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Not Your Typical
Phonics Books:

How a Commitment to the
Science of Reading and the
Joy of Reading Can Create
Better Books

Mark Oliver is an artist and woodworker in North
Carolina. Mark served as a content advisor on a
series of books | wrote called Code Breakers.

MAX, THE MAIN CHARACTER, IS DYSLEXIC.
I'had plotted out an adultin his circle to

also be dyslexic—someone Max and his

two intrepid friends would help during one

of theiradventures. Mark’s advice, and his
perspective, changed the course of the series.
It also changed something fundamental

about Max as a character, giving him a three-
dimensional strength | hadn't realized he was
missing before.

You see, Mark is dyslexic. According to him,

it has shaped and continues to shape how

he operatesin the world. It is also what he
attributes his success as an artist to. He reads
the world differently. He processes it visually.
He talks passionately about the creative edge
this gives him and others he’s met with dyslexia.
Itisastrength he leansinto.

That said, being dyslexic comes with
challenges. Reading will always be a struggle.
Mark leans on those closest to him, and even
found custom, dyslexic-friendly measuring
tools that he can use with confidence.

Mark's feedback helped create Miss Brook,
Max's art teacher. Miss Brook is dyslexic. Miss
Brook has her own custom measuring tool

for herart projects—a tool that goes missing!
Miss Brook is also of a generation that was left



floundering in school without support. As ateacher,
she meets with and helps her dyslexic students
adopt strategies for success. She—like Mark—
found her passion and her calling by embracing her
strengths. She—like Mark—reaches out to the next
generation to help uplift them.

As a character, Maxis funny, curious, kind, and
willing to break arule or two to be in the know. He
alsoleansinto his strengths, solving visual puzzles
and building relationships through empathy and an
intuitive read on people.

Code Breakersis not just a mystery adventure
series. Code Breakersis aliteracy tool—and proof
that skill building does not have to be dry and
boring. You see, these eight books are decodable.
They are specifically designed to increase in
complexity every two books.

Decodable books create steppingstones through
sequenced literacy skills. Often, thisis when young
childrenare introduced to afew sounds atatime:s,
t,m, pandshorta. Thislets them work to read text
like Sam sat. Pam sat.

Code Breakers, though, is not for these earliest
readers. Code Breakers was born out of a different
need. Our older students, from upper elementary all
the way through high school, are struggling to read.
This literacy deficit existed before the pandemic,
but those years of learning loss have widened the
gap significantly.

According to the National Literacy Institute, 40%
of students across the United States struggle to
read at even the most basic level. These statistics
get worse when economic factors are separated
out, showing that 70% of low-income fourth
graders cannotread at that basic level. Publishing
and teaching trends have worked to change this
trajectory. Hi-lo texts became the go-to answer for
strivingand reluctant readers. These high-interest,
low reading level texts seek to motivate kids to
want to read. If the topic is exciting, students will
putinthe effort.

But effort alone cannot close this gap. Reading
requires a whole host of skills that many of us

may take for granted. Maybe it felt automatic

for us. Maybe it felt natural. But readingis not
naturally acquired. Older students who lack reading
comprehension skills are shown to struggle in
three main areas according to a study published
by Language, Speech, and Hearing Servicesin
Schools. These areas include word reading skills,
lexical development, and syntactical development
(Nippold, 2017).

Somewhere between Sam sat and the
morphologically complex words that start
showing up in content area passages—such as
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bioluminescent, students’word reading skills
have stalled out. Lexical development has as
well—thisis the understanding of word meanings,
nuances, word parts, and shifting meanings
based on context. Lexical developmentis

tied strongly to oral language skills, and when
those falter, reading comprehension suffers
exponentially (Guo, et al., 2023). Syntactical
developmentis similar. Thisis the complexity of a
sentence’s construction, and the ability to follow
the shifting adverbs and qualifying clauses.

What does this mean for literacy? It means that
there is no quick-fix solution. There is no magic
instructional wand that will get this generation of
students back on trackin asingle school year. It
isamulti-pronged problem that requires multi-
pronged approaches over time.

Things that take time can be frustrating and
demoralizing even for us adults. Thisis where
that effort and motivation becomes most critical.
Those of us who love books know that the joy

Those of us who love books
know that the joy reading can
bring us is its own reward.
So why make kids wait?
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Hi-lo texts became the go-to answer for
striving and reluctant readers. These high-
interest, low reading level texts seek to
motivate kids to want to read. If the topicis
exciting, students will put in the effort.

reading can bring usisits ownreward. So why
make kids wait? Why not provide children of
allages and all reading levels books that spark
joy? Books that are fun and suspenseful? Books
that allow readers to feel seenand important?
It doesn't have to be a choice between skill
building or joyful reading. It can be both, and
thatis what Code Breakers is. It works to ramp
up word recognition skills by slowly increasing
the complexity of language while building a
suspenseful adventure that keeps readers
engaged. It also uses dyslexic-friendly font and
an accessible layout to ensure that readers have
as few obstacles as possible.

In this way, | hope to make space for all the kids
like Max—and Mark—to lean into their strengths
and thrive. I hope that joy never leaves the
equation of foundational literacy, and that

every reader can find something precious in the
pages of abook. Together, | believe we can make
thisareality.




