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PORTFOLIO CASE STUDY 

Frye’s Sightword Journey 

Designing and Shipping a K–5 Literacy App with AI-Assisted Development 
Role: Learning Experience Designer & Product Strategist  |  Timeline: 1 Month  |  Team: Solo 

 

The Brief 

Reading is the single highest-leverage skill in a child’s education, and sight word 
recognition is its foundation. Fry sight words — the 1,000 most common words in 
English text — make up approximately 90% of all words a young reader will encounter. 
Mastering them by recognition, without sounding out, builds the automatic fluency that 
confident reading requires. 
 

The challenge was to build a tool that delivered this learning in a way that was simple 
enough for pre-readers, meaningful enough for parents, and joyful enough to sustain 
repeated use. 
 

The Core Problem 

Most sight word tools fall into one of two failure modes: overly gamified apps that bury 
learning in distractions, or clinical, worksheet-style tools that are effective but joyless. 
Neither addresses the most common early literacy context: a parent sitting with a young 
child who cannot yet read instructions, navigate menus, or self-direct. 
 

The Gap 
No existing free tool was designed around 
the parent-child pair as the unit of use. The 
child cannot read the app. The parent needs 
meaningful control. Both needs were 
unsolved. 

The Constraint 
The primary user cannot read. Every design 
decision flows from this: no instructional text 
on cards, no labeled buttons, no stat-heavy 
screens. The adult operates the interface. 
The child is the learner. 

 

My Role 

I designed, built, and shipped the full product independently over the course of one 
month using Lovable, an AI-powered app builder, and Claude for design thinking and 
UX iteration. Responsibilities spanned: 
 

• Learning experience design: instructional architecture, content chunking, 
progression logic 
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• UX / product design: information architecture, interaction design, character 
design direction 

• Content strategy: level naming, copy, grade-level alignment, onboarding flow 
• AI-assisted development: vibe coding via Lovable using natural language 

prompts 
• Product strategy: feature prioritization, monetization model, roadmap planning 

 

The Journey: Four Phases of Iteration 

This product did not arrive fully formed. It was built through rapid, disciplined iteration, 
each phase a more precise answer to the same core question: how do we make sight 
word practice feel like progress, not homework? 
 

Phase Model What Drove the Shift 

Phase 1 Generic Grid Layout Functional starting point but cold and 
unmemorable. No character, no journey, no 
emotional hook for kids or parents. 

Phase 2 Character-Led Level 
Cards 

Introduced Frye the bear, named levels, and a 
warm color palette. Shifted the feel from a 
school tool to a personal adventure. 

Phase 3 Simplified Flashcard 
Screen 

Recognized the primary user cannot read. 
Stripped all instructional text, enlarged the word, 
and replaced labeled buttons with bold symbols 
only. 

Phase 4 Full Dual-Mode System Added Practice and Train modes, practice list, 
parental controls, downloadable word lists, and 
live domain. Product ready for real families. 

 

Phase 1: Generic Grid Layout 
The first build was a standard 3-column grid of level cards on a plain background. All 10 
levels visible, padlocked levels greyed out, a progress bar on Level 1. Mechanically 
correct, but it read like a settings screen rather than a learning journey. There was no 
sense of character, progression, or narrative pull toward the next level. 
 

Phase 2: Character-Led Level Cards 
Introducing Frye the bear as a mascot transformed the emotional register of the app. 
Each level card gained a named title (Frye’s First Words, Word Spotter, Book Buddy) 
and Frye’s face appeared on every card. The warm blue-and-orange palette replaced 
the generic grey. Parents and children now had something to connect with beyond a 
word count. 
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Phase 3: Simplified Flashcard Screen 
The flashcard redesign was the most consequential design decision of the project. The 
original screen included progress counters, word type labels, a sentence example, and 
descriptive button text. Applying the core constraint (the child cannot read) stripped it 
down to: one large word, one small Frye below the card, and two large buttons. Red X. 
Green checkmark. Nothing else. The parent operates the buttons. The child focuses 
entirely on the word. 
 

Phase 4: Full Dual-Mode System 
The final architecture added a meaningful distinction between how families practice. 
Practice Mode lets users browse cards freely with no scoring, ideal for first exposure or 
low-pressure review. Train Mode tracks right/wrong responses and builds a personal 
Practice List of words that need extra attention. Parental controls allow individual level 
lock/unlock, full progress reset, and age verification. Downloadable PDF word lists 
extend the practice to paper. 
 

Impact 

 

1,000 
Fry Sight Words 
Across 10 levels 

4 Lists 
Per Level 

25 words each 

2 Modes 
Practice + Train 

For every learning moment 

K–5 
Grade Coverage 

Kindergarten through 5th 

0 → Live 
Solo Build 

Concept to product in 1 month 

PWA 
Ready 

Installable on any device 

 
Beyond the product metrics, the app’s strategic value lies in its architecture: a free, 
accessible tool that serves as an entry point for families into structured early literacy 
support, with a clear premium upgrade path and a character-driven engagement model 
built for long-term retention. 
 

Skills Demonstrated by Role 

 
Target Role Skills Demonstrated 
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Learning Design / L&D Instructional architecture across 10 levels and 4 lists; grade-
level curriculum alignment; dual-mode design for different 
learning contexts; parent-as-facilitator model grounded in 
early literacy research 

Content Strategy Level naming and titling system; character-driven narrative 
arc; onboarding flow design; copy strategy for pre-reader 
context (zero instructional text on learning screens) 

UX / Product Design User-centered iteration through 4 design phases; constraint-
driven simplification; interaction design for dual-user context 
(adult operator, child learner); character evolution system 

Product Management Zero-to-one product build; feature prioritization and phased 
roadmap; AI-assisted development workflow; monetization 
model planning; App Store submission strategy 

 

What I Learned 

The most important design insight of this project arrived early and clarified everything 
that followed: the primary user cannot read. That single constraint resolved every major 
UX question. It told me why to remove labels from buttons, why to eliminate progress 
counters from the card screen, why to make the sound button prominent, and why to put 
meaningful controls in the parent's hands rather than the child's. 
Building this product also demonstrated what becomes possible when instructional 
design expertise is paired with AI-assisted development. The ability to move from 
design insight to working product without an engineering team changes the economics 
of educational tool creation. A clear design brief, translated precisely into natural 
language prompts, produces real, shippable software. 
 

The through-line across this project and every product I build is the same: high-quality 
learning experiences should not require institutional resources to access. A parent using 
this app on their phone at the kitchen table deserves the same thoughtfully designed 
experience as a child in a well-funded classroom. 
 

Links 

Live app: 
fryessightwordjourney.com 
Lovable build: 
fryes-sightword-journey.lovable.app 
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