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Target Audience and Learner Profile
Decoding the Code is built for one audience: practicing middle and high school educators (Grades 6–12) who are currently teaching reading-heavy content to students who include struggling readers and students with dyslexia. These are not pre-service candidates, and the course is not a recycled version of an elementary training. The minicourse is designed for what secondary teachers actually do in their classrooms every day.
Demographics
Learners are general education, special education, and content-area teachers in English language arts and reading (ELAR), social studies, and science classrooms. The cohort spans urban, suburban, and rural campuses across the United States — Title I campuses in Houston ISD and Alvin ISD, suburban districts in the broader Houston metro, and rural districts along the Texas border and across East Texas. Experience ranges from first-year teachers to veterans with 25 or more years in the field. The U.S. teaching workforce skews female and is increasingly multilingual, with growing numbers of bilingual and ESL-certified teachers carrying instructional load for emerging bilingual students (Darling-Hammond et al., 2017).
Background and Prior Knowledge
Most learners hold a standard or alternative state teaching certification. The overwhelming majority have received no formal training in the Science of Reading, structured literacy, or dyslexia intervention through their preparation programs (Moats, 2020). Some carry exposure to balanced literacy or three-cueing approaches the field has since moved away from. Strong content-area expertise is paired with limited working knowledge of how reading develops in the brain. Most know the legal definition of dyslexia from district compliance training but lack the instructional toolkit to act on it inside their own classroom. The International Dyslexia Association (2020) estimates that 15–20% of the population has a language-based learning difference, which means every secondary teacher in this cohort is already serving these students — with or without preparation.
Skills and Dispositions
Learners are comfortable working inside a learning management system — Canvas, Schoology, or Google Classroom — because they already use one daily with their own students. They are used to short, asynchronous PD modules completed during conference periods, after-school windows, or summer recertification cycles. Time pressure is the dominant constraint. Many arrive cautious, sometimes skeptical, of another district initiative being added to an already full plate, and some carry a quiet frustration about not knowing how to help the struggling readers already sitting in their classrooms. As adult learners, they bring their professional experience into every module and expect that experience to be respected (Knowles, 1980).
Motivators and Barriers
What moves these learners is straightforward: continuing professional education (CPE) hours required for certification renewal, classroom moves they can use the same week, and content that connects to the students they are already teaching by name and reading profile. What gets in the way is also straightforward: limited contract-day time, initiative fatigue from PD that never transferred to practice, and discomfort with admitting foundational gaps in reading instruction after years in the classroom. The course design accounts for each of these directly through pacing flexibility, immediate classroom application, and a tone that treats teachers as professionals rather than as remediation cases.
Composite Learner Personas
Three composite personas illustrate the variance within this audience and shape every major design decision. They are drawn from teachers I have worked alongside in Greater Houston and across Texas, with names and details composited to protect identity.
Marcus is a 24-year-old second-career teacher in his first year, alternatively certified, teaching seventh-grade social studies on a Title I campus in Houston ISD. He came from corporate marketing, is fluent in Notion, Canva, ChatGPT, and TikTok, and has never had a single class on how reading develops. Four of his students carry a dyslexia diagnosis. He needs survival-grade material he can use tomorrow morning. He will skim, not read, and he will skip anything that feels like theory for its own sake.
Enrichment opportunity: Marcus’s tech fluency makes him a natural prototyper. The course offers him an optional Build Track inside Module 4 where he can use Canva and AI tools to create decodable supports for seventh-grade social studies content, with the strongest submissions added to an open-license artifact library shared with future cohorts. The track turns his digital-native skill set into something his campus can borrow and converts a first-year teacher into a campus contributor inside a single semester.
Rosa is a 47-year-old ELAR teacher with eighteen years in the classroom, traditionally certified, ESL-endorsed, and near-native Spanish-speaking. She teaches ninth-grade sheltered ELAR to emerging bilingual students at a suburban campus. She was trained in balanced literacy and has weathered four major reading initiatives in her career. She is the strongest relationship-builder of any persona and the most skeptical of new PD. She will engage deeply if — and only if — the course respects her bilingualism as an asset and not a translation problem.
Enrichment opportunity: Rosa’s bilingual expertise fills a content gap in the structured literacy field rather than presenting a limitation to accommodate. The course invites her into a Contributor Path — submitting de-identified case studies from her sheltered ELAR classroom that become future course materials with full attribution and a stipend. This positions her as a co-developer of the bilingual extension and gives her a credentialed, compensated reason to stay engaged past course completion.
David is a 51-year-old special education teacher with twenty-two years of experience serving Grades 6–12 in resource and inclusion classrooms. He completed Region 4 Dyslexia training years ago, before the field’s full alignment to the Science of Reading. He runs structured literacy interventions daily but feels his methods are dated. He does not need an introduction to dyslexia. He needs the current research, the updated practice, and a way to mentor newer teachers like Marcus on his campus.
Enrichment opportunity: David is two credentials away from being a campus dyslexia lead. The course pairs him with a Mentor Track that bridges his Region 4 Dyslexia foundation to current Science of Reading research and points him toward the Certified Academic Language Therapist (CALT) credential through Academic Language Therapy Association partner programs. He becomes the connector between his campus’s existing interventionist knowledge and the general education teachers like Marcus who need it next.
Together these three shape Module 1’s entry point (Marcus), Module 3’s bilingual case study work (Rosa), and the advanced application track (David). The enrichment opportunities give each persona a reason to stay engaged past completion — building artifacts, contributing content, mentoring colleagues — which is how the course extends beyond a certificate in a folder and into actual practice transfer.

Reflection
Technological Proficiency and Design Choices
The proficiency range in this audience is wider than people assume. A first-year teacher might come in fluent in Canva, Loom, and Notion. A veteran with 22 years in the classroom may be confident in the gradebook and email but uneasy with anything that requires installing software or creating a new account. I am designing for both. Every module sits inside a browser. No required downloads, no app store, no separate logins. Short captioned video of five to eight minutes carries the conceptual load, with downloadable PDF transcripts attached so a learner can read on the train, in carpool, or during planning. Assessments use familiar tools — Google Forms or a Canvas quiz — rather than novelty platforms. Where collaboration is offered, it is optional and asynchronous (Padlet or Jamboard) so synchronous time is never a gatekeeper. The principle is the one Mayer (2020) outlines in cognitive multimedia learning: keep extraneous load low so working memory can hold the new structured literacy content.
Cultural Relevance and Accessibility
The teachers I am designing for serve students who were not well represented in most of the foundational reading research, which was conducted largely with white, middle-class, monolingual English speakers (Hammond, 2015). The minicourse names that gap rather than pretending it does not exist. Case studies feature Black, Hispanic, and emerging bilingual secondary readers with named reading profiles. Examples treat Spanish-influenced phonology and African American English phonology as language patterns, not errors. Closed captions, transcripts, and screen-reader-friendly structure are built into every module (CAST, 2018). No single minicourse fully resolves that research-base problem. What this course can do is make the gap visible, so the teachers I am training read every future reading study with a question already in their mouth: who was this sample, and who was left out?
Feedback and Iterative Improvement
Three layers of feedback drive iteration. First, a three-question micro-survey at the end of each module: one rating, one open-ended response, one “what would have helped.” If a survey is more than five clicks, no one finishes it. Second, the culminating performance task functions as transfer data — I will read every lesson plan or annotated lesson video for evidence the strategies are landing in practice. Third, a week-six follow-up email asks what stuck, what got used, and what was forgotten. That last data point tells me whether the course actually changed a classroom or just added a certificate to a folder. Modules with the weakest ratings or transfer evidence get redesigned first. Tessmer’s (1993) formative evaluation model frames the work, and Branch’s (2009) ADDIE keeps the cycle continuous. None of this works if the response rate collapses. If module-end surveys fall below 50% or follow-up emails go unanswered, the data I have is the same as the data I do not have, and I will switch from passive feedback to targeted interviews with a smaller willing cohort.
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