
As educators, we at American Reading Company hold ourselves and our 
materials to rigorous standards for continuous improvement. Our own 
fieldwork and that of our users serve as ongoing feedback loops through 
which materials are regularly revised and refined.

The 2021 IRLA revisions are designed to:

Accelerate movement through the Partial Alphabetic 
Stage of Orthographic Mapping.

•	 Cover: 2G moved into Kindergarten and reflected on  
Leveling Bar

•	 1Y–1B: Points reallocated for 2G and moved to Kindergarten

•	 2G: Power Words reduced to 50 and reorganized into 
groups of irregularly and regularly spelled words to support 
students who may already be decoding

•	 2G: Category Words reduced and reorganized

•	 2G: 1B Passing Lane page added

Better articulate how IRLA levels are grounded in the 
Science of Reading and how the IRLA continues to 
evolve with the research. 

•	 Introduction: Research-Based Developmental 
Taxonomy section updated

•	 1Y–2R: Overview descriptions revised

•	 1G: Word Recognition section updated to include 
research-based indicators to determine whether 
students have learned Power Words to a point  
of automaticity

•	 2G: Word Recognition section updated to include 
research-based indicators to determine whether 
students have learned Power Words and Category 
Words to a point of automaticity

•	 2R: Word Recognition and Vocabulary section updated to 
include research-based indicators to determine whether 
students have learned morphemes
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IRLA V.8 NEW IRLA V.9
1Y (.01–.09) 1Y (.01–.09)
2Y (.1–.24) 2Y (.1–.19)
3Y (.25–.59) 3Y (.2–.49)
1G (.6–.99) 1G (.5–.79)

2G (1–1.29) 2G (.8–.99)
1B (1.3–1.59) 1B (1–1.59)
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IRLA® Developmental Reading Taxonomy®

PreK 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 &10 11& 12Kindergarten
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Active Reading Strategies & Initial Consonants

High-Frequency Words

Initial Blends & Digraphs

Onset + Sight Word/Rime

2-Syllable Words

Multisyllabic Words

Irregularly Spelled Words & Chapter Books

Academic Vocabulary of 1,500+ Tier II/III Words & Series Habit

Author’s Craft, Point of View, Bias

Literary Analysis

College & Career Ready

Genre Expansion

Latin & Greek Roots & Genre Expansion

Tier II Vocabulary in Context

Read-Aloud Immersion

Threshold Concepts That Build 
Reading Competency
The IRLA’s reading taxonomy outlines the big “jumps” in reading skills, strategies, and 
concepts that distinguish one IRLA reading level from the next. The concept listed for 
each level is the new “threshold concept” required for independent reading of text 
at that level that was not required by text at previous levels.  

The IRLA is not intended to limit what students read. Students should 
be encouraged to read anything of interest, leveled or not, because 
at every level, along with the new threshold concept, students 
are developing competence in the full range of creative and 
critical reading identities, behaviors, and habits.

RTM

Executive Function Is Foundational For All Learning.
Sulla, N. (2015). It’s not what you teach but how:  7 insights to making the CCSS work for you. New York: Routledge.

Before a reader uses letters, sounds, and words to make sense of text, they learn that books 
make sense.
In the RTM (Read to Me) and 1Y-2Y (Yellow) levels, students make meaning from text using 
prerequisite cognitive skills and strategies. 

• The RTM level represents the 2,000 hours of reading experiences (being read to, 
interactions with books) that is typical of the successful readiness reader to build the 
vocabulary, background knowledge, language experience, reading identity, attention span, 
genre exposure, and phonemic awareness to be ready to use the print on the page to read.

• In 1Y and 2Y, students develop the habit of strategic, fluent, self-monitored reading, 
before actually decoding individual words by using the repeated sentence stem in Yellow 
(pattern) books. It’s at this level that students begin to use pictures (1Y) and tracking (2Y) to 
cross-check their own reading. Yellow-level readers develop the foundational habits of an 
independent reader before having to use the individual letters.    

What it looks like...

Executive Function & Language (RTM-2Y)

Why RTM?: Language Gap,  
Not Skill Gap 

Hart and Risley’s (1995) discovery of 
a 30-million-word gap in language 
between children from higher- and 
lower-SES backgrounds over the first 
three years of life is now widely cited in 
the popular press as well as in academic 
journals...Several researchers have now 
studied larger samples of families from 
more diverse backgrounds, confirming 
disparities among children in their early 
language experience that are related to 
several different aspects of vocabulary 
and language growth (Hoff, 2003, 2013; 
Huttenlocher, Watterfall, Vasilyeva, 
Vevea, & Hedges, 2010; Pan, Rowe, Singer, 
& Snow, 2005; Rowe, 2012; Song, Spier, & 
Tamis-LeMonda, 2014).  

From: Twenty Years After “Meaningful Differences” 
It’s Time to Reframe the “Deficit” Debate about the 

Importance of Children’s Early Language Experience. 
Anne Fernald, Adriana Weisleder (2015), Stanforrd 

University, CA, New York University School of 
Medicine, NY; Human Development. 
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Here  is  the  food.
9

I  love  my  butterfly.

Here is a little  
brown puppy.

1Y
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Here  is  the  food.
9

I  love  my  butterfly.

Here is a puppy.

2Y

A child’s home language is his 
most important tool in learning 
to read. 

Learning to read is simply learning a 
system of notation for the language the 
child already knows (p. 239).  

From: Beginning to Read. Marilyn Adams (1990), 
Cambridge, MA: The MIT Press. 
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Introduction to the Research-Based Developmental Taxonomy



Draw explicit connections between phonological 
awareness skills and phonics.

•	 RTM–2B: Phonological Awareness sections revised

•	 2Y Transition/3Y Entry: Phonological Awareness  
requirement added

•	 2G Transition/1B Entry: Phonological Awareness  
requirement added

Integrate point-of-need 
supports for work with 
multilingual learners.

•	 Y–2R: Cold Read Record/
Reading Observation revised

Increase the specificity of diagnostic/prescriptive 
instruction within the Zones of 1B.

•	 1B: Phonics Entry Requirement updated to focus on Zone 
1–2 words

•	 1B: Cold Reads A and B updated to include Zone 1–2 
words; Cold Reads C and D updated to include words from 
all 1B zones

•	 1B: One-Syllable Decoding Check added words in Zone 2 
and included r-controlled vowels in Zone 3 instead of Zone 4

•	 1B: Phonics section of Foundational Skills reorganized into 
four zones

Better support students’ abilities to critically 
interrogate texts and use texts to deepen their 
understandings of their own and others’ identities. 

•	 Throughout the IRLA: Language revised to ensure that it is 
asset-based and inclusive

•	 Introduction: Added “Life, Literacy, and the Pursuit of 
Excellence” and “Digging Deeper: Identifying Bias in Text”

•	 All Levels: “Reading for Transformation and Self-
Empowerment” questions added to all levels

Improved format for ease of use.
•	 All Levels: Color-coded edge printing added to create the 

effect of color level tabs

1B Entry Requirements: Cold Read Text A (Zones 1 and 2)

IRLA  66

1B

Do not be sad. 
We will get you 
a treat.

Stop. You may not 
come with us. They let 
dogs in the pet shop, 
but you may not come.

Think about when 
we went to the pet 
shop the other day.

Can I Go?Can I Go?

Written by Marylin PittWritten by Marylin Pitt      
Illustrated by John BianchiIllustrated by John Bianchi

Can I Go?
by Marilyn Pitt &  
Jane Hileman
American Reading 
Company

CCSS RL.1.1

Basic 
Comprehension
What happened 
in this story?

Making 
Inferences
How do you think 
the dog feels at 
the end of this 
story? What in 
this book makes 
you think that?

You ran 
all around 
the shop.

You sat on all the dog 
beds. I saw you eat all the 
treats in the bin. 

OK. OK. You 
can come.

But you will be 
good today, right?

1B Entry Requirements: Onset-Rime Check
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1B

DO NOT SHOW THE STUDENT THIS PAGE INITIALLY. This check is designed to be used orally to determine if the student needs practice with 
the phonological awareness skills that support the phonics work of 1B. 

Entry Level: 12 Words

Zone 1 Chunking
Say the word at the top of the column (e.g. 
at). Then ask student to add the initial sound 
to word. (e.g. Now add /s/ to the beginning 
of  at). 

Zone 2 Chunking
Say the word at the top of the column (e.g. 
take). Then ask students to substitute the 
initial sound. (e.g., Now say take again but 
instead of /t/ say /m/).

at eat in take went down

s m f m r t

b n p c v cr

h ch sp fl sp fr

If the student struggles, try 
showing them the page for 
support. Point to the word and  
then the letter as you ask them 
to add or substitute the initial 
sound.

Common Core State Standard Foundational Skills 2c (K): Blend and segment onsets/rimes in spoken words.
Common Core State Standard Foundational Skills 2e (K): Add or substitute individual sounds to make new words.

1G Entry Requirements: Cold Read Record

IRLA  29

1G

Apply Foundational Skills
CCSS F.K.4
Read with sufficient 
accuracy and fluency to 
support comprehension.

Active Reading Strategies Yes or No

Use level-appropriate working knowledge of letter-sound correspondences to read with purpose and understanding.  
Stop and self-correct ALL errors that interfere with meaning. (Example: In most contexts, reading “like” for “love” matches the 
initial letter sound and doesn’t change the meaning, while reading “little” for “love” would not make sense.)

Apply Reading Standards
Comprehend 1G text
See specific questions on Cold Read Text pages

Student Response
Score

Weak.........Strong

CCSS RL/I.K.1
With prompting and 
support, ask and answer 
questions about key 
details in a text.

Basic Comprehension 1    2    3    4

Making Inferences
Making inferences 

independently is not 
required at this level.

Total Points (A minimum score of 2 is required in order to enter 1G.)

Title:________________________________________________________________________________________________       Date:_________________________________   

Given an unfamiliar 1G text (Cold Read), and NO help of any kind:
Analysis

Seek the root cause of any mismatches between the reading and the text by 
sorting them into the columns below.

Reading Observation
Record observed strengths, including self-corrections.

Language Development*
Do NOT count as “reading errors” things that 
can be attributed to language development.

Phonics Development

Needs work 
on this initial 
letter sound

Needs to learn 
this Power 
WordPronunciation 

or Accent
New Word 
in English

New Concept (in 
Any Language)

* See pages viii-x of the Guide to IRLA Coaching for Multilingual Learners for more details.

1G Reading Observation
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1G

Student __________________________________  Teacher ____________________________Grade ______  Room _______   Date _______

Title:
Analysis

Seek the root cause of any mismatches between the reading and the text by 
sorting them into the columns below.

Reading Observation
Record observed strengths, including self-corrections, and all errors as the student reads the passage.

Language Development*
Do NOT count as “reading errors” things that 
can be attributed to language development.

Phonics Development

Needs work 
on this initial 
letter sound

Needs to learn 
this Power 
WordPronunciation 

or Accent
New Word 
in English

New Concept (in 
Any Language)

Was able to self-prompt Active Reading
 F Have automatic and effortless recall of 
Power Words and read them in context.

 F Use context (including picture clues) 
to figure out unfamiliar words.

 F Self-prompt a new word by making 
the sound of the first letter.

 F Begin to analyze which letters signal 
which speech sounds.

 F Have most of the words in the book in 
their speaking vocabulary.

 F Self-monitor for meaning, rereading 
when necessary. 

 F Self-correct ALL errors that interfere 
with meaning.

 F Determine what a text says explicitly 
and makes logical inferences from it. 
(What is this about so far? How do you 
know? Why...?)

Power Words Power Goal

Yes No

b F F

c F F

d F F

f F F

g F F

h F F

j F F

k F F

l F F

Yes No

m F F

n F F

p F F

r F F

s F F

t F F

v F F

w F F

y F F

z F F

a get lots this

all go love to

am had me up

an has my want

and have no was

are he of we

at here on went

be I one what

big in said where

can is see who

can’t it she why

come like that will

do little the with

down live there yes

for look they you
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1G

 1G Informational Text Standards Cont’d

RI.K.6 Name the author and illustrator of a story or informational text and define the role of each in 
telling the story (or creating the book).

• Who is the author of this book? What does an author do?
• Who is the illustrator of this book? What does an illustrator do?

Make predictions based on title, cover, illustrations, and text.
• Looking at the cover, what do you think this book might be about? Why?

Evaluate an author’s work and support opinion with evidence from the text.
• Show me something you liked about this book.

Integration of Knowledge and Ideas: Comparing Different Presentations
Discuss how the ideas in a book connect to each other and to the larger world.

RI.K.7 Describe the relationship between illustrations and the text in which they appear (e.g., what 
person, place, idea, or moment in a story an illustration depicts). 

• What can you learn about ____ from the pictures in this book?

RI.K.8 After Read-Aloud: Identify the reasons an author gives to support points in a text. 
• The author is telling us that ______ (teacher supplies this). What reasons does he give to convince us?

RI.K.9 Identify basic similarities in and differences between two texts on the same topic (e.g., in 
illustrations, descriptions, or procedures).
Give student 2 books on the same topic.

• How are they alike? How are they different? Which do you like better and why?

Make text-to-self connections.
• What in this book reminds you of something in your own life?

Reading for Transformation and Self-Empowerment: Critical/Multicultural/Anti-Bias Analysis
Reflect on how the text shapes your understanding of yourself and the world.

After Read-Aloud:
• Is what happened right (fair, kind, moral, appropriate)?
• Who benefits (suffers) in a situation like this?
• Has anyone been excluded from this text?
• Who is left out? Why?
• Does this text allow for human diversity?
• What will you take away from this experience?
• What might you do in a situation like the one in the text?
• How can you improve your life/conditions/relations?

Informational Text Standards

IRLA  xv

How to Use the IRLA

Life, Literacy, and the Pursuit of Excellence®
Every IRLA level has “Reading for Transformation and Self-Empowerment” questions built from the skills card below that reflect the types of questions we 
want our students to ask themselves as they use reading and literacy as acts of self-liberation and self-empowerment. Use the IRLA and your conferences 
with students as an opportunity to guide students to think critically about the text and how it relates to their identities, the diversity of humanity, and 
their understanding of the world.

Creative Reading: A Transformative Education Approach
Alma Flor Ada & F. Isabel Campoy
www.isabelcampoy.com     www.almaflorada.com     www.delsolbook.com

Copyright © 2012 by American Reading Company®

Effective Reading
A Transformative Education Approach

When I read, I ask:

Description
What is the author telling me?

What? When? Where? Who? Why?

Personal 
Interpretation

How do I feel about this? 

Have I had experiences similar or different to these ones?

Critical/ 
Multicultural/ 

Anti-Bias Analysis

Is what happened right (fair, kind, moral, appropriate)?

Who benefits (suffers) in a situation like this?

Has anyone been excluded from this text? 

Who is left out? Why?

Does this text allow for human diversity?

Creative/ 
Transformation

What will I take away from this experience?

What might I do in a situation like the one in the text?

How can I improve my life/conditions/relations?

Reading is more than a source of information and entertainment. 
It is an empowering act.
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“ Once you learn to read, you  
will be forever free.”

— Frederick Douglass

Ultimately, the value of Transformative Education lies in how it can help teachers 
and students realize their own goals. [...] We need to keep in mind that we are 
describing not just an intellectual point of view, but also a social stand on issues 
concerning equity, inclusion, justice, and peace, a stand born out of a deep and 
unconditional respect for all human beings and all forms of life.  (p. 11)

-Authors in the Classroom by Alma Flor Ada and F. Isabel Campoy


