Research Summary
The Essential Sight Words Reading Program (ESWRP ) is a completely revised and
updated version of the Essential Sight Words Program (ESWP, Sundbye, Dyck & Wyatt, 1979).
Although the name has changed slightly, the revision retains the methods and procedures
and much of the content from the original program. The purpose and rationale of the original
program remains intact. Field tests conducted since 1979 show that the program is an effective
teaching method for a wide variety of student populations, including struggling readers, students
with learning differences, and English language learners.
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The goal of ESWRP is to help readers experience the positive feelings of success
while reading interesting books. The ESWRP is designed to teach automatic identiﬁcation of
200 of the most frequently occurring words in the English language, words that are essential
for successful reading. A pretest determines which of the 200 sight words a student does not
know. The student then learns and practices those words through guided activity sheets and
controlled-vocabulary books. Mastery tests and posttests are used to assess student progress.
The twenty Level 1 books in ESWRP use sight words, pictured nouns, number words, and a
few special words that are taught before students begin to read. The ten Level 2 books use
sight words, number words, and up to 55 other words that are modeled for students before they
begin to read. Students experience success by reading each word in the books without help.
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Field Test of the Original Program
As the original version of the Essential Sight Words Reading Program was being developed,
a ﬁeld test was conducted using a portion of the Essential Sight Words Program, Level 1 (Sundbye,
Dyck & Wyatt, 1979).
Eleven teachers located in ﬁve different cities in Florida, California, New Jersey, and
Kansas, used a portion of ESWP with a total of approximately 100 students. Teaching settings
included four general education second-grade classrooms, three special education classrooms
and resource rooms for children with learning disabilities, two special education classes for
children with mental retardation, a general education ﬁrst-grade classroom, a remedial reading
pull-out program, and two special education classes for students with hearing impairments.
Each of the ﬁeld test teachers selected about ten students who had not mastered more
than 30 or 40 words, in the judgment of the teacher, to be taught in the ﬁeld test. The ﬁeld test
materials were used to supplement ongoing reading instruction. The ESWP was taught by both
teachers and paraeducators. Instruction was delivered in groups and individualized settings.
All of these variations in delivery were reported as effective by the teachers.
Observations of students and teachers using the materials and oral and written
evaluations provided by the teachers were used to assess the degree to which the materials
were appropriate for students from the types of backgrounds and educational settings involved
in the ﬁeld test. In addition, data from the pretest, mastery tests, and posttest were collected
and reported by the teachers. Complete data for 77 children from nine of the educational
settings were reported. Results indicated:
• Eighty-one percent of the mastery tests (tested immediately after completing each activity
sheet) were passed with 100 percent accuracy. An additional 11 percent were passed
with 80 percent accuracy. The criterion for mastery was set at four of ﬁve trials correct.
Thus, 92 percent of the words were mastered immediately following instruction on the words.
• Eighty percent of the words that were taught were recalled with 100 percent mastery
(three of three trials correct) on the posttest.
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• The overall results for students in general education classes varied little from those in
special education classes. However, there was a slightly higher percentage of students in
the special education classes who demonstrated total lack of recall for a small number of
the words taught.
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The ﬁeld test editions of Books 1 and 15 were read by about half of the students involved
in the ﬁeld test. Many of the other books in Level 1 were read in manuscript form by one to
six students. Reactions to the books were generally quite favorable. When problems were
discovered, the manuscripts were revised to eliminate them.
Data from all available sources regarding the ﬁeld test materials indicated that the
program was effective in accomplishing the purposes for which it was devised. In general, the
teachers were pleased with the materials and liked the program, and they indicated that their
students did, too. The teachers thought the program could be used effectively with students
in remedial reading classes, students with learning disabilities, and students with mild mental
retardation. They also recommended its use by general classroom teachers as a supplement to
a basal reader program. They did, however, recommend that it not be used with students with
moderate mental retardation who border on severe retardation or with students with learning
disabilities who have no reading ability at all. The materials were reported to be suitable for use
in classes for students with hearing impairments and for a child who had limited vision.

Eight-Month Study
A second grade teacher (Sanders,1985) conducted a study of the effects of ESWP on
oral reading performance of poor readers in her classroom. Her purpose was to investigate the
changes in oral reading response patterns, reading rate, and word recognition after instruction
with ESWP over an eight-month period. She taught ten students in her own classroom who
were reading below grade level, according to school district guidelines. The ESWP was used
to supplement basal reading instruction. The teacher/researcher trained eight sixth-grade
students in the school so that they could teach ESWP to the students individually. Data were
collected by the teacher/researcher.
Results indicated that students learned about 0.89 words per session. Word recognition
increased by about 15 percent and reading rate grew by ten percent for most students. The
teacher/researcher made a number of observations that are instructive for future use of ESWRP
as follows:
• The students did not tire of the activity sheets even though they participated in them on an
average of three times per week for eight months.

IAL T
NT SIGH WO

E SS

S
RD

E

• Sixth-grade tutors maintained a higher-than-usual level of interest in their tutoring role
in this program compared with tutoring projects previously implemented by the
teacher/researcher.
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• The ESWP was exceptionally easy for teacher aides, parent volunteers, and older students
to use because of its highly structured approach and readily available materials.
• The individualized aspect of the ESWP made it possible for every student involved to
experience continuous success. The ESWP did not lead to the loss of interest and morale
associated with less individualized supplemental programs used in the past.
• The ESWP was a beneﬁcial product to help students develop essential sight word recognition
as a supplement to basal reading instruction. Further, the approach of teaching sight words
both in and out of context seemed crucial to successful mastery of the words and was a
strength of the program.

Experimental Study Completed in 2005
Jane B. Pemberton, Ph.D., an Associate Professor at Texas Woman’s University, conducted
a study to assess the use of the Essential Sight Words Program, Level 1 (Sundbye, Dyck and
Wyatt, 1979) with elementary school students. Discussions with teachers of English language
learners had suggested the ESWP would be useful when teaching this group of students. With
this in mind, Dr. Pemberton included English language learners in her study.
Eight teachers of elementary school students in Texas and Arizona were involved in the
study. The teachers were instructed to select students for the study who did not know many of the
words in the ESWP Level 1 word list. All students received one of two treatments as a supplement
to their basal reading program. Half were taught sight words using the ESWP Level 1 program
as designed (experimental group), and half were taught sight words with the activity sheets only
in order to hold the supplemental instruction constant for the comparison group. Teachers used
the procedures during 10 to 30 sessions. Each session was held for 15 to 30 minutes.
Thirty-eight elementary school students participated in the study. Subgroups in the sample
included 8 ELL (English language learners), 6 special education students (4 ELL/LD, 1 LD, and
1 with visual impairment), and 24 others (Caucasian, Hispanic and African-American).
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ESWP Level 1 pretest and posttest scores of the number of essential sight words
recognized by a student within a ﬂash of half a second were used for the analysis. Treatments
were ESWP full program and Activity Sheets only (comparison). Students in both groups
gained in number of sight words known at the end of the study. The experimental group learned
an average of 29.42 words, and students in the comparison group learned an average of
21.53 words. A more accurate comparison is to consider the number of sessions during which
students received instruction.
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Table 1 indicates that most students learned at least one word per session, and students
in the ESWP full program learned about 25 percent more words per session than those in the
Activity Sheet only group. The ELL students learned about as many words per session as
other learners in the ESWP full-program group. Students with learning disabilities learned
fewer words per session than other students, as might be expected. Even so, they learned
sight words in both groups. The number of subjects in some cells was too small to test for
statistical signiﬁcance.

Table 1 Average Number of Words Learned Per Session

SUBGROUP

ESWP full program

Activity Sheets only

English Language Learners

(N=4) 1.65

(N=4) 1.09

Special Education Students
(ELL/LD, LD, VI)

(N=4) 0.91

(N=2) 1.08

Others

(N=11) 1.60

(N=13) 1.12

Total

(N=19) 1.37

(N=19) 1.10
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Analyzed another way, 25 percent of students in the ESWP full program group learned an
average of more than 1.5 words per session. Fifty percent more students learned an average of
one or more words per session for a total of 75 percent learning one or more words per session.
Only 25 percent of students learned an average of less than one word per session, and most
were students with learning disabilities. Ten students receiving the ESWP full program for 30
sessions had an average gain of 36.13 words or about 1.2 words per session. They were able
to read an average of seven books. The results of this study indicate ESWP is an effective way
to teach essential sight words to a variety of learners including beginning readers, students
with special needs, and English language learners.
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Case Study
A special education reading teacher with 20 years of experience at a variety of instructional
levels used ESWP to teach junior high school students with multiple disabilities in a pull-out
special program the spring of 2005 (Staab, P., 2005). The teacher felt ESWP was a good choice
to teach basic sight words to students at this level because it incorporated what she understood
to be research-based principles of word-recognition instruction. Some speciﬁc examples of
success were:
• A girl with mild mental retardation needed to learn 29 words on the ESWP Level 1 words list
when the teacher began using ESWP with her. She achieved mastery on those words at a
rate of about three words per week. The teacher required the student to read and write each
word for mastery testing. Once mastered, the words were written on ﬂash cards and used
for periodic review. Testing at the beginning of the next school year indicated that she retained
97 percent of the words she had learned the previous year. This student developed such an
attachment to Tooth Problems (ESWP Book 7) that she insisted on reading it for seven
sessions in a row before she would consider reading another book.
• Students, who had years of struggle with reading, liked the predictable structure of the activity
sheets. This was particularly true of three students with autism who used the program for two
years. Two of these students disliked reading and had refused to do other reading activities
in the past. However, they were willing to work on the ESWP activity sheets because they
knew what to expect and had high success rates. They particularly enjoyed the “Circle and
Say” section and the game or puzzle activities. One boy refused to read anything but Stories
of Bigfoot (ESWP Book 17) for several class sessions.
Observations made by the teacher were:
• The format of ESWP was helpful because it made it easy for paraeducators, and other
teachers who did not have strong reading instruction preparation, to support quality
instructional practices. They could easily give students frequent, speciﬁc feedback about their
attempts to read and spell sight words. The structure of the activity sheets made it easier for
the teacher and paraeducators to collaborate about how to prompt students so they would
have consistent, speciﬁc feedback about their reading performance.
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• Students enjoyed reading the books in ESWP. Older students liked the pictured words, which
seemed to remind them of computer icons and supported ﬂuent reading. Students identiﬁed
favorite books and chose to reread them.
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• Student interest in rereading books provided both exposure to targeted sight words and
repeated reading to increase ﬂuency and rate.

Conclusions
This case study documents the effectiveness of ESWRP with different types of learners
of various ages including beginning readers, struggling readers, older students in special
education, English language learners, and others. The vast majority of students mastered
one word or more per session regardless of their educational category. Students enjoyed
reading the books and experienced success doing it. In general, teachers were pleased with
the materials and liked the program.
There was a signiﬁcant teacher effect. When teachers used the program as designed
(including books), most children learned more words than when teachers used only activity
sheets. Some teachers did not like the highly structured approach of ESWRP, while others felt
that this was a strength of the program. The highly structured approach and readily available
materials made ESWRP easy to use by untrained teachers such as parents, student tutors,
paraeducators, and teacher aides.
The individualized aspect of the ESWRP was both an asset and challenge for teachers.
When teachers were able to use the program with individual students, it was possible for
the students involved to experience continuous success and motivation for reading. It was
challenging for classroom teachers to ﬁnd time to organize small groups of students with
similar needs for group instruction.
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While it was obvious that students could master sight words using only the activity
sheets, it is not recommended that teachers use that methodology. Eliminating reading of the
books will not help the student to develop reading rate and ﬂuency which requires much reading
of connected text. Using only activity sheets will not achieve the primary goal of ESWRP which
is to help readers experience the positive feelings of success while reading interesting books.
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