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CKLA Design Principles 

 

Directions: Read the CKLA Design Principles and use the following annotations to 
highlight key information.   
 

Annotation: Meaning: 

highlight Main idea/ key learning 

underline Powerful word(s) or phrase(s) 

? Text that raises questions  

 

CKLA Design Principles  
1.    Teaches Distinction between sounds and spellings using most frequent or least 

ambiguous sounds first.   
 

CKLA begins phonics instruction by starting with sounds first, then attaching those 

sounds to spellings. CKLA’s synthetic phonics approach begins by teaching the most 

common or least ambiguous spelling for a sound (basic code spelling); later it teaches 

spelling alternatives for sounds that can be spelled in several different ways. The 

system is kept simple at first and complexity is added bit-by-bit as students gain 

confidence and automatize their reading and writing skills. In CKLA, all 150 spellings 

for the 44 sounds in English will be taught in an intentionally sequenced progression 

from Kindergarten through Grade 2. In Grade 3, foundational skills continue to be 

reinforced, with a new emphasis on word morphology. 
 

These skills are reinforced through extensive, distributive practice using activity 

pages and readers that accompany each unit of instruction.  The texts in the Student 

Readers were written so that only the letter-sound correspondences that have been 

explicitly taught are encountered by students. Students gain practice and confidence 

with letter-sound correspondences that they have learned, with the “tricky words” 

(sight words) also explicitly taught. 

 

CKLA Design Principles (cont.) 

 
2. Systematic practice and reinforcement of code-related skills is necessary for building 

automaticity. 
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Collectively, research points to practice experiences that are successful (thus 

motivating), that allow for the building of automaticity within basic skills (thus intense 

and consistent), and that build capacity to extend skills into varied contexts. 

Typically, practice experiences in reading do not sufficiently integrate these three 

parameters of practice and tend to emphasize one over the other. However, the CKLA 

phonics program was designed with the cognitive science of practice in mind; it 

explicitly weaves in all three dimensions of systematic practice across lessons, units, 

and grades. In K–2, the program teaches children 150 spellings for the 44 sounds of 

English. It introduces an average of 5–10 letter-sound relationships within each unit of 

instruction; each unit lasts approximately 2–3 weeks. The program provides daily 

lessons in phonics. The lesson formats vary, but in every lesson, there is practice in 

the basic letter-sound relationship(s) of focus, which includes a fairly intensive set of 

activities to further practice these relationships (e.g., approximately 15 minutes daily 

of writing, spelling, and word-level reading and word sorting, using sound-spellings 

that were just taught). Then, each day, children are given the chance for extended 

practice through independent and/or small group reading or writing activities. These 

opportunities for extended practice reflect naturalistic activities where children are 

building other skills, such as grammatical skills related to sentence activities, genre 

writing, or reading and reading comprehension. For example, children may be 

responding to questions from texts, using words in sentence-level work, or applying 

their knowledge of sound-spelling correspondence within the plan, draft, and edit 

processes of various writing genres that they are taught.  

 

One of the most unique aspects of extended practice afforded by CKLA are the 

student Readers. In K–2, children read chapter books that are 100% decodable 

because they correspond to the unit of phonetic instruction in which they are placed. 

CKLA’s developers designed their own books because they wanted to create texts 

that offered children extended reading practice that was both mastery oriented and 

engaging. In other reading programs, it is common to use books that may be 

engaging, but only loosely related to the phonetic code children know.  

 

3. Directly instructs in those oral language skills (blending and segmenting) and underlie 

and parallel reading and writing skills.  

 

Students need lots of practice to automatize their knowledge and use the sound-to-
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letter correspondences that they have learned to read and spell.   Students must be 

able to hear, identify, differentiate, and manipulate phonemes as a precursor to 

formal phonics instruction. Beginning in Kindergarten, CKLA focuses on sounds, or 

phonemes, as the primary organizing principle of the program, rather than letters. 

Letter names are only avoided in the early Kindergarten lessons; students will be 

introduced to sound/letter spellings and combinations as the program progresses. 

 

4.  A read-aloud lesson format designed to support language skills is critical to later 

reading comprehension. 

 

CKLA read-alouds are highly responsive to the reading and language research, as well 
as applied research on teaching and learning. The structure of the read-aloud lessons 
reflects an emphasis on oral language development through vocabulary work, 
question asking and answering, open-ended discussions, and integration of oral and 
written language. Indeed, the read-aloud structure emphasizes talk before, during, 
and after the reading, which is consistent with most effective read-aloud programs. 
By hearing and discussing complex texts that the teacher reads aloud, students 
practice sophisticated conversations using an ever-expanding vocabulary. 
 

5. CKLA systematically builds knowledge. 

 

Becoming a critical and strategic reader depends on having a wide breadth of 
knowledge and related vocabulary. A child might be able to decode a word but that 
does not mean the child can infer its meaning. Children must have prior experience 
with a word to have clarity when reading it. Building knowledge to establish strong 
comprehension is the core premise of CKLA’s Listening & Learning Strand. During 
Listening & Learning lessons, literary and informational teacher Read-Alouds are 
organized into domains across history, the arts, and science.  The domains in the 
Listening & Learning Strand were designed to fit the heavily researched and tested 
Core Knowledge Sequence. Content is ordered so that new domains build upon the 
content and vocabulary in previous domains, both within and across grade levels. 
 

6. A knowledge-oriented approach to read-alouds builds vocabulary and supports 

comprehension skills development, both of which are critical to later reading 

comprehension. 

 

CKLA’s two-strand approach, based on reading research, ensures that students are 

both building skills and building the background knowledge in content and vocabulary 

necessary to comprehend what they read. The Skills Strand is meant to build 
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students’ decoding skills, while the Listening and Learning Strand is meant to build 

students’ language comprehension ability by exposing them to complex text, 

vocabulary, concepts, and ideas through frequent read-alouds. If students are not 

building their language comprehension ability in the early grades, their reading 

scores are likely to begin to fall off in Grade 4 and later.  Comprehension strategies 

are taught within the context of the text itself. For example, pre-reading activities are 

focused on prior knowledge built from previous instruction.  This review works to set a 

purpose for learning, extending skills and knowledge in a coherent and connected 

manner. 

  

Students will be asked literal, inferential, and evaluative comprehension questions in 

both strands, responding to what they’ve read and finding evidence to support their 

understanding during class discussions and when completing accompanying 

comprehension activities. 
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CKLA Design Principles  
 

CKLA Design Principle Keywords or Phrases 

1.    Teaches Distinction between 

sounds and spellings using most 

frequent or least ambiguous sounds 

first 

 

2. Systematic practice and 

reinforcement of code-related skills is 

necessary for building automaticity. 

 

3. Directly instructs in those oral 

language skills (blending and 

segmenting) and underlie and parallel 

reading and writing skills. 

 

4.  A read-aloud lesson format designed 

to support language skills is critical to 

later reading comprehension. 

 

5. CKLA systematically builds 

knowledge. 
 

6. A knowledge-oriented approach to 

read-alouds builds vocabulary and 

supports comprehension skills 

development, both of which are critical 

to later reading comprehension. 
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 /ee/ 
 
Directions: How many different ways can you spell the /ee/ sound? 
Record your answers below.  
 

/ee/  
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Grade K: Scope and Sequence 
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Grade 1: Scope and Sequence 
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Trace a CKLA Skills Lesson
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Key Takeaways:  
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Step 2: Observe the lesson  

 
Step 3: Reflect and debrief on the lesson 

 
 

   Skills: Grade K: Unit 3: Lesson 4 
 

Skills: Lesson Observation 

Grade K:  

Unit 3:  

Lesson 4 

Warm-up: What do you notice during the 

warm-up segment?  

 

 

 

Introducing the sound: Does the teacher 

maintain precise language, saying the “sound” 

versus the letter name? 

 

 

 

What cuing does the teacher incorporate into 

each lesson segment?   

  

 

 

Does the teacher monitor students„ 

understanding of and participation in the 

lesson? (for example, provided feedback to 

their responses)?  

Key 

Takeaways: 
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Domain-Based Learning: Systematic Knowledge Building 
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Observing Quality Instruction: CKLA Knowledge Strand 
 

Focus of Inquiry: Adherence (Following the structure and pacing) 
 

Criteria Comments 
Pacing  

 Is the pacing calendar consistent with 
the scope and sequence (Please note that 
pacing can vary slightly, but it should be 
clear how all domains will be covered by 
the end of the year) 

 Does the lesson reflect that the pacing 
calendar is being followed?  

 Are domains occurring in sequence?  
 Is 60 minutes allotted each day to L&L? 

 

Materials  
 Is the Flip Book for the domain 

accessible and visible to children? Is it 
managed well during the read aloud?  

 Are the Image Cards for the domain 
being used (are they placed near the Flip 
Book/evidence of their use)?  

 Is there evidence of student work from 
the domain? (extension activities will 
often involve student created graphic 
organizers, timelines, representations of 
content)  

 Is there evidence of shared writing 
efforts (teacher writing/brainstorm 
writing/etc.)?  

 Do centers reflect the domain content?  
 Do centers or visuals in the room 

incorporate the domain’s 
content/vocabulary? (Core vocabulary 
in the Introduction of Domain Anthology 
or Supplemental Guide)? Are materials 
well organized so that previous domains 
are put away/stored and student 
materials are easily accessible?  
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Assessments  

 Is there evidence of a system in place to 
collect individual domain assessments 
and/or tens recording chart?  

 Are there records of mid-domain 
(Pausing Points) and end of domain 
assessments being administered to each 
student?  

 
 
 
 

 

Focus of Inquiry: Exposure/Dosage (The amount and type of instruction 
provided is consistent with the program’s design) 
 

Criteria Comments 
Introducing the Read-Aloud  

 Does the lesson begin with a brief 
discussion of previously learned 
knowledge? (Note that the emphasis 
should be on content covered through 
the program, less on children’s own life 
experiences).  

 Is the purpose for listening clearly 
stated?  

 

 

Presenting the Read-Aloud  
 Does the presentation of the read aloud 

reflect familiarity with the text (clear, 
steady pace; difficult words pronounced 
easily and correctly, evidence that the 
teacher knows what is coming up in the 
read aloud)?  

 Does the teacher employ the guided 
listening supports?  

 Is the text read in full (even if, in 
addition, the teacher recaps aspects of 
the text when children need it)?  

 Can all students see the images (Flip 
Book or projection)?  
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Discussing the Read-Aloud 

 Are there at least 3-5 comprehension 
questions asked of a variety of children 
immediately after reading?  

 Is there a time for partner or small 
group discussion of the text?  

 Are there conditions for student 
conversation and activities where 
students are encouraged to talk about 
each other’s thinking?  

 Does the discussion support students to 
talk to one another without ongoing 
mediation by teacher? 

 Is word work completed? 
(Extended/explicit vocabulary work 
with listed vocabulary words).  

 

 

Application Activity  
 Is an application activity completed 

immediately after the Discussion/Word 
Work or later (within the same day)?  

 Was there at least 15-20 minutes left in 
the 60-minute block to allow for the 
Application Activity? (If not, was it a 
factor in the teacher’s control: too much 
extraneous information added; off 
topic/off-lesson instruction; isolated 
issue?)  

 Is the extension activity completed as 
designed? ο If not, does the extension 
activity keep the same intent/learning 
goal as the original activity?  
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Focus of Inquiry: Quality (blending of the program’s content/lessons with high 
quality teaching techniques)  
Note: The best indicators of quality of Implementation can be taken from existing frameworks 
of high quality teaching. Teachers should be able to show evidence of these generally high 
quality instructional indicators while maintaining Adherence/Exposure, as described above. 
 

Criteria Comments 
Focus on the text:  

 Is the majority of the lesson spent 
reading, speaking, listening, and/or 
writing about texts?  

 Are the texts written at or above the 
grade-band complexity level?  

 Do the texts exhibit exceptional craft 
and thought? Do texts provide useful 
information and include rich 
illustrations? 

 

 

Text Dependent Questions and Tasks:  
 Do questions and tasks attend to the 

structure, concept, ideas, events, and 
details of the text?  

 Do students use details from the text to 
demonstrate understanding and 
support ideas about the text (oral? 
Written?)?  

 Does the teacher encourage the students 
to build on one another’s response? 

 Do questions and tasks attend to 
academic language?  

 Are questions sequenced to guide 
students in delving deeper into text and 
graphics? To form inferences?  

 Is the teacher prepared for student 
misconceptions when responding to 
questions? 

 

Student Engagement:  
 Does the teacher use strategies to keep 

students persevering and excited about 
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the content?  
 Are there conditions for student 

conversation and activities where 
students are encouraged to talk about 
each other’s thinking? Does the teacher 
encourage students to build on one 
another’s responses?  

 Does the teacher act on knowledge of 
students to promote independence?  
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