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1. The descriptive information for this program was obtained from a publicly available document on the program’s web site (http://www.pearsondigital.
com/pdfs/werp/researchsummary-werp.pdf, downloaded April 2007). The WWC requests developers to review the program description sections for 
accuracy from their perspective. Further verification of the accuracy of the descriptive information for this program is beyond the scope of this review.

2. The evidence presented in this report is based on available research. Findings and conclusions may change as new research becomes available.
3. These numbers show the average and range of student-level improvement indices for all findings across the study.

Waterford Early Reading Program™ is a software-based cur-

riculum for students in Kindergarten through second grade. The 

curriculum is designed to promote reading, writing, and typing, 

incorporating literacy skills such as letter mastery, language 

stories, spelling, basic writing skills, reading and listening 

development, and comprehension strategies. It can be used as a 

supplement to the regular reading curriculum. Program materials 

include classroom lessons and take-home materials in addition 

to the Waterford software. Waterford Early Reading Program™

offers pretest placement and posttest assessments, in addition 

to ongoing assessments throughout the program.

One study of Waterford Early Reading Program™ met the What 

Works Clearinghouse (WWC) evidence standards with reserva-

tions. The single study included more than 70 Kindergarten 

students from six schools in Ohio.2 The WWC considers the 

extent of evidence for Waterford Early Reading Program™ to 

be small for alphabetics and for comprehension. No studies 

that met WWC evidence standards with or without reservations 

addressed fluency or general reading achievement.

Waterford Early Reading Program™ was found to have potentially positive effects on alphabetics and no discernible effects on 

comprehension.

Alphabetics Fluency Comprehension
General reading 
achievement

Rating of effectiveness Potentially positive effects na No discernible effects na

Improvement index3 Average: +19 percentile points
Range: –26 to +37 percentile 
points

na Average: +4 percentile 
points

na

na = not applicable

Program description1

Research

Effectiveness
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4. The Extent of Evidence Categorization was developed to tell readers how much evidence was used to determine the intervention rating, focusing on the 
number and size of studies. Additional factors associated with a related concept, external validity, such as the students’ demographics and the types of 
settings in which studies took place, are not taken into account for the categorization.

Developer and contact
Developed by Dustin Heuston, Ph.D., at the Waterford Institute, 

The Waterford Early Reading Program™ is distributed by 

Pearson Digital Learning. Address: 6710 East Camelback Road, 

Scottsdale, AZ 85251. Email: pdlinfo@pearson.com. Web: http://

www.pearsondigital.com/waterford. Telephone: (888) 977-7900.

Scope of use
The program was initially developed in 1990, and the first level 

of the Waterford Early Reading Program™ was launched in 

1995. According to the developer, it is currently used in more 

than 13,000 sites across the United States and serves 350,000 

students.

Teaching
Waterford Early Reading Program™ is divided into three levels, 

each designed for individualized, year-long instruction. The 

first level is taught in kindergarten and includes print concepts, 

phonological awareness, and letter recognition. The second level 

is taught in first grade and includes letter sounds, word recogni-

tion, and beginning reading comprehension. The third level is 

taught in second grade and builds on levels one and two with 

an emphasis on content meaning of text and fluency in reading. 

Each level contains hundreds of songs and game-like activities 

with color graphics, digitized voices, and animation.

The Waterford Early Reading Program™ curriculum includes 

the Waterford software, assessment materials, classroom les-

sons, homework materials, and classroom posters, as well as 

student take-home books, CDs, and handouts. On-site training 

and online “webinars” are available for initial training in addition 

to a detailed teacher’s guide.

Cost
Program materials for the Waterford Early Reading Program™

cost approximately $300 per student. Cost of training is not 

available.

Additional program 
information1

Research Thirty-six studies reviewed by the WWC investigated the effects 

of Waterford Early Reading Program™. One study (Hecht & 

Close, 2002) was a quasi-experimental design that met WWC 

evidence standards with reservations. The remaining 35 studies 

did not meet WWC evidence screens.

Hecht & Close (2002) included 42 students in four intervention 

schools and 34 students in two comparison schools. Students 

in the intervention schools received Waterford Early Reading 

Program™ in addition to their regular curriculum. Students in 

the comparison schools received no supplement to their regular 

curriculum.

Extent of evidence
The WWC categorizes the extent of evidence in each domain as 

small or moderate to large (see the What Works Clearinghouse 

Extent of Evidence Categorization Scheme). The extent of 

evidence takes into account the number of studies and the 

total sample size across the studies that met WWC evidence 

standards with or without reservations.4

The WWC considers the extent of evidence for Waterford 

Early Reading Program™ to be small for alphabetics and for 

comprehension. No studies that met WWC evidence standards 

with or without reservations addressed fluency or general read-

ing achievement.

mailto:pdlinfo@pearson.com
http://www.pearsondigital.com/waterford
http://www.pearsondigital.com/waterford
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/extent_evidence.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/extent_evidence.pdf
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5. For definitions of the domains, see the Beginning Reading Protocol.
6. Spelling is not typically counted as a WWC Beginning Reading outcome, but this subtest used a qualitative scoring method. See Appendix A2.1 for 

details.
7. The level of statistical significance was reported by the study authors or, where necessary, calculated by the WWC to correct for clustering within class-

rooms or schools and for multiple comparisons. For an explanation, see the WWC Tutorial on Mismatch. See the Technical Details of WWC-Conducted 
Computations for the formulas the WWC used to calculate the statistical significance. In the case of Waterford Early Reading Program™, corrections for 
clustering and multiple comparisons were needed.

Findings
The WWC review of interventions for beginning reading 

addresses student outcomes in four domains: alphabetics, 

fluency, comprehension, and general reading achievement.5

The study reported here included outcomes for alphabetics and 

comprehension. Within alphabetics, the studies reviewed cover 

four constructs: phonological awareness, letter knowledge, print 

knowledge, and phonics.

Alphabetics. Hecht & Close (2002) examined nine student 

outcomes in the alphabetics domain: four phonological awareness 

outcomes (the Elision, Phonemic Blending, Phonemic Segmenting, 

and Sound Matching subtests of the Comprehensive Test of Pho-

nological Processing (CTOPP)); one letter identification outcome 

(a letter name knowledge test); one print awareness outcome 

(Stones—Concepts About Print test); and three phonics outcomes 

(the Letter Sound Knowledge and Letter Word Identification 

subtests of the Woodcock-Johnson Tests of Achievement–Revised 

and the Spelling subtest (with phonemic representation scoring)6 of 

the Wide Range Achievement Test (WRAT)). Hecht & Close (2002) 

reported statistically significant positive effects of the Waterford 

Early Reading Program™ for all nine outcomes. However, the 

WWC analysis found that none of these effects were statistically 

significant. The average effect size across all nine outcomes was 

large enough to be considered substantively important according 

to the WWC criteria (that is, an effect size of at least 0.25).

Comprehension. The study authors examined one vocabulary 

development outcome (the Vocabulary subtest of Stanford-Binet, 

Fourth Edition) and reported no statistically significant effect. The 

effect size was neither statistically significant nor substantively 

important.

Rating of effectiveness
The WWC rates the effects of an intervention in a given outcome 

domain as positive, potentially positive, mixed, no discernible 

effects, potentially negative, or negative. The rating of effective-

ness takes into account four factors: the quality of the research 

design, the statistical significance of the findings,7 the size of 

the difference between participants in the intervention and the 

comparison conditions, and the consistency in findings across 

studies (see the WWC Intervention Rating Scheme).

Effectiveness

The WWC found Waterford 
Early Reading Program™

to have potentially positive 
effects on alphabetics 

and no discernible effects 
on comprehension

Improvement index
The WWC computes an improvement index for each individual 

finding. In addition, within each outcome domain, the WWC 

computes an average improvement index for each study and 

an average improvement index across studies (see Technical 

Details of WWC-Conducted Computations). The improvement 

index represents the difference between the percentile rank 

of the average student in the intervention condition versus 

the percentile rank of the average student in the comparison 

condition. Unlike the rating of effectiveness, the improvement 

index is based entirely on the size of the effect, regardless of 

the statistical significance of the effect, the study design, or the 

analyses. The improvement index can take on values between 

–50 and +50, with positive numbers denoting results favorable to 

the intervention group.

The average improvement index for alphabetics is +19 

percentile points for the single study, with a range of –26 to +37 

percentile points across findings. The improvement index for the 

single outcome in the comprehension domain is +4 percentile 

points.

http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/rating_scheme.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/conducted_computations.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/conducted_computations.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/BR_protocol.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/mismatch.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/conducted_computations.pdf
http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/pdf/conducted_computations.pdf
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Summary
The WWC reviewed 36 studies on Waterford Early Reading 

Program™. One study met WWC evidence standards with 

reservations; the remaining studies did not meet WWC evidence 

screens. Based on the one study, the WWC found potentially 

positive effects on alphabetics and no discernible effects on 

comprehension. The evidence presented in this report may 

change as new research emerges.

The WWC found Waterford 
Early Reading Program™

to have potentially positive 
effects on alphabetics and 

no discernible effects on 
comprehension (continued)
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13. The sample is not appropriate to this review: the parameters for this WWC review specified that students should be in grades kindergarten through third 
grade during the time of the intervention; this study did not focus on the targeted grades.

14. Does not use a strong causal design: this study was a quasi-experimental design but did not use achievement pretests to establish that the comparison 
group was equivalent to the intervention group at baseline.
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son group and the intervention group were composed of comparable students.
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