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First, what is The Reading League?
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TRL is a nonprofit whose mission is: to advance the 
awareness, understanding, and use of evidence-aligned 
reading instruction.
We are knowledge brokers.
• Annual Conference

• The Reading League Journal

• Live Events and Webinars

• TRL Online Academy 

• State Chapter Network

• The Reading League YouTube Channel

• School-based Professional Development Partnerships



Learning Objectives
Participants will be able to:
•Explain the historical context of the three cueing 

systems (3CS) theory and how it got perpetuated
•Specify how its related instructional approaches and 

assessments conflict with subsequent findings from 
science-based research.
•Recognize the implications for educators and students 

(what to do instead)
3
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Syntactic
(Structure)

Grapho-
Phonemic

(Visual)

Semantic
(Meaning)

Does it look right?

Does it sound right?
or

Does it sound like language?
Does it make sense?

Note:
“It” = a word, not the text.



Activating Prior Knowledge

• Draw the diagram you recall

Show of hands – or type in chat:
How did you learn about it?
What did it mean for your professional practice?              

5
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Emily Hanford – 2019 Audio Documentary

• APM Reports

• Educate Podcast

6
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Historical Context 
Where did the 3 Cueing Systems Theory Originate?



Dr. Marilyn Adams’ Message for Teachers

Meaning cannot happen until 
students can get words                  off 

the page.
“It is because there is far, far more   to 
literacy development than recognizing 
the words that these lessons are of 
such crucial importance to everyone 
in reading education” (p. 75).

Adams, M. J. (1998). “The Three-Cueing System.” In F. Lehr and J. Osborn (Eds.), Literacy For All Issues In Teaching 
And Learning, pp. 73-99. Guilford Press.
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A Confusing Barrier 

“I soon found the three-
cueing system getting in 
the way of my efforts to 
communicate with 
practitioners” (Adams, 1998, p. 
77).

9
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Image credit: pp. 91-94 Adams, 1998
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Two Major Concerns 
1. The diagram is often used as the rationale for 

“subordinating the value of graphophonemic (phonics) 
information to syntax and semantics and, by extension, 
for minimizing and even shunning the teaching of 
phonics.” 

2. “Unproductively superficial” discussion of syntax and 
semantics = an “extreme, if inappropriate, share of the 
reading load that is ascribed to semantics and syntax.”

Adams (2004, p. 8)
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The Search Begins
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POLL TIME: Who Came Up with the 3CS 
Theory?
Possible Sources considered by Adams (1998)
• Ken Goodman

•Marie Clay
• Don Holdaway
• Brian Cambourne
• Regie Routman
• Other?
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Dr. Ken Goodman

“…the description of reading in 
terms of semantic, syntactic, 
and graphophonemic cueing 
systems seems best attributed 
to early work by Goodman” 
(Adams, 1998, p. 81).
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Dr. David Pearson
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(1976,  p. 311)

Pearson, P. D. (1976)  A psycholinguistic model of reading, Language Arts, 53,  309-314.
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Regie Routman
• Diagram appears in Transitions (1988) and Invitations (1994)

• Does not mention Goodman

• Points to Holdaway (1979) as her inspiration

• “Holdaway’s express view of the utility of graphonemic information is extreme” 
(Adams, 1998, p.81).

16
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Routman Transitions (1988)
• “Ineffective readers tend to rely too heavily upon 

graphophonemic cues” (p. 41).
• “It has become crystal clear to me… that children learn 

phonics best after they can already read” (p. 44).
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Routman Invitations (1994)
• “While phonics is integral to the reading process, it is 

subordinate to semantics and syntax” (p. 147).
• Instructional activities for primary grades focus on initial and 

final sounds and she states that vowels are generally 
unnecessary for word recognition.



Breakout Room
Directions: Discuss how the quotes just shown on the 
previous slide square with
1. Adams’s message to teachers
2. The 3CS model

18
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Perpetuation of the 3CS



Dr. Kerry Hempenstall

Miscue Analysis: A Critique (1999)

The Three-Cueing System: Trojan 
Horse? (2003)
The Three-Cueing System in 
Reading: Will It Ever Go Away? 
(2013, 2017)
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Dr. Tim Shanahan
Teacher: “Why don’t you ever 
write about the cueing systems?”
Response: “I don’t write about 
them because I’m not a fiction 
writer. Don’t get me wrong, 
cueing systems exist, but their 
value in reading instruction is a 
magnificent work of the 
imagination.”
March (2019), ShanahanOnLiteracy Blog
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Dr. Mark Seidenberg
The three cueing systems has 
carried on like a game of telephone.
“This process yielded an amorphous 
theory that was compatible with 
existing beliefs… and thus within the 
teachers’ comfort zones. It is a 
shallow theory but creates a strong 
feeling of understanding among 
group members” (2017, p. 303-304).
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My Personal Experiences
M.S. and Ph.D. classes, and research work: mixed 
messages, disconnect
My own teaching – the first few semesters?
•Marie Clay and other texts, miscue analysis, Peter 

Johnston Running Records
•Fellow colleagues leaned “holists.” 
•Science of reading, phonics, NRP, experimental 

research were all a no-no. 
•Adjuncts.23



Perpetuated by publishers, literacy 
organizations, schools of education, etc.
• Three Cueing now being called other names by some groups (e.g., 

reading information systems).

• Efforts to connect three cueing systems to strands of the Simple View 
of Reading, Scarborough’s Rope, etc. are evident.

24
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NCTQ: Top 10 Texts Assigned to Preservice 
Teachers

Tompkins Literacy for the 21st Century: A Balanced Approach Unacceptable

Honig Teaching Reading Sourcebook Exemplary

Reutzel Teaching Children to Read: The Teacher Makes the Difference Unacceptable

Tompkins Language Arts: Patterns of Practice Unacceptable

Vacca Reading and Learning to Read Unacceptable

Tompkins
Literacy in the Early Grades: A Successful Start for PreK-4 Readers and 
Writers Unacceptable

Stahl Assessment for Reading Instruction Unacceptable

DeVries Literacy Assessment and Intervention for Classroom Teachers Unacceptable

Reutzel
Strategies for Reading Assessment and Instruction: Helping Every Child 
Succeed Unacceptable

Cunningham Classrooms That Work: They Can All Read and Write Unacceptable
25
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What Does the Evidence 
Tell Us?



Intent vs. Interpretations

INTENT: “The figure conveys some basic facts. Texts are 
understood using multiple types of knowledge…there is no 
option to skip the syntax and forgo the meanings of words” 
(Seidenberg, 2017, p. 300). 

INTERPRETATIONS of the figure’s truths spun off to impact 
teachers and children.

27

3 CS
Interpretation: 

Reason to 
understand 

text is to figure 
out words.

Premise: 
Reason to read 

words is to 
understand the 

text.



Remember: Meaning/reading comprehension does not occur if 
students cannot get words off the page.
50+ years of evidence has converged showing highly effective outcomes for 
children result from EXPLICIT instruction in:  

• phonemic structure of spoken language, 

• letter-sound correspondences, 

• spelling conventions of our orthography / phonics, and 

• practicing application of this through reading and writing.

Approaches based on the three-cueing theory should not be used for teaching 
students word recognition / how to decode.
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Drs. Caroline Bowen and Pamela Snow

“This approach [three cueing systems] is 
contrary to the scientific evidence on 
what works for the vast majority of kids 
and conflicts fundamentally with the 
recommendations arising from national 
inquiries in Australia, the UK and US into 
the teaching of reading” (2017, p. 227).
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4-Part Processing Model for Word Recognition

30
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Orthographic 
Processor

Phonological 
Processor

Meaning 
Processor

Context 
Processor

Phonics

Seidenberg and McClelland, 1989
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https://go.info.amplify.com/hubfs/CFER/Primer/PrimerPt1_LearningToRead.pdf



33



34





36



37







Critical Difficulties of the 3CS Theory
(see Kilpatrick, 2015 for greater detail)

#1 Skilled word recognition does not 

require cues from context.
• Skilled readers recognize thousands of words (real or 

nonsense) with both automaticity and accuracy when 
presented in isolation
• Unskilled readers cannot do this 
(Crowder & Wagner, 1992; Frost, 1998; Grigorenko & Naples, 2008; Halderman, Ashby, & 
Perfetti, 2012; Pugh & McCardle, 2009; Rayner et al., 2011; van Order & Kloos, 2005)
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Critical Difficulties of the 3CS Theory

#2 Using context is not as accurate or 

efficient as phonic decoding.
Goodman’s flawed notion of reading as a “psycholinguistic 
guessing game” (1976)
(Frost, 1998; Hempenstall, 2002; Kucer, 2011; Share, 1995; Simos et al., 2013; 
Tunmer & Chapman, 1998)
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Critical Difficulties of the 3CS Theory

#3 Poor readers

rely heavily on context (not skilled readers).
Limited “sight vocabulary” + poor phonic decoding = 
compensating by relying on context as a crutch
(Aaron, 1989; Corkett & Parrila, 2008; Hempenstall, 2002; Liberman & Liberman, 
1990; Nation, Snowling, & Olsen, 1992; van den Broeck, Geudens, & van den Bos, 
2010) 
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Critical Difficulties of the 3CS Theory

#4 Semantic errors are not a sign of better reading 
development than phonetic errors.

More on this later when we get to miscue analysis…
(Krieger, 1981; McGuinness, 1997; Share, 1995, 2011)
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Strategy Use is a Heavy Lift for Readers Who 
Struggle Students with learning 

disabilities often have 
trouble integrating 
multiple sources of 
information.
Approaches that require 
shifting attention 
between strategies tax 
already strained 
systems. 
See Seidenberg (2017)
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What States are Saying about 3CS -
ARKANSAS
SECTION 1. Arkansas Code § 6-17-429(i), concerning violating 
30 provisions of the Right to Read Act, is amended to add an 
additional 31 subdivision to read as follows: 32 (3)(A) A 
public school district or an open-enrollment public 33 
charter school shall not use a program of instruction for 
students in 34 kindergarten through grade two (K-2) that is 
based in any practice or 35 intervention program that 
utilizes: 36 (i) The three-cueing system model of reading

45



What Provinces are Saying about 3CS -
ONTARIO
• The Ontario Human Rights Commission Right to Read 

Report recently came out, and there is a page on cueing 
located in the Executive summary, page 21

46

https://www3.ohrc.on.ca/sites/default/files/Right%2520to%2520Read%2520Executive%2520Summary_OHRC%2520English_0.pdf


What States are Saying about 3CS – RHODE 
ISLAND
• The Rhode Island statewide proficiency providers were all 

reviewed to ensure their content contained information 
that described code-based instruction for word recognition 
in contrast with meaning-based approaches such as cueing. 
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Three Cueing vs. Cognitive Science
Three Cueing Theory Cognitive Science

Strategies to 
Identify 
Unknown 
Words

Attend to context, pictures, semantic & 
syntactic cues, attend to letters and sounds 
as a last resort.

Attend to all letters carefully; sound out the word 
using phonic knowledge; check the sense.

Focus of 
Assessments

“Running Records,” miscue analysis to 
determine which cues drive errors of reading 
in context.

Multiple components assessed: PA, phonic knowledge, 
word reading out of context, passage fluency, 
comprehension.

Typical 
Priorities for 
Instruction

Connected text reading, context-based word 
recognition, leveled book reading, meaning 
prioritized.

Prioritize multiple facets of PA, phonic decoding, 
morphology, vocabulary, background knowledge. to 
build comprehension. Connected text reading using 
texts to give practice to what has been taught.

48© 2022 T H E  R E A D I N G  L E A G U E ™                Table adapted and used with permission  © 2019 Moats & Tolman, LETRS 3rd Ed. 
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Implications and Alternatives 
for 

Assessment and Instruction



Miscue Analysis
• Categorizes errors according to 

semantic, syntactic, and 
graphophonemic cueing 
systems a child might have used 
to identify words
• Also referred to as M-S-V
“In my teaching, I want to help 
kids produce more higher quality 
miscues.” 
Yetta Goodman, At a Loss for Words (2019)51

Syntactic
(Structure)

Grapho-
Phonemic

(Visual)

Semantic
(Meaning)



M-S-V Example
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Page E SC M S V

3 !!!!!! !! 1 x x
4 !!!!!! 1 x x x

teeter-totter
see-saw

try
turn

Actual words on page 3:
Val watched the children use the see-saw at recess. 

Actual words on page 4:
She wished she could have a turn.



“Higher Quality” Miscues

53

According to 3CS theory:
• Which cueing systems were used? 

Which were not?
• Is this a “higher quality miscue”? 

Why or why not?
• What are instructional 

implications?

I saw a pony on our trip to the farm.
horse



“Higher Quality” Miscues
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According to 3CS Theory:
• Which cueing systems are 

being used? Which are not?
• Is this a “higher quality 

miscue”? Why or why not?
• What are instructional 

implications?

My house is red.
hom
e



Reading (?) Levels
Assessment prompts include actual 
words and hints for the passage: 
bubble, can see, different color.

Children directed to look at the 
pictures.

Tester reads first page, providing the 
predictable sentence stem.

Final instruction “what she can see.”
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Could we be “making reading easy at a time 
when it shouldn’t be?”
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Skilled Readers: What They Don’t Do / Do

Skilled readers DON’T
• check the picture 
• look at the first letter and guess what makes sense 
• skip the word and come back

Skilled readers DO
• decode attending to all letters/sounds in the words
• use context as a back up strategy to check 

57
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What Happens Down the Road?
• Students have been taught to guess, rely on cues?
• Their phonics instruction has not been explicit?
• The pictures go away?
• The words become more complex?

59

animosity/anonymity
demotion/demolition
permission/persimmon
reiterate/reintegrate
intimate/imitate
particle/practical

earring/erring
inferred/interfered/infrared
precious/precise
revise/reverse
conversation/conservation
cavity/captivity



Miscue Analysis Gives Us…

• A false sense of precision

• Instructional inferences grounded in three cueing systems 
that have never been validated by any scientific research.

Decoding ability and language comprehension are discrepant 
in the primary years.
Why measure them with same instrument?

60
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“ORF demonstrated higher 
diagnostic accuracy for correctly 
identifying at-risk students and 

resulted in 80% correct 
classification compared to 54% for 

the reading inventory data.”
Parker et al., (2015), A brief report of the diagnostic accuracy of oral reading fluency and 
reading inventory levels for reading failure risk among second- and third-grade students, 
Reading & Writing Quarterly, 31, 56-67.

How accurate are assessments like BAS and 
reading inventories in screening students for 
reading difficulty?



Instead of Running Records/Miscue Analysis 
Choose and Use Assessments That:

62

…are efficient to administer to 
save time for instruction 

(EFICIENCY)

…most accurately predict 
students’ future performance or 

risk for reading difficulty? 
(PREDICTIVE VALIDITY)

…most accurately pinpoint 
exactly what students need in 

terms of instruction (ACCURACY 
and USEFULNESS)

…are consistent and stable in 
what they are supposed to 

measure (RELIABILITY):
• over time are the scores 

stable?
• are scores the same if 

different people 
administer/score?

…accurately measure what you 
are trying to measure (VALIDITY)

How well do Running Records 
and Miscue Analysis stand up to 

these important questions?



The SoR is very much about preventing 
reading difficulties…

63

Louisa Moats (2020). Reading is 
rocket science. American Educator.



Normed Oral Reading Fluency (ORF) Screener 
All kids 3x/year Grades 1-5 & Older Strugglers

Phoneme Awareness 
Screener Phonics Screener

IF SCORE ‘AT RISK’

These screeners are: 
Diagnostic = Is there a lack of accuracy, and 
effortlessness automaticity?
Prescriptive = Where to provide explicit instruction.



Guided Reading & Three Cueing
If the brand of “Guided Reading” is based on a leveled text 
gradient for beginning readers and promotes asking these 
questions when students get stuck on a word…
• Does it look right?
• Does it sound right?
• Does it make sense?

…it encourages the use of the three cueing systems to 
identify words.
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Word Shape Activities and Displays
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again      bead
there 



Guess the Covered Word

1. STOP
Where is the word?

2. THINK
What makes sense?

3. LOOK
How long is the word?

4. LISTEN
How does the word begin?

An airplane can fly.

An eagle can soar.

A rocket can blast off.

A cloud can float.

An insect can sting. 



Stuck on a Word? It’s Everywhere.
What do these lists include?

What is usually first?  

What is usually last?

68



Dr. Ken Pugh

When we instruct students to 
identify words using the three 
cueing systems, we: 
1. Build inefficient neural 
circuitry for effective reading.

2. Undermine the development 
of efficient neural circuitry for 
effective reading.

69



An Experimental Evaluation of Guided 
Reading and Explicit Interventions for 
Primary-Grade Students At-Risk for 
Reading Difficulties

Denton, et al. (2014). Journal of 
Research on Educational Effectiveness.

218  second graders deemed “at risk”

Defined GR as described by Fountas & 
Pinnell (1996)
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https://www.ncbi.nlm.nih.gov/pmc/articles/PMC4712689/



Guided Reading (GR) Condition
• Leveled text
• Book introduction
• Prompts to use meaning, syntax, visual cues upon 

errors
• Praise after reading for reading behaviors
• Discussing & revisiting text
• Running records for miscue analysis
• Working with Words (optional)
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Explicit Intervention (EX) Condition

• Explicit, sequential, phonologically-based instruction 
in word reading, phonic decoding, and spelling

• Application in fully decodable text
• Explicit, sequential comprehension instruction that 

involved supported reading of/listening to trade 
books

72



Explicit Instruction is KEY

“…EX is more likely to substantially accelerate student 
progress in phonetic decoding, text reading fluency, 
and reading comprehension than GR” (p. 268).

73

(May/June 2021, The Reading League Journal, pp. 4-11.
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Let’s Look Forward With These Big Ideas

• Reading is not a natural process, so instruction really 
counts.
• There is a convergence of evidence on the process of 

reading and on what works in reading instruction.
•We can deliver on the promise of literacy for all.

75



Components of the Science of Reading

• Phonological and Phonemic Awareness

• Phonics 

• Fluency

• Vocabulary 

• Comprehension

NICHD, 2000
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http://dese.ade.arkansas.gov/public/userfiles/
Learning_Services/RISE/SCIENCE_OF_READING.pdf
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http://dese.ade.arkansas.gov/public/userfiles/Learning_Services/RISE/SCIENCE_OF_READING.pdf
http://dese.ade.arkansas.gov/public/userfiles/Learning_Services/RISE/SCIENCE_OF_READING.pdf


What do we know?

In the early to middle elementary grades, most poor readers’ 
difficulties revolve around decoding. 

Catts et al., 2006, 2012; Leach et al., 2003; Vellutino & Scanlon, 200278



There is a Sensibility to the Language

English is a phonetic language.

English has 26 letters, 44 phonemes, and 74 phonograms.

Despite the number of phonograms, if students understand 
the phonograms and the spelling rules  that govern them, 
they can unlock the mystery of 98% of the words in the 
English language.

Eide, Uncovering the Logic of English, 2012 79



Characteristics of Effective Instruction

• Evidence-Based
• Early and Intentional
• Explicit, Systematic, and Cumulative
• Applied
• Engaging

80



What does “early and intentional” mean?

• Placing critical importance on tier one instruction.
• Teaching explicitly, systematically and intentionally.
• Collaborative planning of tiers 2 and 3 with increased time, 

intensity, and focus.
• Progress monitor and use data to guide instructional 

choices.
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Deliver high-quality, evidence-aligned 
Tier One instruction to all students

Identify students at risk

Determine individual needs and 
plan instruction

Monitor 
progress

Make changes or 
continue the plan

STEP 1

STEP 2

STEP 3

Implement PlanSTEP 4

STEP 6 STEP 5

Adapted from Hasbrouck and Glaser, 2019

Instructional Cycle
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Characteristics of Effective Instruction

• Evidence-Based
• Early and Intentional
• Explicit, Systematic, and Cumulative
• Applied
• Engaging

83



Direct 
instruction

I Do

Student 
practice with 

teacher 
support

WE Do

Student 
practice

YOU Do

Independence

Guided practice with 
decreasing levels of support

Pearson & Gallagher, 1983; Spires & Stone, 1989

Begin each lesson 
with a short 
review of 
previous learning

Provide 
models

Guide student 
practice

Check for student 
understanding

Provide scaffolds 
for difficult tasks

Require and monitor 
independent practice

Ask questions and check 
for understanding

Explicit

84

Independence



Systematic and Cumulative

• Sensible scope of skills and content
• Sequence of less complex to more complex
• Cumulative review

Kindergarten First Grade                              Second Grade

Single consonants + short 
vowels 

Closed syllables 
(CVC and CVCC)

Consonant digraphs
Long vowel sounds     (CVCe, 
CVVC)
R-controlled vowels 
Diphthongs (all/aw, oi/oy, 
ou/ow, oo)

Contractions
Endings
Silent letters
Syllable patterns
Morphology

Present new 
material in small 

steps with student 
practice after each 

step
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Characteristics of Effective Instruction

• Evidence-Based
• Early and Intentional
• Explicit, Systematic and Cumulative
• Applied
• Engaging
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What About Text?

The type of text we put in front of a beginning reader 
determines the strategies they will use.

“As an instructional strategy, the teaching 
and the text cannot be separated.” (Mesmer, 2005)
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“Decodability is a 
critical characteristic 

of early reading 
text…it increases the 

likelihood that 
students will use a 
decoding strategy 

and results in 
immediate benefits 

particularly with 
regard to accuracy.” 

Cheatham & Allor, 2012
88



Blevins (2000) Findings

Students who used decodable text for beginning reading 
(first grade) outperformed the control group (trade 
literature) in these areas:
• Accuracy
• Phonics assessment
• Spelling
• Affective (enjoyment of reading) 
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What makes text decodable?

• High proportion of words 
with phonetically regular 
relationships between 
letters and sounds

• Close match between the 
letter/sound relationships 
represented in text and 
those that the reader has 
been taught

Mesmer, 2001
90



Early Text Use

• Rich literature and books with no decodable controls for 
read-alouds and shared reading.
• Explicitly and systematically teach children the decoding 

skills then apply those skills within appropriate 
application/practice text in order to build those neural 
connections for automaticity and fluency.
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Characteristics of Effective Instruction

• Evidence-Based
• Early and Intentional
• Explicit, Systematic and Cumulative
• Applied
• Engaging
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Keys to Engagement

• Positive teacher-student relationships
• Active
• Purposeful
• Relevant
• Incremental steps of success

93
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The Defining Movement
The Defining Guide
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Get yours at: 
https://shop.thereadingleague.org/products/science-of-reading-
defining-guide
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We Can Work Smarter

• Know the research
• Stop what is not working
• Support teachers in building 

knowledge and practice
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Thank you!

Thank you for your commitment to building educator 
knowledge and increasing student achievement.

Please join “the league” at
thereadingleague.org
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