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School District of Thorp uses Science of Reading to Raise 
Achievement and Close Gaps 

 
THORP, WI – In a presentation at the Wisconsin State Education Convention in Milwaukee on 
Friday, January 24th, 2020 Thorp School District Superintendent John Humphries and three 
colleagues shared significant improvements in reading achievement their students are 
experiencing. Since 2017, the District has spent thousands of dollars re-training teachers on the 
Science of Reading, a new understanding of what works and what doesn’t when teaching 
children to read. 
 
"Wisconsin not only has the worst achievement gaps in the nation, our overall reading results 
have declined over the past decades. Only 52% of white children who are not disabled and who 
do not live in poverty are able to read proficiently. For too many years, we have had a lack of 
leadership from the Department of Public Instruction (DPI), our university system, and our state 
education organizations,” said John Humphries, Superintendent of the School District of Thorp 
which educates about 600 students on a single PK-12 campus, 35 miles east of Eau Claire. 
“Our teachers have taken the challenge of learning what they should have been taught in 
college by attending 12 training days focused on the Science of Reading. Our leadership team 
has had to travel out of state to get relevant training and coaching on implementing these 
practices.” 
 
In the Milwaukee presentation, Humphries, along with Director of Student Services Misti 
Trowbridge, Reading Specialist Amy Brunsvold, and School Psychologist Nicole Demske 
described their student’s growth. One good indicator is the number of children entering 2nd 
grade with reading screening test results identifying them as being at “high risk of reading 
failure.” In 2018, about half of the district’s 2nd grade students were in this category. One year 
later, it was down to less than 10%. In the 2018-19 school year, students in 3rd grade grew at a 
rate exceeding that of 84% of their peers from across the nation with equal growth among 
students from low income families. 
 
Unfortunately, recent DPI survey results indicate that well over 75% of Wisconsin School 
Districts appear to be using practices with scant support. A January 2020 research report by the 
nonprofit Student Achievement Partners, states that in one common reading program (Teachers 
College Units of Study) “Practice opportunities are almost always optional.” “...there are 
constantly missed opportunities to build new vocabulary and knowledge about the world or learn 
about how written English works. The impact is most severe for children who do not come to 
school already possessing what they need to know to make sense of written and academic 
English—these students are not likely to get what they need from Units of Study to read, write, 
speak, and listen at grade level…”  
 
In contrast to the many districts across Wisconsin using materials that are unsupported by the 
research on reading, the Thorp leadership team worked to identify high-quality curriculum and 
supplemental materials. Using validated research, the team selected PRESS from the 
University of Minnesota and Heggerty Phonemic Awareness Curriculum (Literacy Resources, 
Inc.) to supplement the classroom reading program. “We made the difficult decision to abandon 
programs like Leveled Literacy Intervention (Heinemann Publishing) that simply were not 



working, and were not likely to work for our students” said District Reading Specialist Amy 
Brunsvold. “We then spent weeks training our staff and coaching them along the way. It can be 
overwhelming to change such a massive part of what you teach, but our teachers have done an 
amazing job getting this right. They truly want what’s best for our students.” 
 
The District also chose to ignore state report card scores, where some schools with less than 
25% proficiency are labeled as “Meeting Expectations.” According to Humphries, the District 
followed the example of states like Florida and Mississippi. “In these states, teacher training and 
coaching has led to greatly improved reading achievement for all students as well as reduced 
closing achievement gaps for students of color” said Humphries. “It’s time districts across our 
state begin to recognize reading science. If a small rural district can do this, so can every district 
in the state.” 
 
Presentation materials from the conference are linked here. 
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https://s23.a2zinc.net/clients/WASB/2020Convention/Public/SessionDetails.aspx?FromPage=Sessions.aspx&SessionID=155&SessionDateID=8

