
Students at Pinewood 
Elementary and 
Auburndale High School 
Strengthen Critical 
Foundational Skills with 
SRA Corrective Reading®

Polk County Public Schools is the 7th largest district in Florida, 
and among the 30 largest districts in the U.S. The district 
serves a socioeconomically and culturally diverse student 
population—with minority enrollment at 60% and economically 
disadvantaged enrollment at nearly 41%.

Pinewood Elementary is one of 98 elementary schools 
in the district and in a recent interview, Principal Jennifer 
Dettling discussed the prevalence of low reading proficiency 
at her school—where 53% of students are economically 
disadvantaged and 65% are minorities.

Dr. Richard-Jones Ed.D., a Literacy Coach at Auburndale 
High School, also provided her perspective on low reading 
proficiency at the high school level. One of 45 high schools 
in the Polk County School District, Auburndale’s minority 
enrollment is 59% and 53% of its student population are 
economically disadvantaged.

To help their struggling readers succeed, both Pinewood 
Elementary and Auburndale High School turned to Corrective 
Reading—a Direct Instruction program for Grades 3 and 
up that provides accelerated intervention through tightly 
sequenced, carefully planned prescribed lessons. Corrective 
Reading has two strands, Decoding and Comprehension, 
and both schools implemented the Decoding strand to help 
close achievement gaps. During the interview, Polk County 
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Corrective Reading Coordinator Heather Dorta 
also offered her expert insights on the many 
benefits of this research-proven program.

The Challenge
Richard-Jones was hired as Literacy Coach at 
Auburndale High School at the beginning of 
the 2023–2024 school year, and she said she 
was immediately disheartened at the lack of 
resources for helping students who had fallen 
behind in their literacy development.

“High school is particularly challenging because 
a lot of these students have just given up on 
reading. So unfortunately, there’s the distinct 
possibility they will go into the ‘real world’ with 
a foundational deficit in that category.”

Pinewood Elementary was also lacking an 
effective intervention program for its struggling 
readers. When Dettling first became principal 
in 2021–2022, the school’s score for ELA 
proficiency on the Florida State Assessment 
was a 22, which is an F. 

“Our teachers are certified, but they’re not 
experts in teaching early childhood reading,” 
Dettling said. “They were doing their best to 
make learning interesting and fun—searching 
for reading activities on Pinterest and things 
like that—but of course all of this wasn’t really 
effective for actually teaching reading.”

The Solution
Auburndale High School began using 
Corrective Reading for its ninth and 10th grade 
students during the 2023–2024 academic year. 
Richard-Jones said it was just the solution they 
needed because it allowed them to address 
the critical reading foundations these students 

had been missing from elementary school on. 
The daily prescribed lessons also provided the 
immediate feedback and important repetition 
that allowed them to practice their decoding 
and fluency skills to mastery.

“We really love the intensive focus on many of 
the skills our high school students should have 
mastered in elementary school—like phonics 
and phonemic awareness—as well as the built-
in interventions that make it easy to remediate 
in real time,” Richard-Jones said.

Pinewood Elementary implemented Corrective 
Reading for its third through fifth grade students 
halfway through the 2022–2023 school year. 
“I’ve been in the Polk County district for over 
24 years, and this was by far one of the best 
program rollouts I’ve ever experienced,” 
Dettling said. “And a big part of that was 
because we had four visits from consultants 
who were so helpful and thorough in modeling 
lessons and training us.”

Dettling added that she even taught a few 
Corrective Reading groups herself, to better 
understand her teachers’ experience. “One of 
the best parts is that it has really helped me get 
to know each student, because you’re listening 
to each one of them read individually,” she said. 
“And this has been especially beneficial for our 
student support team meetings.”

Dorta summed it up by saying, “Corrective 
Reading just works. Students take a placement 
test and it specifically addresses where their 
deficits are and puts them in the level just right 
for them. Each lesson builds upon the last one, 
and the program is so fluid. If a student is doing 
well on their fluency checks and mastery tests, 
then we can easily move them up to the next 
level.”
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“And just as the program name implies, 
the correction procedures are equally as 
important,” Dorta continued. “So when a 
student is reading and makes an error, you 
correct the error immediately and have them 
start back over.”

The Results
Richard-Jones said all the steps they took to 
implement Corrective Reading with fidelity are 
paying off. In 2020–2021 Auburndale’s ELA 
proficiency was at 32%. After implementing 
Corrective Reading in 2023–2024, they’re 
already at 38% proficiency and their ELA 
learning gains are at 47%.

Auburndale’s ELA learning gains for its 
lowest-performing 25% of students are also 
impressive—rising from 30% in 2021–2022, 
prior to implementing Corrective Reading, to 
46% in 2023–2024 after just one year of the 
program.

On the elementary side, Pinewood went from 
a 22 (an F) to a 52 (a very high C) on the 
Florida State Assessment in 2023–2024. 
“Corrective Reading makes collecting data for 
our student support team meetings so easy,” 
Dettling said. “It’s just a win-win all around for 
my teachers because they’re seeing such 
impactful results and yet they don’t have to plan 
as much, so they’re getting time back in their 
day.”

From a district standpoint, Dorta said she’s 
been impressed by what she’s been seeing 
when she observes classes during school visits. 
She also mentioned an unexpected benefit 
at both the elementary and high school level. 
“Because Corrective Reading is fast-paced 
and keeps students constantly engaged, we’ve 
noticed less behavior issues as a result—which 
is a wonderful side effect,” Dorta said. “There’s 
simply no time for acting up and fooling 
around.”

“Corrective Reading just works. 
Students take a placement test 
and it specifically addresses 
where their deficits are and 
puts them in the level just right 
for them. Each lesson builds 
upon the last one, and the 
program is so fluid. If a student 
is doing well on their fluency 
checks and mastery tests, then 
we can easily move them up to 
the next level.”

—	Heather Dorta   
Corrective Reading 
Coordinator, Pinewood 
Elementary
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Moving Forward

Dettling said it’s been rewarding to see how 
much her elementary students have improved 
academically—and this is something that goes 
well beyond statistics. “It’s a very personal thing 
for me, since I’ve known most of these kids 
since kindergarten,” she said. “Some of them 
had never even checked out a book from the 
library before. In fact, they seemed afraid to 
even hold a book in their hands because it just 
wasn’t a comfortable experience for them. And 
now, these same students are so proud to tell 
me about a book they’ve been reading.”

“We had a third-grade student who wouldn’t 
even lift up his head in the classroom,” Dettling 
continued. “Now as a fifth grader, he sits right 
up in reading class and holds his head up high. 
He feels empowered and he finally identifies as 
a reader.”

Richard-Jones said walking into an ELA 
classroom at Auburndale High School is also a 
night-and-day difference. “Our students have 
grown exponentially from the beginning of the 
year,” she said. “If I can sum it up in just one 
word it would be confidence. Our students 
are actually volunteering to read aloud, and 
I’m not talking broken sentences. They’re 
articulating and they’re reading with fluency 
and comprehension. And this goes beyond our 
ELA classrooms. Their skills have transferred 
to other subjects—like history and science 
and even math when they’re working on word 
problems.”

Dorta said that Polk County is just getting 
started with their reading gains and she sees 
Corrective Reading in their future for a very 
long time. “The longevity of McGraw Hill 
reading programs is what’s so impressive, 
especially since it seems like there’s always a 
new fad coming and going in education,” she 
emphasized. “These programs have stood the 
test of time and they continue to be successful 
for our students.”

“Some of [the students] had 
never even checked out a 
book from the library before. 
In fact, they seemed afraid 
to even hold a book in their 
hands because it just wasn’t 
a comfortable experience for 
them. And now, these same 
students are so proud to tell 
me about a book they’ve  
been reading.”

—	Principal Jennifer Dettling    
Pinewood Elementary 
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To learn more about our program, visit:   
mheducation.com/corrective-success


