may be affected by deficits in use of active memory strategies as well as in basic 
phonological processing (Torgesen, 1985). Studies have also shown that persons who manifest reading and 
spelling disabilities show deficits in underlying perceptual abilities such as discrimination of speech sounds 
(Godfrey, Sydral-Lasky, Millay, and Knox, 1981). 



Research supports the use of specific strategies for phonemic awareness and phonics instruction in structured 
literacy programs. Although sound blending and segmenting are extremely important 
components of phonemic awareness, it is the skill of sound manipulation, in particular, 
sound substitution, that most highly correlates with reading success. High-level phonemic 
awareness skills continue to develop, for typically developing students, beyond first 
grade, and well into third and fourth grade (Kilpatrick, 2015). 

Studies have shown that the most effective phonemic awareness intervention programs 
include letter sound instruction and use of letters in the phonemic awareness activities 
(Bradley & Bryant, 1983). Multi-modal approaches that address several skills 
simultaneously have been proven to be more effective than single component instruction. 
(Oudeans, 2003)  

Research has also demonstrated that programs providing training in oral kinesthetic features of phonemes 
greatly improve the acquisition of phonological skills (Lindamood & Lindamood, 1975). In addition, the sound 
blending method, “body and coda,” (blending the initial consonant into the vowel and then blending both into 
the final consonant, as opposed to use of onset-rime) was far more effective in their research study than the 
use of onset-rime (Murray, Brabham, Villaume, & Veal, 2008). 

When teaching letter sounds, especially for students with learning challenges, it was conclusively found that 
mnemonic pictures depicting connections between the way a letter looks and its associated sound, by directly 
embedding the letter into the picture, are most effective for teaching letter sound associations (Mastropieri & 
Scruggs, 1991). Unfortunately, poor readers are less likely to independently employ mnemonic strategies to 
learn new information (Torgesen & Goldman, 1977), and will need explicit instruction in order to do so.   

The technique of embedding letters into pictures, perhaps as characters, was specifically listed in the Report of 
the National Reading Panel as a promising instructional technique that warrants further study (National 
Reading Panel, 2000). 

How Lively Letters™ is Aligned with the Research 
Lively Letters™ is a program that trains specific skill areas identified in the research as critical to the 
development of reading. The methods are: 

• multisensory 
• language-based 
• structured, 
• sequential, going from smaller units to larger ones.  

Direct, explicit instruction is provided in every step of the program, 
with specifically designed strategies that have been proven effective in 
numerous clinical studies.  

From Picture Cards to Books 
This program begins with students using the letter picture cards to learn the letter sounds, relying on the oral 
kinesthetic cues, imagery, and mnemonics. The colorful letter cards are then used in tracking activities to 
further develop phonemic awareness and phonics skills. The ultimate goal is for the student to internalize the 
mnemonic cues and to progress to reading and spelling words of increasing length and complexity within 
books and in writing tasks.   



Below are descriptions of how the major skill areas addressed in Lively 
Letters™ are addressed in alignment with the research on reading. 
These skill areas include letter sound associations, rapid naming of 
sounds given visual symbols, orthographic awareness, phonemic 
awareness, and phonetic decoding/encoding of words (sounding out 
words for reading and spelling). The program also trains accuracy and 
automaticity at the single word level.  

Letter Sound Associations 
Letter sounds are taught in a developmental sequence based on the 
sounds of the language, how easy they are to produce, and how easy 
they are to perceive. Using mnemonics and oral kinesthetic cueing, the 
letters are directly embedded into pictures of lively characters that show 
what the mouth is doing when the sound is produced. Using a strong 
“fun” factor for motivation and engagement, a comical story and a hand 
cue help the student to elicit the sound quickly. The forty-four sounds of 
the language are introduced, in order of the level of difficulty, with the 
sounds presented initially in isolation so students can distinguish their 
important features. All sounds that are taught are presented with 
explicit information on what we do with our mouths to make the sounds. The consonants are introduced in 
cognate pairs (example: the voiced or “noisy” /b/ with the voiceless or “quiet” /p/). The rest of the consonants 
are grouped according to shared features (example: the nasal sounds, /m/, /n/, and /ng/, introduced as a 
group). The vowels, also drawn as characters with specific mouth shape cues, have strong mnemonic stories 
and hand cues that make distinguishing and remembering vowel sounds an easier task. 

Tying in emotions, another brain-based component identified in the research as a strong trigger for memory, 
students relate emotionally to the characters and their stories. Especially for the vowels, which are a little more 
difficult in terms of perceiving what our mouths are doing, the emotional impact in the letter sound story is a 
huge trigger for students. For each of the letter sounds taught, as suggested by the research, the most regular 
and/or frequent sound associated with the letter is taught initially to avoid confusion. The sounds are elicited in 
isolation, and are not embedded within keyword phrases. With a song for each letter sound, music is being 
used as an additional cueing method. It is a well-known fact that music helps to tie various areas of the brain 
together for enhanced learning. The music adds to the engagement factor as well.  

Rapid Naming of Sounds Given Visual Symbols 
The ability to rapidly and accurately name visual symbols is crucial to 
learning to read, and is one of the deficits at the root of severe reading 
disabilities such as dyslexia. In Lively Letters™, as the letter sounds are 
introduced, they are drilled in isolation, and then utilized in phonemic 
awareness exercises to developing phonetic reading and spelling skills. By 
learning to classify the sounds according to their oral kinesthetic features, 
students become more aware of the distinctive features of the sounds, and 
are better able to organize these sounds in their brains. Since students with 
reading disabilities, including dyslexia, often have a “fuzzy” awareness of the 
individual speech sounds in our language, this sound classification is so 
helpful. Just as it would be difficult to pull a piece of clothing out of a messy 
drawer or closet, the same holds true with sounds. With Lively Letters™ 
instruction they can better perceive and then rapidly name the individual 
sounds in the phonemic awareness and phonics activities. The pictures, 



story cues, hand cues, songs, and the oral kinesthetic cues combine to form a powerful, self-prompting system 
facilitating rapid, automatic naming of the letter sounds in isolation and within words. 

Another way that rapid naming skills are developed in Lively Letters™ involves special strategies and tips that 
actually prevent errors and guessing. The manual, and our trainings, provide techniques specifically for those 
with rapid naming weaknesses, an often-missing component of other programs. 

Orthographic (Visual) Awareness 
Orthographic awareness is a skill needed for proficient decoding. This skill area is addressed through the 
techniques for teaching letter sounds and letter combinations, as well as through the strategies in the high-
level letter and sound manipulation tasks.  

The visual features of the letters (especially similar looking letters, such as b and d) are highlighted in the 
pictures and in the mnemonic stories to eliminate visual confusion. Orthographic awareness is developed as 
students form strong images of particular letter sequences, or digraphs (two letters producing one sound, such 
as “th”). The letter characters retain their personalities and intermingle in meaningful ways with other letters to 
form those digraphs. The student is able to recall the sounds from the associated stories.  

(An example would be the “tongue-biting sound,” where “t” sticks his tongue out, bites it, and blows air on poor 
“h,” who is shivering from the cold air.) The manipulative tracking activities also focus the student’s attention on 
the sequence of letters in words, further training orthographic awareness.  

The tracking tasks in Lively Letters™ require students to respond to various types of letter and sound changes 
(reversals, omissions, additions, substitutions, and transpositions), building visual awareness of letter patterns. 
The unique “Tricky Tracking” types of manipulation tracking tasks in this program specifically train the 
orthographic awareness of letter position in the word. These drills help to prevent and remediate sequencing 
errors during reading and spelling tasks.  

Phonemic Awareness 
By focusing on the oral kinesthetic features of the 44 
speech sounds, students have an easier time perceiving 
the phonemes (sounds) in spoken words. Phonemic 
awareness skills are dramatically developed through 
discovery and introduction of the actual sounds using the 
mouth cues. They are further developed through the 
sound blending, segmentation, and manipulation tracking 
activities that also combine phonics. 

Research has indicated that students develop stronger 
skills when programs include the training of letter sounds 
and the use of those letters in the phonemic awareness 
activities. For this reason, the letter sounds are taught 
systematically throughout the program. The letter picture 
cards, which visually help elicit quick sound production, are used initially in the phonemic awareness activities. 
By using the Lively Letters™ cards in these tracking activities, students can concentrate on the actual 
phonemic awareness practice without straining to recall the letter sounds.  

The unique techniques in Lively Letters™ that quickly and effectively train the ability to blend sounds will get 
students reading words. The segmenting activities help them to begin spelling. More importantly, moving 
beyond blending and segmenting, our high-level manipulation activities, which research now indicates is the 
most crucial of all phonemic awareness skills, include strategies that prevent errors and therefore catapult 
progress. Students then quickly progress to the use of plain letters in the phonemic awareness activities. 



Eventually, if teachers want to, they can move on to phonemic awareness sound segmentation activities 
without the use of letters, which is more difficult but necessary for spelling. 

Reading and Spelling: Merging Phonemic Awareness and Phonics 
As aligned with the research, Lively Letters™ follows the research-backed approach of teaching letter sounds 
and using those letters in phonemic awareness and phonics tracking activities, addressing phonics and 
phonemic awareness simultaneously. The sound blending, segmenting, and manipulation tasks in this program 
strongly build phonemic awareness, reading, and spelling skills. As research also suggests, Lively Letters™ 
helps students progress from shorter to longer, more complex words with increasingly difficult letter sounds 
and phonetic concepts.  

This structured literacy program follows research recommendations 
for providing multisensory explicit, systematic teaching of skills, 
based on the rules of the language. Instruction always begins with 
easier materials, and progresses to more difficult ones. The 
program begins with picture cards, progresses to plain letters, on to 
word cards, and then on to sentences and books. Decodable books 
are the kinds of books recommended, so that students can practice 
their newly learned skills before being confronted with too many 
unknown words in text. At each step of the program, students are 
given enough practice with engaging materials to become proficient 
(at 90% accuracy) before moving on to the next step, whether that 
be the next letter sounds, word length, or type of material used. 
Spelling and reading skills are taught and practiced reciprocally as 
recommended in the research as well.  

Speech Production 
As more and more research is published showing the strong connections between speech sounds and 
reading, growing numbers of educators and clinicians are using Lively Letters™, not only for reading and 
spelling, but also to improve speech articulation skills. Students with speech production disorders, whether mild 
or severe, including those with apraxia of speech, respond well to the multiple targets of speech, phonemic 
awareness, and phonics that are inherent in the program.  

Educators can use the strategies in this program to primarily teach reading and spelling, while targeting speech 
production. Or, speech language pathologists can use the program materials, including the stories and hand 
cues, to primarily train articulation skills (while boosting reading and spelling skills). Using a multi-modal 
approach as reinforced in the research, saves precious time and yields quick, positive results.  

Reading Fluency and Automaticity 
Many students, especially those with dyslexia, have difficulty reaching automaticity and becoming fluent while 
reading. Although the program primarily trains phonemic awareness and phonics, through the many strategies 
for preventing errors while practicing decoding of single words, word reading automaticity is trained. Special 
techniques for getting the words correct quickly, and on the first attempt, are practiced during the tracking and 
during the whole word reading activities. When students have moved on from manipulation tracking and into 
the word card or word list level, they are given a great deal of practice with single word decoding tasks, 
continuing to use the “errorless responses” strategies from the program. They will be working for automaticity 
at the word level for skills that have already been mastered with 90% in the tracking tasks using the picture and 
letter cards. Special techniques to prevent guessing, and to encourage and reward students to actually use 
their word reading strategies, are inherent throughout the program.  



Clinical Studies of the Lively Letters™ Program 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The development of the Lively Letters™ techniques stemmed from six years of pilot studies, as well as in-
depth and ongoing review of the literature, linking several well-documented, yet somewhat isolated, findings 
from the fields of Speech Language Pathology, Learning Disabilities, and Reading. Specific treatment 
techniques were pinpointed from studies within various professional fields and integrated in an innovative way 
to create a unique program for the development of phonemic awareness and phonics skills.  
 
The pilot studies that were conducted using this explicit, intersensory, structured program with hundreds of 
reading impaired students in an inner-city school revealed dramatic gains on nationally recognized tests within 
short-term, intensive treatment periods delivered in a cyclical fashion. Various prototypes of the program were 
initially tested for use in the pilot studies, and eventually, due to the success of the program, the Lively 
Letters™ program (Telian, 1993) was published.  
 
Sight Words You Can See, the program training phonetically irregular sight words, was later published in 1996. 
Ongoing review of studies conducted in various school settings, including use of the Dynamic Indicators of 
Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) and AIMSweb, as well as other formal and informal assessments, has 
continued to reveal significant gains within short periods of time.  
 
 
  
  



Lively Letters Pilot Study in Boston Public Schools   Boston, MA  
The first pilot study was conducted in the Boston Public Schools from 1990-1996, at the Murphy School. In this 
study, 170 students in grades K-5, including those with developmental delays, speech and language disorders, 
visual impairments, dyslexia, and those learning English as a second language, received remediation in a 
cyclical, intensive therapy program, specifically the Lively Letters™ application. General education students 
who were struggling to learn to read, as well as those already identified for special education services, were 
among those who received intensive intervention.   
 
Students were tested in the areas of phonemic awareness, phonetic decoding (reading nonsense words), and 
oral reading. Sessions were approximately 45 minutes in length, four to five times per week. Each student 
received an average of 30 sessions over a period of six to eight weeks, delivered in a small group setting. For 
some, weekly classroom lessons were conducted in replacement of one of the daily sessions.  
  
In the area of phonemic awareness, as tested by the Lindamood Auditory Conceptualization Test (LAC), these 
170 students increased their skills by an average of 2.1 grade levels. Phonetic decoding (reading non-words) 
was the second area examined, and among 74 students tested by the “Word Attack” subtest of the Woodcock 
Reading Mastery Tests, there was a mean increase of 2.0 grade levels. In the third area examined among 
approximately 170 students, oral reading (tested by the “Oral Reading” subtest of the Brigance Comprehensive 
Inventory of Basic Skills), there was an average increase of 1.5 grade levels. 
 
 

 
 

 * Often one weekly group session was replaced by one whole classroom lesson.  Approximately 5% of students were 
seen individually for 30 min sessions. 
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These students had not received instruction in sight words at the time, and were receiving whole language 
reading instruction in their classrooms. This was the only phonemic awareness and phonics instruction being 
provided. Similar to results often seen in the modern-day RtI instructional model, students were referred for 
Lively Letters™ as a pre-referral strategy in an attempt to prevent the need for, or lessen the amount of, 
services in special education.   
  
Those who received this intervention, having previously been referred for special education services, often 
made such significant gains that a special education referral was no longer needed. Those already on IEPs for 
special education in reading and speech often required less services, and some were able to move into 
receiving indirect services as opposed to direct services, lessening the burden of the special education staff 
and saving the district with reductions of special education funds.   
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Studies of Lively Letters™ in the RTI Model with a High ELL Population in Las Vegas, NV, 2008-2009  
Two studies of Lively Letters™ in the Response to Intervention model were conducted over the course of an 
academic year in the Clark County School District in Las Vegas, Nevada, with 75% of its students learning 
English as a second language (ELL) and 85% of students receiving free lunch. Services were delivered and 
data reported by Rex Bell Elementary School speech language pathologist, Bonnie Lamping, MA, CCC-SLP.  

Las Vegas Study 1:  Lively Letters™ with High ELL, Special Ed. K Classroom (Aug 2008 – June 2009)  
In this Special Education Kindergarten class study, the speech pathologist utilized the "push-in" service model 
(providing services in the classroom) three times per week, for 50 minutes. Whole classroom lessons were 
implemented, and small group reinforcement, as needed. The Lively Letters™ program was used to teach 
letter sounds, with no other phonics or phonemic awareness program being used at the time.  Median scores 
of all the students in the class at pre-test indicated that the students only knew 20% of uppercase letter names, 
18% of lowercase letter names and 0% of the letter sounds. At the end of the school year the class had 
mastered 95% of uppercase letter names, 80% of the lowercase letter names, and 100% of their letter sounds.  

 
Las Vegas Study 2: Lively Letters™ with the Severely Delayed Students in 1st Grade (May – June 2009)  
In a first grade classroom with several severely delated students, the speech pathologist provided Lively 
Letters™ instruction in a large group (26 students) 2-3 times per week for 40 minutes over a period of three 
months (April 09 – June 09). Even the most severely delayed students in the classroom made tremendous 
gains in letter sound ID in the three months of instruction. One student (Student-6) was not only ELL, but had 
just come from Mexico and spoke no English at all before use of the Lively Letters™ program to learn the 
English letter sounds.  

  *Student-6 was absent at time of the May mid-test. 
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READING WITH TLC PILOT STUDY PITTSFIELD, MA 1999 - 2000   
In this pilot study of 16 at-risk/reading-delayed kindergarten students in Pittsfield, MA, several indicators were 
measured using timed subtests from the Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills Test (DIBELS). The 
DIBELS subtests included “Letter Identification” (average number of letters named in one minute), “Phoneme 
Segmentation” (number of phonemes produced in one minute after hearing spoken words), and “Nonsense 
Words” (average number of phonemes read within nonsense words within one minute).  

Among the kindergarteners receiving intervention instruction with Lively Letters™ and Sight Words You Can 
See, letter identification increased from 0 in the pre-test, to an average of 30 letters named correctly in one 
minute. Phoneme segmentation increased from 3 to 40 phonemes produced in one minute after hearing the 
spoken word, and there was in increase in number of phonemes read in one minute from 17 before instruction, 
to 25 in the post-test.  

During that year, at-risk/reading impaired students in first grade were also followed. Among the 1st graders 
who received intervention instruction with the Reading with TLC programs four times per week throughout the 
school year, the number of phonemes read within nonsense words in one minute increased from 12 to 40, and 
the average number of words read correctly increased from 23 to 71 words per minute (using 1st grade 
curriculum reading materials).    

 
STUDY OF LIVELY LETTERS™ USING RTI MODEL in YORK COUNTY, ME, 2006 - 2008                                                                                                                               
Overview of York County Pilot Studies Response to Intervention (RTI) Model   

Kindergarten and first grade students from a school in Maine received combined instruction in phonemic 
awareness and phonics using the Lively Letters™ program at various levels of instruction as an integral part of 
the core reading program and as the intervention program. During the years that this Lively Letters™ program 
was utilized, it was the only phonemic awareness and phonics program being implemented with students. 
Progress monitoring, direct service, consults, and in-service training conducted by the speech pathologist were 
integral to the success of the program. Results gathered over a two-year period using the Dynamic Indicators 
of Basic Early Literacy Skills (DIBELS) were analyzed in regard to the percentage of students who had at-risk 
and deficient scores on timed tests of phonemic awareness and phonics. These quick assessments measuring 
critical early skills for reading, such as phoneme segmentation and nonsense word decoding, have been 
shown to be highly predictive of later reading success or failure. The data demonstrates that the overall 
numbers of students scoring in the at-risk and deficient ranges significantly decreased, following the use of the 
Lively Letters™ program within each tier of a Response-to-Intervention model. Students needing Tier Two 
instruction in kindergarten received push-in services while students in first grade received pull-out services. 
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Tier Two instruction was sufficient for most at-risk or struggling students, who were serviced in small groups. A 
very limited number of students required Tier Three instruction which involved individual services. The data 
also indicates that substantially fewer students required Tier Two or Tier Three special education or remedial 
services upon entering second grade.  
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Preschool Classroom Clinical Study, Hull, MA  Stephanie Gomes 2011-2012  
The Hull Public Schools implemented the Lively Letters™ Program in the Prek classroom from September 
through May. The children were introduced to one letter per week in the order suggested in the program. Lively 
letter lessons were approximately 10 minutes long, 4 days per week. The children were introduced to each 
new letter in a whole group setting. All letters previously learned were practiced daily in a whole group. On the 
2nd, 3rd, and 4th day of the school week, there was also a letter center. On day 2 the children colored the 
Lively Letter coloring page. On day 3 the children did a multisensory activity with the letter. (Ex: cover the letter 
C with pom-poms and create a C caterpillar) On day 4, the children cut out and completed uppercase and 
lowercase letter puzzles. As the year progressed the children who were going to be going to Kindergarten the 
next year also did phonemic awareness and phonics activities with Consonant Vowel Consonant length words, 
with tasks such onset -rime, sound blending, sound segmentation and reading nonsense words. The program 
runs all year from September until the end of May. The teacher had 3-4 review weeks throughout the year for 
children who needed to catch up or need extra help. The data is presented below in these slides.  

 

 

Additional Recent Research Studies 
 
Doctoral Dissertation Research Study with PreK Students Diagnosed with Autism  
Quinney (2018) completed a qualitative investigation of the use of LL in preschool-aged children with autism 
spectrum disorders who participated in a teacher taught, whole-class intervention. This investigation’s outcome 
qualitatively reported that five out of seven students progressed in phonemic awareness and phonics. The 
participants with higher verbal skills made more significant progress than students who were non-verbal 
(Quinney, 2018).   
  
Comparative Study on Kindergarten Tier One Students Conducted by University Graduate Students in 
Communication Sciences and Disorders -  
Williams et al. (2014) completed an investigation considering typically developing kindergarten students in two 
general education classrooms. One classroom received literacy instruction as usual and then received an 
additional twenty minutes of instruction with LL. The investigation compared the two classrooms' post-test 
scores and compared the participants' pretest and post-test outcomes to themselves. The investigators found 
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significant differences in the acquisition of letter sounds, diphthongs, nonsense 32 words, and total literacy for 
between group comparisons and pretest to post-test comparisons for the experimental group.  
  
A Study of Lively Letters™ with Students with Intellectual Disorders  
Forney- Misuraca (2020) conducted a recent investigation that used LL to provide intervention to 
elementary students with intellectual disorders that were in self-contained classrooms. Within this 
investigation, the author found that the participants learned letter recognition and consonant and vowel 
sounds. The author compared outcomes between the following groups: monolingual versus bilingual; 
mild, moderate, or severe intellectual disability; and grade level. The outcomes showed no differences 
based on mono versus bilingual or severity of the intellectual disability but did indicate a significant 
difference based on grade level for consonant and vowel sounds. Therefore, the investigation supported 
that LL improved recognition of consonants and vowels. While this outcome was not a target of the 
current investigation and the population addressed was not the targeted group for the current 
investigation, this investigation provides recent evidence that supports LL as being effective for PA skill 
development in populations with intellectual disorders.  
  
  
Telepractice with Prek Students with Speech Sound Disorders and Phonological Awareness 
Difficulties - Summary of Doctoral Study  
In this study conducted by Martin (2020), students were seen via telepractice for short term therapy, twice per 
week, in 30 minute sessions. The results of this investigation may help SLPs to better understand the 
importance of selecting an evidence-based program to target Phonological Awareness. SLPs can confidently 
choose a program, like Lively Letters™, that uses a structured approach, multi-sensory methods, and 
reference to orthographic representations. Additionally, SLPs can make better decisions about using the 
program, Lively Letters™ to co-treat Phonological Awareness and Speech Sound Disorders in their 
interventions. The results from the current investigation reveal that using Lively Letters™ can improve the 
ability of children with phonologically based Speech Sound Disorders and Phonological Awareness weakness 
to make improvements in initial sound segmentation skills.  
  
References for the above doctoral studies:  

  
Forney-Misuraca, B. (2020). Increasing reading skills for students with intellectual disabilities 

through Lively Letters™ [Doctoral dissertation, Walden University]. ProQuest.  
  
Martin, K. (2021) The Effect of an Explicit Literacy Intervention on Initial and Final 
Sound                  Segmentation Skills in Preschool Children (Doctoral Dissertation, Rocky 
Mountain       University of Health Professions. ProQuest.  
  

Quinney, K. A. (2018). The effects of teaching phonemic awareness and phonics skills to preschool-
aged children with autism spectrum disorder (Publication Number 10937278) [Doctoral 
dissertation, Northcentral University]. ProQuest Dissertation and Theses Database.  
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Additional Information about Structured Literacy and Science of Reading 
 
Effects of a Reading Disorder  
Reports from the National Institutes of Child Health and Human Development found that 85 % of special 
education referrals were coming in third grade and that 85 % of those referrals were for reading. According to 
the National Association of Educational Progress, 37 percent of U.S. fourth graders fail to achieve basic levels 
of reading achievement, and the incidence of reading failure is even higher within low-income families, ethnic 
minority groups, and English-language learners. Children who learn to read easily, enjoy reading, and read 
more are exposed to more complex and varied vocabulary and exhibit greater comprehension.  Children who 
struggle with reading, becoming frustrated and reading less, encounter fewer new words, make smaller gains 
in vocabulary, and understand less of what they read. This scenario, referred to as the “Matthew Effects,” 
demonstrates that, when it comes to reading skills, “the rich get richer and the poor get poorer” (Stanovich, 
1986). By the end of first grade, poor readers already demonstrate a significant drop in self-esteem and 
motivation to learn to read. Because of the decreased ability to read text, poor readers have difficulty learning 
other school subjects (science, history, etc.) and have decreased opportunities to develop complex, higher 
level language and cognitive skills. Poor readers also have decreased chances of attending college, and fewer 
employment opportunities are available. 
 
Prevention and Early Intervention  
Prevention and early intervention with research-based methods in 
grades Pre-K, 1, and 2 can, and do, decrease the numbers of 
special education referrals in schools. Research indicates that 90-
95% of poor readers can increase reading skills to average levels, 
given early intervention that combines training in phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. If 
this intervention is delayed until students are 9 years old, which is 
when many children have typically been referred throughout our 
nation, approximately 75 % of these children will continue to have 
difficulties learning to read through high school. 
 
Recent Research Findings Related to Preschool and Early 
Literacy Development  
The National Early Literacy Panel (NELP) conducted a 
comprehensive review of the research in early childhood and the 
following findings were listed in the report published in 2008, 
entitled, The Scientific Synthesis of Early Literacy Development 
and Implications for Intervention 2008. The report found strong, 
positive, and statistically significant impacts of code-focused 
interventions (interventions focusing on letter name and some 
letter sound knowledge, along with phonemic awareness instruction) on young children’s skills in the areas of 
phonemic awareness, alphabetic knowledge, oral language, reading, and spelling. 

• In preschool it is possible to affect substantially those skills that are most predictive of later decoding, 
reading comprehension, and spelling. 

• Intervention on the predictive, critical skills at the preschool level has a positive effect on reading and 
spelling skills.  
- These substantial impacts are consistent regardless of children’s existing early literacy skills. 
- There is not a point along either an age or a developmental continuum at which code-focused 

interventions become more or less beneficial to children’s early literacy skills. There is no 
preexisting level of knowledge or skill that children must attain before these interventions can be 
used successfully.  

- Interventions should include phonemic awareness training with activities involving higher-level 
phonemic awareness skills, such as actively engaging in blending and segmenting of words at 
the syllable, onset-rime, or phoneme level with feedback on correct and incorrect responses.  

• Although phonemic awareness training can be conducted alone, the results suggest that there may 
be an advantage of combining such training with activities designed to teach children about specific 
aspects of print, such as letter names and letter sounds. 



• It is likely that, for some of the interventions, a small-group format will be necessary to achieve this 
level of positive results. 

• There is, at present, no interpretable evidence that teaching alphabetic knowledge alone is a 
sufficient technique for enhancing children’s reading-related skills. 

• Given the clear success of code-focused instruction with these mixed populations, it seems prudent 
to make such instruction available to all populations of young children, at least until research more 
directly addresses this question.  

 
Recent Research Related to English Language Learners (ELL)  

• Early concentration on teaching phoneme 
awareness and phonics can radically improve 
reading and spelling standards in inner city 
second-language learners. (Stuart, 1999) 

• Oral language proficiency measures of English 
are poor predictors of subsequent reading 
performance. 

• There is no need to wait until students have 
good oral proficiency in English before teaching 
reading. 

• Although English language proficiency does 
play a strong role in discourse comprehension. 
Geva and Wade-Wooley (1998)  

• For ELL students, as for native English 
language speakers, phonological processing 
measures are excellent predictors of potential at 
risk status. 

• Phonological awareness transfers across 
languages. This may not, however, always be the case with word decoding abilities 

• Researchers are not saying native language reading instruction is inappropriate, but that ELL students 
can learn to read in English from grades K to 1 

• ELL students can perform in reading as well as their native English speaking peers at the end of first 
grade, if given appropriate instruction. (Gersten et al., 2005; Siegel and colleagues, Geva & colleagues)  

• Phonological processing of ELL students can develop at an even higher performance level than their 
native English speaking peers. 

• ELL students tend to attack sounds in a more strategic fashion, possibly because they have a 
heightened attention to sounds  

 
Unique Features of the Reading with TLC  programs Specifically Supported by the Research 

• Although phonemic awareness is an auditory skill, research indicates that the training of phonemic 
awareness is more effective when letters are used in the process. (Oudeans, 2003), (National Reading 
Panel, 2000), (Bradley & Bryant, 1983) 

• Research shows that students have an easier time learning letter sounds when letters are embedded 
into pictures. (Mastropieri & Scruggs, 1991)  

• Research indicates that students have an easier time learning letter sounds when oral kinesthetic 
information (mouth cues) is explicitly used. (Lindamood & Lindamood, 1975). 

• Phonics and phonemic awareness programs that engage students with a “fun” factor are more likely to 
be used consistently by teachers and warrant more study as a promising instructional feature. (Report 
of the National Reading Panel) 

• Numerous studies support the use of music when teaching children skills, including phonics and 
phonemic awareness, and the use of music was listed as a promising instructional feature of phonics 
programs that warrant more study. (Report of the National Reading Panel)  

 
 
Testimonials of the Lively Letters™ and Sight Words You Can See programs: 
 
 



“Lively Letters™ has helped bring explicit and systematic phonics instruction to our district!  Our students love 
the stories, songs, and the tactile element - there is joy and confidence in our classrooms!  And our teachers 
are seeing incredible results in letter sounds and identification in such a small amount of time.  Highly 
recommended!” 
Jesse Robinson - Director of Curriculum, Assessment and Instruction, Portland Public Schools, Portland, ME 

“The supplemental program Lively Letters™ is a fusion of two disciplines. It integrates speech therapy methods 
with scientifically supported reading methods to teach students to read. Teachers using Lively Letters™ learn 
cues for supporting the oral production of phonemes. Speech therapists using LL learn instructional methods 
for teaching phonics and decoding. Through the use of this program, the SLPs in our district are able to 
integrate phonemic manipulation into their speech sound production therapy and teachers are able to support 
and duplicate sound remediation techniques in the general educational environment. If the Lively Letters™ 
program was taught in university reading methods courses, teachers would be better equipped to effectively 
and explicitly teach reading and SLPs would be better equipped to support reading instruction in the schools”  
Bonnie Lamping, Speech Language Pathologist, Supervisor - Clark County Schools, Nevada 
 
“I have been working with a bilingual kindergarten student who initially presented with limited English and 
Spanish. After approximately 2 weeks of working with Lively Letters™, she became a totally different student. 
She began smiling upon seeing the letters as well as skipping down the hallway as we approached my room to 
work. She knows the first 9 Lively Letters™ sounds along with their verbal and hand cues. Her teacher now 
describes her as happy, compliant, and excited to learn. She is currently able to use simple sentences in both 
English and Spanish to express herself. I believe Lively Letters™ is responsible for her success and change in 
demeanor. I love Lively Letters™!” 
Lisa Sheppard, SLP - Palm Beach County, FL  
 
“I continue to be amazed with the effectiveness of the program despite the severity of the disorders.” 
Linda B. - SLP in Monroe, LA 
 
“My kindergarteners love the letter/word work of TLC! They adore the Lively Letters™ music and songs! With 
sparkling eyes and a heart bursting with pride, Alexander states, ‘That's the fire breathing dragon!’ Ali hardly 
ever speaks, but now he knows almost all his letters and sounds! He can express himself through his 
kindergarten writing. Polly can now say ‘three’ instead of ‘free.’ Ashley says the sound when she sees or writes 
most letters, and it is fantastic! Pedro can say ‘rabbit’ instead of ‘wabbit.’ His mom is thrilled. Ben cried when 
the substitute did not play the ‘i’ song. I have been teaching for eighteen years. I have had phone 
conversations with you, and have felt the sincerity of what you wish to bring to primary students. Thank you."  
Jennifer Cucolo - K Teacher, Scarsdale, NY 
 
“Being a dyslexic myself, I wish these cards were presented to me when learning the confusing vowel sounds. 
My students and I really connect to these cards. Thank you so much.” 
Laurie - Holbrook, MA 
 
“It’s refreshing to finally attend a workshop that focuses on therapy techniques and practical strategies that we 
can use with our students. Delivery is upbeat and quickly paced. The time flies by due to high interest and 
presentation style. Your anecdotal remarks bring the human side to a clinical program.” 
Denise Baker - School Administrator,  Worcester, MA 
 
 
“I can finally teach phonics in a fun and interesting way!" 
Terri - Teacher, Sanborn, NH 
 
“Recently I was introduced to this program and it has changed my perception of how to teach reading. I have 
only used this for two months and my students are making HUGE strides in that time." 
Morgan - Title I Paraprofessional 
 



“As a speech pathologist, the more I think about it, the more this makes sense. I really like the fact that it can 
be used with a wide range of students: those with memory, cognitive, language deficits, and many more." 
Sharon - SLP, NH 
 
 
“This is the best program I've seen on phonics in 34 years of teaching (18 years in kindergarten)." 
Ray - Teacher, AWRS District 
 
“First time I have felt ALL kinds of learners will be engaged as phonics is taught!" 
Anne - Special Education Teacher, RI 
 
“I am so excited that classroom teachers, reading teachers, and SPED teachers are all talking the same 
language with this program!" 
Diane - Reading Teacher, MA 
 
“FINALLY- this is something that is so concrete and still flexible, and it is so much fun to use!" 
Pam - First Grade Teacher, CT 
 
 
 
 
Profiles of the Program Authors and Contact Information 

Nancy Alemian Telian, MS, CCC-SLP and Penny Alemian 
Castagnozzi are the creators and co-directors of Reading with TLC  
and are the authors of the Reading with TLC  programs. Together, 
two sisters continue to create clinically tested and engaging, 
research-based materials and techniques for the development of 
reading and spelling. Having presented their professional training 
seminars and webinars to thousands of educators throughout the 
US and globally, their programs are being used around the world. In 
addition to providing training in Lively Letters™ and Sight Words 

You Can See, Nancy and Penny speak regularly at national- and state-level conventions on various topics 
related to literacy. Because of their commitment, passion, and ability to relate personally with their audiences, 
Nancy and Penny have become highly recognized in the educational community as dynamic and motivating 
speakers. 

Nancy Telian is the author of the Lively Letters™ program, which trains the acquisition of phonemic 
awareness and phonics skills. As an ASHA-certified speech and language pathologist who specializes in the 
diagnosis and treatment of reading disorders, Nancy maintains a private practice in Weymouth, MA. She is 
affiliated with Boston’s MGH Institute of Health Professions graduate program in Communication Sciences and 
Disorders, where she has served as a clinical supervisor. Nancy has been a Reading First master trainer with 
the Massachusetts Department of Education. An accomplished pianist, Nancy composed the music, played the 
piano, and sang the songs on the Lively Letters™ Character Songs CD. 

Penny Castagnozzi, who has a background in elementary education, has been a specialist in the development 
and implementation of the Reading with TLC  program since its inception. She has provided reading therapy in 
both the public-school setting and in the private practice that she currently maintains in Weymouth, MA. Penny 
is the creator of the Sight Words You Can See™ program, which trains the acquisition of phonetically 
irregular sight words. A writer of children’s literature, she is the author of the highly popular Lively Letters™ 
Character Poem Book, Let’s Practice Reading with TLC , and was lyricist and singer for the Lively 
Letters™ Character Songs CD. 
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Contact us: 

phone/fax: 781-331-7412, or toll-free 866-TLC-READ 

nancy@readingwithtlc.com 

penny@readingwithtlc.com 

www.readingwithtlc.com 
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