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A Letter From the Editor
Dear MRA Members,
As MRA continues to celebrate our 50th Anniversary year, we are pleased to present our
latest Primer journal L
 ooking Back and Looking Forward. MRA has a long and proud tradition
of promoting literacy throughout our Commonwealth. While it is important to reflect on where
we have been and honor past accomplishments, MRA is always looking forward to the tasks that
lie ahead. So, with a nod to our past and an eye to the future, we hope you enjoy the articles and
Jo Ann Thompson
columns in this very special edition.
Our next publication, the Primer calendar, L
 iteracy Instruction: Creating a Culture of Literacy, will coincide with
the 2019–2020 school year. The deadline for submitting articles for the calendar is May 1, 2019. The focus of the
next Primer journal will be L
 iteracy: Equity and Excellence and articles are due by December 1, 2019.
Once again I extend my gratitude to the P
 rimer Editorial Review Board, especially Publications Chair Nancy
Verdolino. I would also like to acknowledge Mela Ottaiano and Melinda Belter for their assistance in producing
another edition of the Primer journal.
Sincerely,

Jo Ann Thompson
Hopkinton Public Schools

Primer 2019 Editorial Review Board
The Primer is a peer-reviewed journal published by the Massachusetts Reading Association, an affiliate of the
International Literacy Association. The purpose of this publication is to disseminate research, share innovative
teaching ideas, and reflect on literacy teaching and learning. Its content does not necessarily reflect or imply
endorsement by the Association or its officers or members.
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Hopedale Public Schools

A Message From the MRA President
Dear MRA Members and Friends,
We welcome you to enjoy our 50th Anniversary edition of the MRA Primer. Fifty years is
a milestone. It is an occasion to celebrate—a time to look back but also a golden opportunity
to chart the path forward. In this journal, Looking Back and Looking Forward, you will find a
range of topics related to disciplinary literacy. The articles featured present a reflection on the
development of literacy instruction over time and encourage us to push our thinking toward
Holly Banusiewicz
the future of education. Jeanne Paratore offers insights into best practice in “Looking Back:
Lessons Learned About Making Literacy Instruction Matter.” The evolution of literacy coaches and district leaders
is discussed in two pieces, “The Role of the Literacy Coach: Where We Were and Where We’re Going” by Adam
Ulenski and Jennifer Van Allen and “Specialists, Coaches, Coordinators, Oh My! Looking Back and Looking
Forward on the Roles and Responsibilities of Specialized Literacy Professionals” by Jacy Ippolito, Rita M. Bean,
Diane Kern, and Allison Swan Dagen. Developing authentic voice in writing is highlighted in “Black Voice:
Cultivating Authentic Voice in Black Writers” authored by Daniel B. Summerhill. In addition, you can add to your
reading booklist with suggestions in the book review columns authored by Lisa Maucione and Mary E. Shorey.
These are just a few of the outstanding pieces you will find in this commemorative journal dedicated to research,
practice, and MRA’s mission of “promoting literacy for all learners through professional development, research,
publications, and advocacy.”
I would like to thank the contributors for sharing their thoughtful insights, captivating research, and inspired
suggestions for classroom application. Finally, we are grateful to the team that works diligently to produce this
enriching publication. I would like to offer special thanks to Primer Editor Jo Ann Thompson and Publications Chair
Nancy Verdolino for their masterful organization of this project. From all of us at MRA, we wish you
happy reading!
Kind regards,

Holly M. Banusiewicz
MRA President 2018–2019

Call for 2019–2020 Committee Members!
Do you have a special interest in the area of literacy? Do you long to work with likeminded professionals on special subjects? Are you brimming with ideas and enthusiasm for
special projects? If so, consider joining one of the many MRA committees. Log on to www.
massreading.org and search for Committees to find choices and information. If you’d like
to join as an active participant, or initially as an observer, contact Valerie Harlow Shinas at
vshinasmra@gmail.com
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MRA invites you to submit a conference proposal!
51st Annual Conference:
Unleash the Power of Literacy!

Sunday, Monday, and Tuesday, April 1-3, 2020
MRA values what you do and we welcome your involvement! We invite
you to submit a proposal for our 51st Annual Conference to be held at the
Boston Marriott Quincy in Quincy, MA. Share the work you do and the
success you experience with students in schools and in the community.

Conference Chair,
Lisa Maucione

massreading@comcast.net

Who Can Present?
• Teachers (PreK-12)
• Literacy Specialists/Coaches
• Administrators

•
•
•

Consultants
Media Specialists
Researchers, Academics

As literacy educators we understand the transformative power of literacy. Our students will have the best
chance for success as learners and citizens if they acquire proficiency with the various literacy skills necessary
for active participation in our society. This year’s conference theme encourages us to reflect on the ways in
which we open the doors to literacy for all our learners so we can better their lives and our world. We invite
you to share your ideas, experiences, and research related to teaching and learning that engages and
empowers learners as they grow in their literacy abilities.
Online Proposals will be available after 5/1/19 on our website: www.massreading.org

Opportunities to help with the Primer—We are always looking for
volunteers. Would you like to serve on the Primer Editorial Review
Board? Are you interested in submitting an article for the next Primer?
If you have research, a best practice, or thoughts to share, please
review the Manuscript Submission Guidelines, which are found on
page 6 and the MRA website: www.massreading.org.
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Board of Directors 2018–2019

MRA Executive Committee
President: Holly Banusiewicz
President-elect/Conference Chair: Valerie Harlow Shinas

Executive Treasurer: Lori DiGisi*
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Call For Manuscripts
We invite you to consider submitting an article for publication in one of our
upcoming editions of the Primer. The next issue, our Primer calendar, will focus
on Literacy Instruction: Creating a Culture of Literacy. The theme for the next
Primer journal will be Literacy: Equity and Excellence.
The Massachusetts Reading Association welcomes original contributions
to the Primer on all facets of reading, language arts, and literacy education.
Topics for either edition may include, but are not limited to, cultural literacy, visual
literacy, critical literacy, and disciplinary literacy.
Manuscripts may be sent to jothompson25@comcast.net.
PUBLICATION
DEADLINE FOR
SUBMISSION

Calendar

Journal

May 1, 2019

December 1, 2019

650–750 words

6,000 words

TOTAL WORD COUNT
(including references and other
materials, such as tables, charts,
and so on)

General Manuscript Submission Guidelines
• Set manuscripts in 12-point font, with double-spaced lines.
• Save manuscript files as Microsoft Word documents.
• Prepare manuscripts according to the style specified by the most
recent edition of the Publication Manual of the American Psychological
Association (APA).
• Each manuscript must include a cover sheet containing
(a) the manuscript title,
(b) the author’s name, affiliation, position,
(c) the author’s preferred mailing address, email address, telephone
number(s), and fax number.
No identifying information should appear elsewhere in the manuscript.
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Looking Back: Lessons Learned About
Making Literacy Instruction Matter Instruction
by Jeanne R. Paratore
Jeanne R. Paratore, EdD, is Professor Emerita, Literacy Education, at Boston University Wheelock College of Education. She is faculty
advisor to the Boston University/Chelsea Intergenerational Literacy Program. A former classroom teacher, reading specialist, and Title
I director, she has also been principal investigator on several funded studies of family literacy and home–school partnerships. She
has published widely on issues related to family literacy, interventions for struggling readers, literacy coaching, and most recently, the
affordances of integrating digital media with the instructional routines in early childhood classrooms. She has served as co-curriculum
director of the award-winning children’s television series, Between the Lions. She is an elected member of the Reading Hall of Fame, a
recipient of the New England Reading Association’s Lifetime Achievement Award, and the Ida M. Johnson Award honoring distinguished
alumni of Boston University’s School of Education.

Introduction

T

he invitation to contribute to this important
issue of the Primer—in celebration of the
50th anniversary of the Massachusetts Reading
Association’s annual conference—is an honor—and
it is also serendipitous, as it coincides with my own
50th year of teaching. So, the opportunity to share my
thoughts on lessons learned over these five decades is
quite gratifying. The seeds for this article were planted
long ago, and some might recognize them as some
variation of ideas I have shared in recent (and some
not-so-recent) talks and presentations. Here,
I’ve tried to revisit these ideas in the context of
how our understanding of teaching and learning has
changed over the decades, and reflect on what this
means as we prepare to make our instruction matter
tomorrow and all the days thereafter. As a backdrop for
understanding the complexity of teaching in today’s
world, I begin with a brief description of changes in
the demographics of the children we teach and their
families.

The Children and Families We Serve
When I began teaching in 1970 (in a small school
in a small, coastal New England town) the 23 children
in my classroom could be readily described: all were
white; all spoke English as a first language; all had
housing. Compare those characteristics to the children
we now teach. A majority of students enrolled in U.S.
public schools, prekindergarten through grade 12, are
now children of color—Black, Hispanic, Asian, Pacific

Islander, American Indian/Alaska Native and many of
two or more races. On average, 1 in 10 children (and
more in some U.S. states) is likely to be acquiring
English as an additional language. Substantially more
children are identified as needing special education
services, changing from about 8% in 1977 (one year
after the authorization of federal funding for disability
services) to about 13% in 2018; and the majority of
students with special learning needs spend most of their
school day in general education classrooms (National
Center for Education Statistics, 2018).
Children’s economic lives have also changed. The
rate of child poverty has increased substantially in the
last 50 years, with 41 percent of children presently
living in poverty, compared to a rate of 14-16% in the
late 1960s and early 1970s (Skinner, 2013). Further,
living in poverty is no longer associated predominantly
with urban or rural communities. Between 2000 and
2015, the growth of economic insecurity in the suburbs
surrounding some of the U.S.’s largest metro areas
grew substantially (by 57 percent) (Kneebone, 2017).
Children’s economic insecurity brings with it both
nutritional and housing challenges. In the 2015–2016
school year, nearly one and a half million students—
about three percent of students in U.S. schools, were
reported as homeless.
In short, the children we serve in today’s classrooms
represent exceptional diversity—culturally, linguistically, academically, and economically. Without
question, children’s diversity brings wonderful and
rich opportunities for teaching and learning; but it also
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increases the complexity of teaching and learning, and
this demands a level of teaching expertise that likely
exceeds what was necessary 50 years ago.
In the sections that follow, I will present six lessons
that I’ve learned as I’ve navigated the teaching
landscape and its changes over these years. The lessons
relate to these topics: (1) knowledge development as
a predominant literacy goal; (2) choosing texts; (3)
preparing children to read words; (4) choosing reading
and writing tasks; (5) orchestrating teacher and student
talk; (6) meeting individual learning needs.

Lesson 1: Put Knowledge First.
Studies tell us that young children’s knowledge
about the world around them matters. The knowledge
children have in kindergarten, measured in the
vocabulary they recognize and use, predicts their
literacy achievement at the end of third grade and
beyond (e.g., Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997;
Sénéchal, Ouellette, & Rodney, 2006). Children’s
early knowledge development is now recognized to
be so important that literacy scholars have identified
knowledge differences—often referred to as a
knowledge gap—as the root of the achievement gap
(Neuman, 2006).
Unfortunately, studies also tell us that at the end of
kindergarten, children’s knowledge about the world
can differ substantially; and this tendency to fall
behind early is important because as children progress
in school, the knowledge gap can be very hard to
close (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2002). So, as teachers,
our task is to make certain that, from the very start of
schooling, we frame our lessons in ways that promote
knowledge building—an approach to learning in
which teachers engage children in collective inquiry
into a specific topic, prompting and guiding children
to question, discuss, and explore important ideas
and concepts over a period of days, weeks, and even
months (Scardamalia, 2002).
We all know that at the heart of learning is
motivation and engagement, and knowledge building
plays an important role here, too. Studies tell us that
when learners (young and old!) approach reading and
writing as a quest for knowledge about an important
idea or topic, they are likely to be more engaged, and
in turn, to learn more and remember the information
8

over a longer period of time (Guthrie & Humenick,
2004). Teachers can act on this evidence right from the
start (i.e., preschool and kindergarten) and throughout
children’s schooling by following a straightforward
teaching routine: begin every reading event by guiding
children to formulate a knowledge goal.

Try it out. With each text children read, think about
how the content will help them understand more about
the world around them. When reading nonfiction, the
knowledge goal is often straightforward. For example,
in a simple picture book about animal habitats children
might learn about how animals depend on their surroundings to survive; in a book about clouds children
might learn how different types of clouds help us
forecast weather. When reading fiction, knowledge
goals might relate to the big ideas or major concepts
that might explain characters’ actions and behaviors—
what will children learn about friendship, courage,
perseverance, family relationships? Beginning each
lesson with a focus on a knowledge goal is important
because it sets the stage for learning—when children
are deeply immersed in or intrigued by an idea, they
are more motivated and engaged in learning. For every
child—and especially for very young children—it
establishes an understanding that through reading, we
can learn about and deepen our understanding of the
world around us. Having established the knowledge
goal, be sure to also identify the key vocabulary
that students will need to build deep understanding,
and incorporate sound teaching practices to develop
vocabulary knowledge. Remember, too, that vocabulary
learning requires lots and lots of exposure to the words
in varied contexts throughout the day and week.

Lesson 2: Assemble Collections of
Texts That Represent Children’s
Lives In and Out of School.
When I entered my first classroom (third-grade)
49 years ago, I was provided a reading curriculum
that comprised three texts, each at a different level of
reading difficulty. The assumption was that I would
divide my students into three groups (above grade
level, grade level, below grade level) and the books
at different levels were intended to help me meet
children’s different learning needs. Beyond readability

differences, the selections in these books were largely
the same. The selections were predominantly fiction,
representing white, middle-class children and their
experiences in their families and communities.
Although a number of alternative approaches to
teaching reading that might have exposed children
to different language registers and a greater range
of experiences were prominent at this time (e.g.,
Language Experience, which relied on children’s own
stories; Whole Language, which relied on published
literature), basal reading programs were used in most
classrooms. As a result, for many children, the books
they read offered few opportunities for them to make
meaningful connections to their experiences at home or
in their communities.
Five decades later, a visit to most classrooms would
reveal substantial differences in book collections.
Classrooms are typically equipped with high-quality
literature of different genres—realistic fiction, fantasy,
mystery, informational fiction, informational nonfiction,
and poetry. Children likely encounter both picture books
and chapter books with a broad range of diversity—
in setting, character, social class; and the books or
selections they read are likely composed by authors representing different ethnicities, cultures, and languages.
These changes have enriched the learning opportunities
for all of our youngsters as they learn that through books
they can encounter and learn about people, places, and
ideas that are both familiar and unfamiliar—confirming
some of what they know, introducing them to new
ideas, and ideally, challenging and perhaps even helping
children to rethink some old ideas.
Despite these important advances in the types
of texts children see each day, in many of today’s
classrooms, children often confront a different type
of mismatch between their in-school and out-ofschool lives. As adults and children go about their
daily routines in their homes and communities, they
gather information and knowledge using an array of
21st-century modalities, such as visual images, text
messages, email, websites, and video. Studies tell
us that by age 8, 70% of all children engage in some
sort of technology outside of school (Barron, CaytonHodges, Bofferding, Copple, Darling-Hammond,
& Levine, 2011). Yet in school, the instructional
curriculum has remained remarkably stable, largely

limited to traditional texts, especially in the early
grades when the most time is spent teaching children
to become strategic, mindful readers (Chen & Chang,
2006; Rebora, 2016). The mismatch between the
texts children see and use in and out of school may
cause some children to conclude that school bears
little connection to their “real” lives, leading to lower
levels of interest and engagement. Moreover, the
lack of expert instruction in the types of texts that
dominate children’s out of school lives may carry
long-term consequences, as we now have compelling
evidence that negotiating and comprehending texts
that rely on different modes to present information
requires different types of reading strategies; and these
strategies are not simply intuited by children (e.g.,
Leu, Forzani, Rhoads, Maykel, Kennedy, & Timbrell,
2014). Instead, to become strategic, students need
explicit and systematic instruction in the particular
skills that support digital text comprehension. As
in other aspects of education, the children who are
the most disadvantaged by the absence of explicit
instruction in reading and responding to digital media
are those who reside in high-poverty homes and
communities (e.g., Judge, Puckett, & Bell, 2006).
Teachers may resist the use of digital texts as part
of the instructional curriculum for different reasons.
Some may hold beliefs about negative effects of
digital media (e.g., Shamburg, 2004); others may
feel uncomfortable, themselves, with technology and
media use (Chen & Chang, 2006); and still others may
teach in classrooms that are ill-equipped for wide use
of technology and educational media. Whatever the
underlying cause, it seems to make sense to take a step
back and review what we know about the effects of
high-quality educational media on young children’s
learning; and then, based on the evidence, consider the
implications for the choices we make (or advocate for)
in our own classrooms. So, what do we know?
Cognitively, children who engage in high-quality
educational media show increases in working memory,
mental rotation accuracy, spatial rotation accuracy,
visual attention, and visual discrimination. Importantly,
online viewing is not associated with attention
problems (Blanchard & Moore, 2010). In the particular
case of literacy learning, some studies provide
compelling evidence that the use of high-quality
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educational media may help children from low-income
backgrounds achieve at the same levels as their higher
income peers (Neuman, Newman, & Dwyer, 2010;
Linebarger & Piotrowski, 2009). Children also showed
gains in the development of a positive disposition
toward literacy, documented in increased interest and
engagement over sustained periods (e.g., Judge, 2005).
Especially compelling is the finding that children’s
early experiences with high-quality educational media
linked with measures of academic achievement 10
years later (Anderson et al, 2001; Kirkorian, Wartella,
& Anderson, 2008).
Socially, after playing digital games, children
showed increased levels of collaboration and communication (Blanchard & Moore, 2010). In one especially
interesting study of five-year-old youngsters, the
quantity and quality of interactions was greater for
pairs solving puzzles at computers as compared with
pairs solving puzzles on the floor (Zevenbergen, 2007).
In sum, when children are exposed to high-quality educational media their opportunities to advance
cognitive, literacy, and social abilities increase. But, it
is important to note that the benefits are predominantly
associated not with the technology by itself, but rather,
with the ways teachers interact with and mediate digital
experiences to support academic learning (Nir-Gal &
Klein, 2004). In particular, productive teaching actions
include assignment of tasks that are cognitively and
linguistically challenging; learning contexts that are
collaborative and interactive; and interactions with
teachers that deliberately guide children to attend to
important academic ideas during video or game play.

Try it out. When multimodal resources are joined with
print-based, traditional texts, children are afforded rich
and varied opportunities to make connections to texts
that they recognize as important both in and out of
school, along with pathways to acquire new knowledge
and apply what they know. However, as with any
curricular resources, there are a range of possibilities
from which teachers can choose, and not all of them are
worthy of classroom use. As you choose instructional
texts:
•M
 ake certain that the information in the resource is
accurate. For example, in a unit on bats, a resource
that depicts bats as attacking humans is not helpful because it conveys inaccurate information and
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has the potential to mislead children about the real
world.
• Evaluate the information “around” the text. For example, does a website or game have pop-ups, links,
sound, or other features that might distract the
child? If so, are there ways (e.g., muting the sound)
for you to diminish the effect of these features)?
• Consider if the resource (e.g., book, image, video,
game) requires teacher mediation to support understanding and knowledge building. For example, is
it necessary to preteach important vocabulary and
concepts to help children understand important
ideas and concepts? Would hearing part or all of a
text read aloud prepare children to reread all or part
of it on their own (or with a partner)? In a digital
game, would pausing game-play to have children
describe their problem-solving strategy and explain
their reasoning keep them focused on knowledge
building? In viewing a video, would pausing the
video at strategic points to discuss important events
or information support knowledge building?

Lesson 3: Prepare Children for
Success in Reading and Writing
by Providing Sound Instruction in
Phonics for Developing Readers.
A quick Google search will reveal that the “reading
wars” were just starting to heat up in the 1970s and,
remarkably, the argument about the importance of
phonics instruction to reading success has persisted
through these five decades. So, after 50 years of
evidence, what do we know? In a nutshell, a best-evidence synthesis (see, for example, Shanahan, 2006)
tells us that children who receive systematic phonics
instruction consistently outperform children whose
instruction is opportunistic or embedded or students
who receive no instruction in phonics. In kindergarten and first grade, phonics instruction correlates with
improvement in word reading and comprehension.
In grade 2 and beyond, phonics instruction correlates
with improvement in word reading only, a finding that
is consistent with evidence that if early instruction in
literacy is to have long-term and sustained effects on
children’s reading achievement, it must emphasize not
only word reading skills, but also the language and

comprehension abilities that support meaning-making
as texts become more conceptually complex.
Regarding the best approach to phonics, several
studies have found that effective instruction often
includes both synthetic (letter by letter analysis)
and analytic (relying on known chunks) approaches
(Cunningham, 2015). Notably, studies have found
that decodable texts have no discernable impact on
children’s development of decoding skills (Jenkins et
al., 2004). Further, studies have found no relationship
between knowledge of phonics “rules” or the use of
phonics worksheets and children’s phonics knowledge
Stahl, Duffy-Hester, & Stahl, 2006). Stahl, DuffyHester, & Stahl summarized this evidence succinctly:
“What seems to work in phonics instruction is direct
teacher instruction, not practice on worksheets”
(p. 132).
This evidence has led to yet another major change
over the decades: although reading workbooks predominated as an instructional tool in the 1970s, teachers in
today’s classrooms who act on what we now know have
ditched workbooks and worksheets in favor of active
word analysis, using approaches such as making words

(Cunningham, 2015) that require deliberate and active
analysis of word parts. Finally, and importantly, studies
tell us that phonics abilities are most likely to emerge
when children are given substantial time to apply what
they are learning about words to reading connected
texts (Stahl, Duffy-Hester, & Stahl, 2006).

Try it out. To act on the evidence about teaching
phonics, follow these principles outlined by Stahl,
Duffy-Hester, and Dougherty Stahl (2006): (a)
Develop the alphabetic principle, i.e., understanding
that letters in words stand for sounds. (b) Develop
phonological awareness—the awareness of sounds
in spoken words. (c) Develop rapid recognition of
the upper and lowercase forms of letters. (d) Design
brief (e.g., 15 minute), teacher-led phonics lessons
that engage children in phonics activities that demand
active word analysis. (e) Provide substantial practice
in writing words. (f) Provide substantial practice in
reading words in meaningful stories and expository
texts, including texts that feature many words with the
patterns taught in phonics lessons.
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Lesson 4: Develop the Ability
and the Disposition to Use
Reading and Writing to Get Things
Done In and Out of School by
Assigning Purposeful, Meaningful
“Practice” Tasks.
If we expect our students to leave our classrooms
prepared to use reading and writing to get things done
in their daily lives, the tasks we assign to them should
approximate the types reading and writing demands
they will face in the real world. That is, unlike the
workbooks and worksheets that dominated classrooms
50 years ago, “practice activities” should be authentic,
real world tasks. The most straightforward definition of
authenticity I know comes from the work of Lipson and
Wixson (2013), who described authentic tasks as those
with “a purpose for reading and writing that transcends
assessment or instruction . . . similar to those used by
people in non-school settings” (p. 91, italics added).
At their core, authentic literacy tasks are largely
grounded in inquiry-based learning—an overall
approach that harnesses children’s interests in the world
around them and uses reading and writing as pathways
to answering questions and solving real-world
problems. To accomplish these important purposes,
children gather evidence (through reading), analyze and
interpret the evidence they gather, draw conclusions
based on the evidence, and share their understanding, orally or in writing. When inquiry-based learning
frames children’s daily classroom routines, they are
likely to develop a disposition or habit toward turning
to reading and writing as tools for answering questions
and solving real-world problems.

Try it out. Teachers who understand that engaging
children in authentic tasks prepares them for literacy
demands outside of school assign reading tasks in
which their students: (a) Formulate important questions
to answer or problems to solve; (b) Read to acquire
information and deepen understanding; (c) Compare
new information to existing knowledge; (d) Draw on
existing information to ask new questions, challenge
beliefs and perspectives, and develop new or refined
points of view; (e) Prompt explanation and reasoning,
guiding children to share and explain the evidence
that supports their point of view or conclusion; (f)
12

Summarize and share understandings through socially
important and relevant tasks--oral or written (e.g., using
classroom or school bulletin boards, online newsletters,
websites, Facebook, classroom or school meetings to
share what they’ve learned.

Lesson 5: Leverage Teacher and
Student Talk as a Rich and Valuable
Curriculum Resource.
In the mid-1960s, in a quest to understand the effect
of teacher talk on children’s learning, Flanders (1964)
developed a process he called interaction analysis. At
the time, his work was especially recognized because
of the finding that teachers who dominated the talk in
their classrooms might inadvertently limit children’s
achievement. He reported that teachers of high-achieving students spent about 55 percent of classroom time
talking, while teachers of low-achieving students
spent about 80% of classroom time talking. A bit later,
Mehan (1979) further specified the nature of teacher
talk, labeling the predominant classroom discourse
pattern as I.R.E.—a repetitive sequence in which
teachers initiated a question, elicited a response, and
then evaluated the response as right or wrong. Although
this discourse pattern has persisted over the decades
since, it has been widely criticized as inauthentic, as it
engages children in a test or display of their knowledge
while also limiting questions to only those for which
the teacher knows the answer (e.g., Cazden, 2001).
McElhone (2014), noted the particular shortcomings of
I.R.E. as a framework for a reading discussion:
Reading is a social, cultural process, and talk is
a crucial tool for comprehending, learning from,
synthesizing across, and generating new ideas
with texts…Talk is not merely a medium that
students can use to show what they know; by
talking out their ideas and confusions with peers
and teachers, students actually transform and
deepen their thinking. (p. 2)
In response to such concerns, literacy researchers
have searched for more productive ways to leverage
the power of teacher and student talk during literacy
instruction. Collected findings (e.g., Johnston, Ivey, &
Faulkner, 2011; Johnston, 2012; Reznitskaya, 2012)
suggest that skillful teachers use their talk to expand

student thinking and support elaborated conversations
and critical reflection. In particular, skillful teachers:
(a) frame questions around mental verbs (e.g., asking
questions such as, “what are you thinking, imagining,
feeling?”); (b) ask questions to seek clarification,
connect ideas across contexts and participants, and
prompt reflection; (c) encourage multiple points of
view; (d) focus on reasoning, asking, for example, how
children reached a conclusion; (e) focus on developing
students’ awareness of their own strengths by noticing
and naming strategies that work. Talk of this sort leads
to important student outcomes, including higher levels
of student engagement and motivation, development of
problem-solving strategies, elaborated student thinking,
growth in student understanding, and development of
self-concept as a capable learner.
With such important student outcomes, one
would think that teachers would readily embrace the
designated practices; but this has not been the case.
Based on a review of related studies, Reznitskaya
(2012) concluded that dialogic teaching—in which
“teachers and students act as coinquirers, collaboratively engaging in generation and evaluation of new
interpretations of texts” (p. 446)—is “rare, sporadic,
and difficult to achieve” ( p. 446). Teachers’ reluctance
to embrace dialogic teaching may be the result of its
seeming complexity. Nystrand, Wu, Gamoran, Zeiser,
and Long (2003) noted that successful discussion “is a
little like building a fire: With enough kindling of the
right sort, accompanied by patience, and along with
the spark of student engagement, ignition is possible,
though perhaps not on teachers’ first or second try” (p.
190). In other words, dialogic teaching demands a bit
of persistence before it takes hold. At the outset then,
this might be interpreted by teachers as failure and
prompt them to abandon the approach.

Try it out. To act on the evidence and leverage
teacher and student talk as a powerful instructional
resource, and establish a dialogic stance, McElrone
(2014) suggests these teaching actions: (a) display a
sincere interest in students’ ideas and interpretations;
(b) validate students’ perspectives about texts that
differ from your own; (c) provide many opportunities
for students to engage in exploratory talk, including
sufficient time to think and respond; (d) use authentic,
open-ended questions to probe students’ thinking and

to prompt children to explain their reasoning; (e) guide
students to listen to each other and to build on each
other’s ideas; guide children to think and talk critically
about the big ideas within and across various texts. Be
mindful of the finding that dialogic teaching takes time
to take hold and be sure to stay with it and be persistent.

Lesson 6: Support Children’s
Individual Learning Needs by
Determining the Conditions Under
Which Each Child Succeeds.
In today’s classrooms the long-term practice of
turning to a different curriculum—easier texts—as a
way to meet the reading needs of students who enter
a classroom reading below grade level continues to
be widespread. Although providing children texts that
they can read with only a little instructional intervention is both intuitively and empirically grounded, when
these are the only texts children read, this practice
may be counterproductive and may even contribute to
long-term failure. This is because a diet of only easy
texts carries with it a number of important disadvantages. When compared to the texts read by children
reading on grade level, these easier texts not only
have fewer linguistically complex words; they also
include fewer interesting and complex vocabulary and
concepts; and they have less complex and interesting
grammatical and rhetorical structures. Collectively,
differences in the complexity of these features is
consequential because the linguistic structures we
read over and over again influence the ways we speak,
write, and think; and the vocabulary and concept
knowledge we develop early on anchors and bootstraps
our ability to acquire new vocabulary and concept
knowledge across the curriculum and throughout the
years of schooling. In fact, one influential study found
that vocabulary knowledge measured in kindergarten and grade 1 predicted comprehension in grade 11
(Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997)! Further, as noted
earlier, studies tell us that once we allow a vocabulary
and knowledge gap to open, it may be difficult to
close, leaving students likely to stay behind throughout
their school years (Whitehurst & Lonigan, 2002).
Beyond the linguistic and conceptual differences in
the texts we routinely assign to children of differing
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reading abilities, there are also differences in the
number of in-context words children read, as grade-appropriate texts are substantially longer that the easier
texts assigned to lower-performing readers. The
number of words children read matters as studies tell
us that number of words read is a strong correlate of
achievement gain in reading (Anderson, Wilson, &
Fielding, 1988; Allington, 2014).
In a nutshell, limiting the reading diet of students
who struggle with word reading also limits their
opportunities to expand their vocabulary, concept, and
linguistic knowledge, and this, in turn, limits the store
of knowledge they are likely to collect and be able to
call on as they progress through the grades.
But what should teachers do? It obviously doesn’t
make sense to give children books they can’t read—
and reading everything aloud to them is not a substitute
for learning to read on their own. Although reading
aloud is known to support children’s listening comprehension skills, a single read aloud is unlikely
to be sufficient for children to acquire and use the
more complex syntactic structures or sophisticated
vocabulary words they hear. As such, although
reading texts aloud certainly has a place in our overall

curriculum, by itself, it is not sufficient as a strategy
for meeting the learning needs of children who find
reading difficult.
In 1995, I proposed an instructional model
designed to provide children time each day to read
texts matched to them (in what are now commonly
called guided reading groups), thereby meeting their
reading skill needs, along with time each day to read
or reread texts designated as part of the grade level
curriculum, thereby meeting their need and their right
to a curriculum that would support overall knowledge
development. During the intervening years, the model
has been modified from time to time and used in
many different settings and classrooms (e.g., FordConnors, Dougherty, Robertson, & Paratore, 2015;
McCormack & Paratore, 2011; McCormack, Paratore,
& Dahlene, 2003; Robertson, Dougherty, FordConnors, & Paratore, 2014; Turpie & Paratore, 1995).
But, throughout, the underlying principles remained
the same: for children who find reading difficult, an
effective literacy curriculum must provide opportunities to read books they can read with relative ease and
also grade-appropriate books that are made accessible
through expert teacher mediation. A three-step process

FIGURE 1

Meeting Individual Needs When Reading a Common Text
1. Build Background Knowledge (Whole Class)

• Preview text, develop vocabulary & concepts, establish knowledge goal(s)

2. Read the Text (Needs-based Groups)

With Peers

With a Teacher

1. Read silently.

1. Read and reread with teacher mediation.

2. Discuss with a peer.

2. Discuss with teacher and peers.

3. Write your thoughts.

3. Write your thoughts.

3. Deepen Understanding through Discussion (Whole Class or Small Groups)
• Literature Circles, Book Talks, Group Discussions
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(depicted in Figure 1) guides the reading of grade-appropriate text. As the first step, the class gets ready
to read together, by previewing the selection, setting
a purpose (including establishing a knowledge goal)
and making predictions. Next, children meet in small,
needs-based groups (some of which are teacher-led)
to read the selection; then, they re-convene as a whole
class or in small, heterogeneous groups to discuss
the text they have all read. To support successful
engagement when reading difficult text, teachers
determine children’s conditions for success (e.g.,
preteaching important vocabulary, reading aloud or
choral reading a section of the text in preparation for
rereading; using a graphic organizer to guide children’s
recall and discussion); and then they implement
these strategies as they work with students in small,
needs-based groups.
Evidence from the various implementations tell
us that when children with special learning needs
are exposed to a curriculum that includes intensive
practice in reading skills and guided opportunities to
read and re-read grade-appropriate texts, they make
notable gains in word reading skills and comprehension, and these gains show up on formal and informal
assessment measures. In one study (McCormack,
Paratore, & Dahlene, 2003), five of the six children
who had entered the study reading substantially
below grade level (and with an individual educational
plan) fully closed their achievement gap, achieving
grade-level performance on an independent measure at
the end of the school year.

Try it out. To act on the evidence, consider organizing
your literacy block so that children have daily opportunities to read both texts matched to them and texts
that are part of the common grade-level curriculum.
To support their reading of grade-level text, try
various mediation strategies and implement those that
enable children to read and understand the target texts.
Mediation strategies that are helpful before children
read include preteaching essential vocabulary and
reading aloud all or part of the text in preparation
for children’s own reading or reread. Mediation
strategies that are helpful as children read include
choral, partner, or assisted reading; the use of graphic
organizers to focus attention on important ideas; or the
use of targeted “close reading” to support understanding of especially important information. Mediation
strategies that are helpful after reading include recall
and discussing using a graphic organizer; guiding
children to look back in the text to find specific
information, or rereading selected excerpts to recall,
clarify, and interpret important ideas.

Put It All Together
As depicted in Figure 2, the lessons I’ve learned
about literacy instruction lead me to a model in which,
first and foremost, reading and writing are positioned
as opportunities to work collaboratively to seek
answers to important questions and find solutions to
meaningful problems. The decisions we make along
the way—such as the selection of interesting and

FIGURE 2

Put It All Together.
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appropriate texts that children recognize as important
both in and out of school, the introduction of skills
and strategies that will support facile reading, the
assignment of tasks that children will perceive as
important in their in school and out of school lives,
instructional differentiation that enables every child
to succeed—are each important and consequential,
and each decision must be made in the service of the
overarching goal of knowledge-building. Armed with
strategies for collaborative knowledge-building, our
students will be prepared to participate in a global
society in which knowledge is never static and learning
is never done.

IF our teachers lack luster, fewer of their charges
will be as bright as they have been.

Concluding Thoughts

IF teachers do not earn and keep the status and
the respect which their profession requires, their
role will be captured by the practical, committed,
dedicated members of the industrial and commercial communities who can train people very well,
but who cannot afford the expense of the humane
adventure.

I’ll close with words written over five decades ago
by Frank Jennings that I find still resonant today. I was
introduced to Jennings’ work as a first-year doctoral
student by my dear friend and mentor, Professor Lee
Indrisano. In a recent moment of reminiscence, I
returned to his work. In my view, it aptly conveys why
being an excellent teacher matters and why we must
make the instruction we provide our youngsters matter
each and every day. In 1965, Jennings wrote:
Teaching is the most dangerous profession. It
deals with our children, the most precious of our
natural resources. It refines them into brave and
wonderful adults or it grossly degrades them
into dull, over-aged adolescents. Its results color,
mold, and determine the shape of our nation and
the character of our people.

IF our teachers are cowards, they will teach their
cowardice.
IF teachers are not responsible citizens, they will
produce political idiots.
IF teachers become the tools of any pressure group,
rather than the prime artisans of a creative society,
then we will all shrink into a nation of domesticated,
two-legged cattle, capable of nothing but ignorant
brutality toward each other and cud-chewing obedience to the loudest shouters and the best feeders.

Thus, teaching must forever live in creative danger,
but teachers must hold onto the protective warnings
of these terrifying IF’s, lest these warnings become
irremovable realities. (p. xi)
As you teach today and every day forward, I hope
that the lessons I’ve shared here, plus those you have
learned in the past and those that you will learn in
the future, will guide you to be the kind of teacher
Jennings urged us all to be.
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The Critical and Complex Work of
Specialized Literacy Professionals
When we think about adult professional work in
schools, the role of the classroom teacher looms large.
From the one-room schoolhouses of the 19th and 20th
centuries in the United States, to modern comprehensive high schools filled with thousands of students,
teachers have been the single constant across a wide
variety of school structures. Research has made clear
that teacher quality is one of the most significant
factors in determining student learning outcomes
(Darling-Hammond, 2000). Recently the RAND
Corporation (2018) made the statement that “Teachers
matter more to student achievement than any other
aspect of schooling” (para. 2). This notion certainly
maps onto the lived experiences of those who have
spent their careers working in PreK–12 education—
teachers are the heart of all schools.
Notwithstanding the truly important roles that
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teachers play, we have witnessed the proliferation
of a variety of other critical professional roles in
schools over the past hundred years generally, and the
past 30 years specifically. Teaching students to read,
understand, and write complex text within and across
disciplines is one of the most important purposes of
school. Given this fundamental purpose—creating a
literate citizenry—then there are arguably several other
crucial adult professional roles that must be considered
when looking across the educational landscape.
Reading/literacy specialists, literacy coaches, and
literacy coordinators are three interconnected (yet
distinct) roles that have emerged slowly across the
20th and 21st centuries in the United States. While
these roles may not feature prominently in the public’s
consciousness about schooling, they are essential to
the everyday work and success of many teachers and
students. However, the field of education has been
slow to define and evaluate these relatively new and
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FIGURE 1

Google Scholar results for specialized literacy
professional search terms
Search Term

Found in Text

Found in Title

Reading Specialist

14,800 texts

111 texts

Literacy Specialist

3040 texts

18 texts

Literacy Coach

5,850 texts

100 texts

Literacy Coordinator

2,420 texts

4 texts

supportive roles in schools.
A quick search using Google Scholar (see Figure 1)
shows a rough estimate of articles and books that focus
at least in part on the work of reading and literacy
specialists, literacy coaches, and literacy coordinators
published between 1990 and 2018. Note that much of
this writing has focused on defining roles, describing
and understanding the work of these adult professionals in schools.
While some quantitative work has emerged
evaluating the impact of roles such as coaching on
student literacy achievement (Biancarosa, Bryk, &
Dexter, 2010), there is still a great deal more work to
be done in order to clarify the causal chain of events
from the work of specialists, coaches, and coordinators to improved teaching practices and ultimately
to improved student literacy outcomes. While there
is growing evidence to suggest that these roles all
positively influence teachers and students, a lack of a
robust causal research base has given policymakers at
state and district levels room to slash funds for these
roles when budgets become tight.
And so, as we approach the end of the second
decade of the 21st century, we find ourselves at a
unique and interesting time to look backward and
forward at the roles of literacy specialists, coaches,
and coordinators. We find ourselves at a time when
the International Literacy Association (ILA), arguably
the organization best-positioned to define and guide
these roles in the field, has issued a revised document
providing the clearest role definitions to date. ILA’s
Standards for the Preparation of Specialized Literacy
Professionals 2017 (2018) defines each of the three
aforementioned roles, how they overlap, and how
they differ from one another. Moreover, ILA offers a
relatively new, overarching term—specialized literacy
professionals—to describe the work of all professionals
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in schools who specifically support literacy instructional work. This document has widespread implications for how to prepare, support, and evaluate the work
of specialized literacy professionals.
Therefore, in this paper, for the 50th anniversary
of the Massachusetts Reading Association, we have
endeavored to look backward and look forward at the
evolving roles of specialized literacy professionals
(SLPs). First, we look backward by reviewing some
of the history of these roles in the United States over
the 20th and 21st centuries. Next, we look forward by
explaining how the new ILA 2017 Standards define
and support the preparation and work of SLPs today,
as we near the end of the second decade of the 21st
century. Finally, we contextualize current and future
SLP work by sharing some of our own recent research
on the roles and responsibilities of SLPs in K–12
schools across the state of Pennsylvania. This small
research window reinforces earlier findings about SLPs
and suggests a few perennial lessons.

Looking Back: Change as Constant
Over time, there have been several shifts in the role
of reading specialist. In this section, we discuss these
four major shifts and how they affected the roles and
responsibilities of reading specialists.

The Remedial Reading Role
One of the first articles about the role of reading
specialists was written in 1940 by E. W. Dolch, who
called for employing remedial reading specialists
to work with students who were experiencing difficulties with reading. These professionals were to
be responsible for identifying the causes of reading
problems and then plan instruction to provide for the
unique needs of their students. As Dolch stated, all
schools would benefit from the presence of remedial
reading specialists, and he encouraged teachers
interested in helping struggling students learn to read
to gain the knowledge necessary for this role. Sound
familiar? Although some of the language in the article
is dated (e.g., “handicapped students”), the notions
expressed by Dolch were prescient as they described
to a great extent the role of reading specialists in
schools for the next 30 years or so, and especially
after the passage of the Elementary and Secondary

Education Act (ESEA, 1965). This remedial role
was implemented in multiple ways, but generally
specialists taught in either pull-out or in-class contexts.
The pull-out version. Given the overwhelming concern
about the numbers of students of poverty who were
not learning to read, Congress passed the ESEA Act,
which funded a large-scale, federally funded program
to provide supplemental support to students identified
as economically deprived. What made sense at the
time was that funds would be restricted—only eligible
students would receive this instruction. Moreover, the
instruction would be offered by teachers who were
prepared to work with this population of students and
would be supplemental to the instruction students
received in their classrooms. This prompted an overwhelming need for certified reading specialists who
could provide this type of instruction. These teachers
were often called Title I teachers or reading specialists,
and they provided what was called remedial reading
instruction, generally in pull-out settings. Such settings
ensured that the materials and approaches used by these
specialists were restricted only to those students who
left their classrooms for specialized services. Generally,
materials and instructional approaches were not shared
with classroom teachers.
Since 1965, billions of dollars have been spent
in implementing this large-scale program. However,
the results of large-scale evaluation studies over time
indicated only modest impact on student achievement
overall (Borman, & D’Agostino, 2001; Kennedy,
Birman, & Demaline, 1986). Title I, in the early years,
served as a funding stream with much variability
in local programming, and little emphasis on its
services as an integral component of whole-school
improvement. Researchers speculated that there were
various causes for the lack of impact. In this paper,
we focus on those factors related to the ways in which
reading specialists functioned.
First, given the highly restricted nature of the
pull-out instruction, and the general lack of communication with classroom teachers, the instruction
provided in the pull-out settings was not necessarily
congruent with what students were receiving in their
classroom settings (Allington, 1986; Allington &
Shake, 1986; Walp & Walmsley, 1989). Title I teachers
often lacked knowledge about the instruction students

were receiving in their classrooms, and they did not
share their own instruction either. Generally speaking,
the students identified for Title I instruction were least
likely to handle this type of fragmented instruction.
Furthermore, some classroom teachers assumed they
had no responsibility for teaching these students to
read, even though the instruction provided by the
specialists was identified as supplemental.
Another concern was voiced by classroom
teachers who had difficulty dealing with the
disruption of the pull-out programs. Their concerns
are illustrated in this excerpt from an article
published in a teachers’ organization newsletter:
“They slip in and out with such frequency that I
rarely have my whole class together for any length of
time on any given day . . . I teach in bits and pieces
to parts of the whole” (Anonymous, 1986).
The push-in version. Changes were made in ESEA
legislation in 1988, calling for additional communication among reading specialists, classroom teachers, and
special educators, with greater emphasis on instruction
occurring in the classrooms of students receiving
Title I services. Moreover, reading specialists were
encouraged to share their materials and approaches
with classroom teachers. Although this change seemed
to be a positive one, it too created problems for both
reading specialists and classroom teachers. Neither
group was prepared for this change, and many reading
specialists were confused about how they should
function in another professional’s classroom. Some
found themselves serving as aides.
During this time, schools with large numbers of
eligible Title I students were permitted to apply to be
school-wide programs, that is, rather than targeting
specific students only, all students in such a school were
eligible to receive the services of reading specialists,
enabling the classroom teachers and reading specialists
to work together to improve instruction for all students.

A Dual Role
Given this emphasis on an in-class model of
instruction, reading specialists found that a key aspect
of their position was being able to work effectively
with adults, a new and necessary set of skills. In 1981,
Bean and Wilson, in their book, Effecting Change
in School Reading Programs: The Resource Role,
emphasized the importance of specialists having the
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leadership, communication, and interpersonal skills
that would enable them to work effectively with their
colleagues. Universities preparing reading specialists
began to incorporate experiences in their programs
that addressed these leadership skills. In 1998, Snow,
Burns, and Griffin, in their landmark text, Preventing
Reading Difficulties in Young Children, strengthened
this emphasis on the dual role of reading specialists;
that is, specialists should both provide direct instruction
to students and also support teacher learning to ensure
quality classroom instruction.
Given these changes in the role, and ongoing concern
about what and how reading specialists were functioning
in schools, in the late 1990s, the International Reading
Association (now the International Literacy Association)
appointed a commission to investigate the ways in which
reading specialists across the country functioned in
schools. The research of that commission resulted in the
following findings: (a) reading specialists have multiple
responsibilities; (b) most reading specialists worked collaboratively with teachers, serving as a resource to them,
and (c) according to principals, reading specialists were
viewed as having an important role in schools (Quatroche,
Bean, & Hamilton, 2001; Bean, Cassidy, Grumet,
Shelton, & Wallis, 2002; Bean, Swan, & Knaub, 2003).
These papers supported the IRA Position Statement on
the Role of the Reading Specialist (IRA, 2000), which
identified three important aspects of the role: Diagnosis
and Assessment, Instruction, and Leadership.

The Interventionist Role
In 2004, Response to Intervention (RtI), an initiative
which emerged from the reauthorization of IDEA
(IDEA, 2004) created implications for the design
of reading instruction in schools. The goal of RtI
was to reduce the number of students identified for
special education by providing early identification of
needs and immediate intervention. Such instruction
called for a multilevel model for differentiation (i.e.,
a tiered framework) and identified the key role of
interventionists to provide additional and specialized
instruction, beyond what students received from their
classroom teachers. And many reading specialists
again found themselves spending extensive amounts
of time providing direct instruction to students. At the
same time, given the call for a coordinated approach
to instruction, and the presence of a leadership team
22

composed of many different professionals (e.g.,
reading specialists, coaches, teachers, principals,
special educators) there was much evidence of collaboration and shared leadership (Bean & Lilienstein,
2012). Reading specialists were often involved in more
informal coaching, providing resources and support
to teachers, while coaches had a more formal role,
not only coaching, but often working closely with
principals to lead efforts to develop, implement, and
evaluate a coordinated literacy program.

The Coaching Role
Although many reading specialists during the 1980s
through the 1990s were responsible for working collaboratively with teachers, often serving as a resource
to them, it was the passing of the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLBA, P.L. 17-110) and its programmatic arm,
Reading First, that highlighted the need for ongoing,
job-embedded, professional learning for teachers.
Professionals, known as reading coaches, were hired
by schools receiving Reading First funds; and given
that there were few programs preparing these professionals, reading specialists were often assigned to
function in this new and different role. Again, given
the newness of this role, schools found themselves
struggling to define exactly what these professionals
should be doing, and thus, there was great variation
in how these coaches functioned in schools. In 2006,
an IRA survey of over 1,000 literacy coaches found
that these coaches spent only 2–4 hours per week
observing, modeling, and talking with teachers (Roller,
2006). Deussen, Coskie, Robinson, & Autio, 2007)
found great variation in how coaches in Reading First
schools allocated their time. On average, coaches
spent only 28% of their time working with teachers,
although they had been asked to spend 60–80% of
their time in classroom-related activities. Bean, Draper,
Hall, Vandermolen, and Zigmond (2010) in their
interviews with 20 Reading First coaches also found
great variability in how coaches allocated their time
and, furthermore, a significantly greater percentage
of students scoring at proficiency in schools where
coaches spent more time working with teachers.
Obviously, there was a need for additional preparation
and ongoing professional learning to assist coaches
in succeeding in their roles. This was true across all
K–12 grade levels given an increased emphasis on

coaching in secondary schools. This emphasis occurred
in part because of the Common Core State Standards
(NGA/CCSSO, 2010), and its focus on literacy in all
of the disciplines. Many secondary schools employed
coaches to support teachers as they grappled with
the rigorous expectations of these standards in their
respective disciplines.
Since 2000, there has been much research about
questions related to the role of the reading specialist
and the literacy coach: Are they distinct? What are
the overlaps? How should they be prepared? What
impact do they have on classroom practices and
student learning? In 2014, Galloway and Lesaux, in
their synthesis of the roles of the reading specialist,
again highlighted the fact that these professionals had
multiple roles that required them to assume a leadership
position in the school. At the same time, a second
national study (Bean et al., 2015) was conducted to
investigate the differences between these various roles.
The results of this 2015 study revealed that there were
distinct role groups that included those who worked
primarily with students (interventionists and reading
specialists), those who worked with teachers (coaches),
and those who led or developed literacy programs
(coordinators/supervisors). This research led to a
new position statement by the renamed International
Literacy Association (ILA) about the distinctions
between and among three specific roles: the reading/
literacy specialist, the literacy coach, and the literacy
coordinator/supervisor (ILA, 2015a). The term,
“specialized literacy professionals” was coined and
served as an umbrella term to describe the roles. This
position statement and its accompanying research brief
(ILA, 2015b) were used to guide the development of
the ILA Standards 2017 (ILA, 2018).

Looking Forward: The Work Is
More Complex and Important
Than Ever Before
New Names and New Standards:
The ILA 2017 Standards
Now that we’ve taken a look back, let’s begin to
look forward by briefly examining the new ILA 2017
Standards. The names, or titles, of reading/literacy
specialist, literacy coach, and literacy coordinator are

often used interchangeably in schools and districts,
yet the job descriptions and preparation for each role
require markedly different and often overlapping
responsibilities. Standards 2017 writers examined the
research on the present-day SLP roles, including the
findings described in The Multiple Roles of SchoolBased Specialized Literacy Professionals Research
Brief (ILA, 2015b) and related Position Statement
(ILA, 2015a). Standards 2017 has “sharpened the
terminology” as recommended by Galloway and
Lesaux (2014, p. 524), by describing each role and
setting distinct standards for the preparation of reading/
literacy specialists, literacy coaches, and literacy coordinators. The reading/literacy specialist standards focus
on an instructional role, while maintaining an emphasis
on the need for collaborative work with colleagues and
administrators. Literacy coach standards place primary
emphasis on working with teachers in schools. Finally,
literacy coordinator standards emphasize districtwide
leadership of literacy programs (Bean & Kern, 2018).

Outlining the Five Key Shifts in
the ILA 2017 Standards
Current specialized literacy professionals, those
preparing to enter the PK–12 education profession in
one of these roles, and literacy teacher educators will
be interested to know the five key shifts in Standards
2017. First, Standards 2017 comprise all aspects
of literacy—reading, writing, speaking, listening,
viewing, and visually representing—rather than the
reading-only focus in Standards 2010 (IRA, 2010).
Preparing to teach literacy requires a depth and breadth
of knowledge on literacy foundations, skills, and
strategies. Second, specialized literacy professionals
today must not only understand and be able to teach
colleagues about a range of systematic and explicit
interventions based on individual student needs, but
they also must know how to critically examine and
implement literacy curricula and instructional methods,
including literacy practices across the disciplines. The
third key shift involves the ever-increasing importance
of assessment and evaluation in schools and districts
today. Specialized literacy professionals must be
adept at selecting, administering, analyzing, and
sharing literacy assessment data to inform instruction.
Advocating for diverse learners and equitable
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education policies and practices is the fourth key shift
in Standards 2017. Specialized literacy professionals
are in a key role to influence access to excellent and
equitable literacy education to meet the diverse needs
of children and youth today. The fifth key shift—digital
literacy—requires SLPs to develop their own professional digital literacy knowledge, skills, and strategies
and those of their students and colleagues. Providing
student access to quality digital and traditional texts,
teaching safe and ethical use of online materials, and
knowing how to establish a socially, emotionally,
and physically safe classroom environment in school
and virtually are all necessary for 21st-century SLPs.
Ultimately, based on decades of research, the Standards
2017 represent perhaps the clearest demarcation to
date of the various roles and responsibilities of SLPs in
the field, including recommendations for how best to
prepare and support such professionals.

Illustrating the Present and Future
of SLP Work With Recent Survey and
Interview Data
In order to look ahead even further and gain an
accurate and comprehensive understanding of how
SLPs function in schools today, we have spent the
last two years engaged in a multiphase research
study. The three-phase study included: 1) a survey
of K–12 schools’ principals to investigate their
perceptions of the SLPs’ work in the schools (Bean,
Swan Dagen, Ippolito & Kern, 2018); 2) a survey of
SLPs identified by the principals to determine how
they themselves viewed their roles; and 3) interviews
with a subset of surveyed SLPs to gain in-depth
information about their roles and challenges. The participating schools, located in Pennsylvania, received
five years of federal funding to improve literacy
outcomes through a statewide Striving Readers
Grant. As part of each school’s comprehensive plan,
funds were available to hire literacy coaches or other
specialized literacy professionals.
Recognizing how busy principals are, in Phase 1,
we designed a 32-item survey that took approximately
15 minutes to complete. The results of this short survey
elicited a variety of data about the school’s literacy
program and key personnel. We analyzed the results
from 103 K–12 schools, representing 68 primary/
elementary schools and 35 middle/high schools. Given
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the longstanding lack of SLPs at the middle and high
school, we were particularly pleased to have so many
principals in that grade band represented. Overall, we
learned that, proportionally, the primary/elementary
schools employed more reading specialists while the
middle/high schools employed more literacy coaches.
Because of grant funding, both primary/elementary
and middle/high school principals reported having
more than one type of specialized literacy professional
on staff—meaning for some, they had both a reading
specialist and literacy coach.
In this survey, we asked principals about their
perception of how frequently (often, sometimes,
rarely, never) the school’s reading/literacy specialists
and literacy coaches engaged in nine specific
activities critical to the position (e.g., assessing
students, working with the principal, providing professional learning for groups of teachers, supporting
teachers in the academic disciplines). Across the
103 schools, there were statistically significant
differences between three activities. Reading
specialists engaged with instruction more frequently
than literacy coaches, and literacy coaches engaged
more often with co-planning/co-teaching and helping
teachers understand data.
We also asked the principals to identify the three
SLP activities they considered to be most important
for supporting the literacy programs in their schools
(see Table 1). The principals responded that assessing
students (59%) and instructing students (88%) were
important activities for reading/literacy specialists,
TABLE 1

Activities identified as “most important”
by 103 school principals for each SLP type
Phase 1
Reading/
literacy
specialists

Literacy
coaches

Activity

%

Instructing students

88

Helping teachers use and
understand data

62

Assessing students

59

Coaching teachers

77

Providing professional learning
opportunities for groups of teachers

60

Helping teachers use and
understand data

57

and that coaching teachers (77%) and providing
professional learning opportunities for groups of
teachers (60%) were most important for literacy
coaches. Across both SLP types, there was one
activity principals reported as most important for
both roles: helping teachers use and understand data.
Sixty-two percent of principals identified this activity
as important for reading/literacy specialists, and 57%
reported this as an important activity for literacy
coaches. We consider this to be a prime example of
productive overlap between roles, as we view this
activity as a clear-cut leadership responsibility.
Notably, the principals reported that reading/literacy
specialists and literacy coaches were engaged in very
similar activities regardless of whether they were in
primary/elementary or middle/secondary schools.
Finally, the principals reported that their SLPs did have
an influence on each school’s literacy program, raising
student achievement, improving instructional practice,
and creating a culture of collaboration and improvement.
While we appreciated what we learned from
principals, we felt it important to hear directly from the
SLPs. Anticipating this, we asked principals to provide
the name and contact information for one SLP in each
school who we could contact directly. Recognizing the
SLPs were just as busy as principals, we created a short
25-item survey (about 10 minutes to complete) based
on findings from the principal survey. A survey link was
sent to 48 SLPs, and 30 completed the survey for a 63%
return rate. At the time we surveyed this group (spring
2018), the Striving Readers funding cycle had ended.
The SLPs completing this survey provided us
with more detailed information on their educational
backgrounds, roles, and responsibilities. The SLPs
identified with a variety of role types including teacher
(n=4), reading/literacy specialist (n=7), literacy coach
(n=7), literacy coordinator (n=2), administrator (n=1),
and some combination of multiple SLP roles (n=9).
Their years’ experience in their current position ranged:
one year (n=5), 2–5 years (n=13), 6–10 years (n=6),
and greater than 10 years (n=6). When reporting on
highest level of education, 25 of 30 SLPs indicated
having earned a Master’s degree and one SLP with a
doctorate. The SLPs in this population have also earned
advanced certification with 20 of 30 certificated reading
specialists and three with literacy coaching certification. The SLPS also reported additional ancillary

certifications: English learner certification, dyslexia certification, and principal credentials. When asked about
a formal job description, 21 of 30 SLPs indicated their
school provided them with a formal job description.
In addition to the expected responsibilities of the SLP
role, some indicated being assigned to responsibilities
not typical of their position type (e.g., gifted education,
library/media). All 30 SLPs reported having classroom
teaching experience, a qualification that ILA has
advocated for those fulfilling reading specialists/literacy
coaching positions (ILA, 2018; Frost & Bean, 2006).
The SLPs who worked directly with students, mainly
reading/literacy specialists and some literacy coaches,
did so through pull-out instruction (n=8), in-class
instruction (n=3), and a combination of both (n=4).
The SLPs who reported working often with teachers,
mainly literacy coaches and some reading/literacy
specialists and coordinators, did so through multiple
pathways including co-planning with individuals
(n=13), co-teaching with individuals (n=13), engaging
in observations and debriefing with individuals (n=12),
and working with teams of teachers (n=14). Eight
SLPs indicated they worked equally with individual
teachers and groups of teachers. In sum, these SLPs
are educated, experienced, and engaged in a variety of
responsibilities, with both teachers and students.
In this second phase, one objective was to
corroborate the Phase 1 (principal) findings regarding
frequency of engagement in key activities. While
creating the new survey, the findings from Phase 1
guided our revisions, and the nine activities were
expanded to 19 activities organized thematically as
TABLE 2

Activities reported often/sometimes by SLPs
Phase 2

Often/Sometimes

% of SLPs

Helping teachers use and
understand data

100%

Assessing students

86%

Coaching teachers (groups)

85%

Providing professional learning
opportunities for groups of
teachers

85%

Coaching teachers (individuals)

81%

Instructing students

76%
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follows: work with students, work with teachers, and
work with schools/systems. These thematic headings
were not visible to the SLPs. When we presented this
list of 19 items, we asked SLPs to indicate frequency
using four descriptors: often, sometimes, rarely, or
never. Results from the SLPs corroborated principals’
original perceptions of the specialists’ work. The table
below summarizes the percentages of the 30 SLPs
(specialists, coaches, and coordinators combined)
who reported engaging in activities either “often”
or “sometimes.” This table displays the six (out of
19 possible) activities that the principals originally
identified as most important in Phase 1. As evident, the
SLPs are engaged frequently in the activities deemed
most important by the principal.
Principals identified specific areas for each SLP
role with only helping teachers use and understand
data as a commonality of both reading/literacy
specialists and literacy coaches. Every SLP in this
second phase indicated that data analysis is something
they do as part their work. A high percentage of the
SLPs also indicated they assessed students, coached
peers, and engaged in professional learning with
teachers. This suggests that many SLPs are embracing
the activities deemed most important by their
principal, regardless of position and title.
When prompted to elaborate on the nuances of
their position, the SLPs’ descriptions supported their
frequency reporting and included instances of working
both with students and teachers, and serving as an
advocate for their school’s students. Below are two
representative statements:
I oversee student reading support in Grades K–3,
provide small group support (push-in and pull-out
models) daily with research-based intensive intervention programs. I conduct progress monitoring
assessments weekly, universal screeners, and
benchmark assessments. I coordinate small
groups for pull-out and push-in aide support and
provide them with instructional materials. I also
monitor their students’ progress. I conduct professional development sessions and collaborate with
K–3 Grade Level teachers. I am also a member of
the MTSS Team and the SAP Team. I also run the
Snack Pack Program to assure students don’t go
hungry on the weekends. I run the Targeted Title
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I Program in our school to assure we meet all the
federal guidelines for the funding.
—Reading/literacy specialist
I work to improve literacy and learning for all students
and support professional growth for all educators.
I am involved in various efforts such as curriculum
development and implementation; data collection,
reporting, and analysis; one-on-one coaching with
classroom teachers to improve student learning;
small group professional development; reading
incentive programs; developing and maintaining
family and community partnerships.
—Literacy coach

Recognizing the limitations of survey research, we
wanted to learn more about the daily work of the SLPs,
their influence on their school’s literacy program, how
their responsibilities are distributed, and the challenges
they face. We are currently and actively reaching out to
the SLPs to interview them individually, as we embark
on Phase 3 of this multi-pronged study.
In all, this multi-phase research project suggests that
the formal titles for these SLP positions don’t necessarily
explain exactly how they are expected to perform in
schools. The SLP roles in Pennsylvania are multifaceted
and perhaps indicative of SLP work nationwide: there is
overlap in the responsibilities regardless of title; SLPs are
engaged in multiple roles; and all SLP positions include
degrees of informal leadership responsibilities within the
school context. Principals in these schools believe the
SLP role is influential to the school’s literacy programs,
and importantly, they are acutely aware and appreciative
of the work of their SLPs.
We still have much to learn about each of the SLP
roles are enacted in the field, if we wish to more clearly
delineate the skills and knowledge these professionals
need to be effective in their positions. The ILA Standards
2017 recommendations, and the distinctions between
and among the three roles of specialist, coach, and
coordinator provide some direction for those preparing
these professionals and for the schools who employ
them. At the same time, given the unique contexts in
which these professionals work, schools will need to
develop their own context-specific job descriptions and
offer professional learning and leadership opportunities
to support SLPs to work effectively in the schools.

What Have We Learned?
Over the past 80 years we have learned an
enormous amount about the influence that educational
policies have had on the evolution of the role of
the reading specialist. These policies have often
been an impetus for research, both large- and smallscale, and for recommendations about how the role
and preparation for the role must be changed so
that instruction for these struggling students can be
improved. As we look backward and consider where
we have been, and look forward to where we might be
go next, several key points can be highlighted.
1. Given the influence of national and state educational policy on the roles of specialized literacy
professionals, there is a need for educators, especially those who serve in SLP roles, to be aware
of various policy issues and to serve as advocates for what we believe and understand are the
most effective ways to use the services of these
specialists. Such advocacy is required also by
our state and national literacy associations who
can more broadly disseminate current information and serve in key advocacy roles.
2. Throughout the years, ongoing research studies have helped us understand what individuals
serving in SLP roles are being asked to do, their

perceptions about their responsibilities, the challenges they face, and the impact they have on both
teaching practices and student literacy learning.
Research must continue to explore SLP work;
and specifically, we need to periodically replicate
previous studies to determine whether and when
SLP roles shift.
3. Finally, our summary leads us to conclude that the
role of specialized literacy professionals—and especially reading/literacy specialists—will almost
certainly always be changing, given new demands and challenges in society and in education.
Further, educators who work as SLPs will always
tend to play multiple roles, dependent on the nature of the context in which they serve. They will
need to adapt to changing times, the changing nature of the students and teachers with whom they
work, and changing educational expectations.
As we look forward to the next decades of literacy
instructional work and related professional learning
in schools, we are certain that there is a place for
SLPs in both day-to-day teaching and learning and in
leadership roles. We must all continue to advocate for
the research and policies needed to continue supporting
these critical roles in our schools—on behalf of
creating a literate and engaged citizenry.
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Introduction

I

n 2018, the International Literacy Association (ILA)
released new standards for reading professionals.
The release of the revised standards brings to light
the need for high-quality training and development
of literacy coaches along with some shifts in the
knowledge and role literacy coaches play within
schools. These shifts place literacy coaches at the
forefront of the effective use of technology in literacy
instruction, increased emphasis on disciplinary literacy
strategies across content areas and grade levels, and a
more intense focus on diversity and efforts towards a
social justice agenda (ILA, 2018b).
The new ILA standards bring clarity to the role of
the coach stating that “the primary goal of literacy
coaches is to work with individual and groups of
teachers and to facilitate schoolwide improvement of
literacy teaching and learning” (ILA, 2018b, p. 43).
According to Dean, Dyal, Wright, Carpenter, and
Austin (2010), effective literacy coaching has positively
impacted teacher delivery of literacy instruction, and
subsequently, student literacy achievement. Historically,
literacy coaching has taken many different forms
including that of intensive work with struggling readers,
peer coaching, and leadership roles within the school,
such as scheduling. These roles often vary greatly
within schools across the United States (Kissel, Mraz,
Alogzzine, & Stover, 2011; Poglinco et al., 2003;
Walpole & Blamey, 2008). In light of the 2017 ILA
standards, literacy coaches need to be knowledgeable about the shifts in their roles in order to better
support teacher colleagues, administrators, and their
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local communities. These shifts will have a significant
impact on future research, design, and implementation
of literacy coach training and development programs.
Therefore, the purpose of this article is to highlight how
the role of the literacy coach has responded to changes
in research and policy by discussing the new roles of
coaches based on the recently released ILA standards.

Historical Contexts
Since the Improving America’s Schools Act of
1994, professional development has been recognized
as an important dimension of improving teaching and
learning (Riley, 1995). This act emphasized the shift
from one-stop workshops to an integrated approach
to professional development (Riley, 1995). The shift
was intended to place teachers and administrators as
seekers of the type of professional development they
wanted to receive. As such, teachers were expected
to engage in reflective practices, employ new instructional practices, and craft new learning outcomes for
students (Darling-Hammond & McLaughlin, 1995).
Research from this era of teacher reform brought to life
the importance of teacher inquiry and collaboration,
reflective practices, modeling, and coaching (DarlingHammond & McLaughlin, 1995).
Around the same time that the federal government
was passing legislation requiring school districts
to develop and provide professional development
to teachers and administrators, the Ohio State
University was developing a project called the Literacy
Collaborative. Literacy Collaborative is a coachingbased framework for reforming a school’s literacy

program in order to support student literacy learning
(Biancarosa, Byrk, & Dexter, 2010). The coaching
framework in Literacy Collaborative provided literacy
coaches with specific techniques for supporting and
developing teacher and administrator colleagues’
literacy teaching skills (DeFord, 2007). Specifically,
Literacy Collaborative trained literacy coaches in
providing professional development workshops
and working with teachers in a one-to-one setting
(Biancarosa et al., 2010). The latter was emphasized in
the training as the most effective way of developing and
supporting teachers as they refined their instructional
literacy practices. As such, Literacy Collaborative
provided one of the first frameworks to describe how
the literacy coach should operate in a school system
and address the requirements from federal legislation
for providing ongoing and specific professional
development for teachers and administrators.
Additional legislation was introduced and passed
in the early 2000s that supported the need for literacy
coaches in schools. The No Child Left Behind Act
(NCLB) reiterated the need for high-quality teacher
training and professional development in literacy
practices, while also emphasizing the need for
specialists to provide support for struggling and at-risk
readers (NCLB, 2002). Reading First, a federally
funded reading project resulting from NCLB, was
developed to improve reading outcomes for low-performing schools, focusing on beginning reading
instruction (Deussen, Coskie, Robinson, & Autio,
2007). Nearly all schools receiving the Reading First
grant were required to hire a reading coach, leading
to national attention on literacy coaching as a schoolbased position and dramatic increases in the number
of practicing literacy coaches (National Reading
Technical Assistance Center [NRTAC], 2010). For
example, in 2006, over five thousand literacy coaching
positions were added to schools across the nation as
a result of Reading First (NRTAC, 2010). Since then,
literacy coach positions have become increasingly
prevalent in schools across the United States.
However, the role of the literacy coach has been
left without a definitive definition, resulting in
various interpretations and models of coaching across
schools, districts, and states (Dean et al., 2010). Prior
research has discussed the perceptions that educational

personnel have for the literacy coach role (Dean et al.,
2010; DiMeglio & Mangin, 2010; Kissel, et al., 2011;
Rainville & Jones, 2008; Walpole & Blamey, 2008).
These widely varying perceptions have resulted in
different understandings of the literacy coach position.
Van Leent and Exley (2013) explained that literacy
coaches take on a variety of identities which has led
to role confusion among coaches. As such, these
perceptions have greatly influenced the day to day
work of the literacy coach.
Walpole and Blamey (2008) reported in a five-state
survey that 45% of a literacy coach’s work week was
spent on tasks unrelated to the roles of a literacy coach
as identified by the ILA (2010) standards. Numerous
reasons for this mismatch exist, including a lack
of specific job descriptions, lack of training for the
literacy coach position, and changing perspectives of
the literacy coach position (Dean et al., 2010; Marsh
et al., 2008; Van Leent & Exley, 2013; Walpole &
Blamey, 2008). In addition, in a recent survey of current
elementary literacy coaches, 44% indicated they have
never received training on the 2010 ILA standards for
the role of a literacy coach (Ulenski, 2017).
Barriers such as state and federal policies, administrators’ perspectives, and school cultures, prevented
literacy coaches from performing tasks that were
aligned with the 2010 ILA standards. Research supports
long-term professional development for literacy
coaches as a solution to overcoming these barriers
(Stover, Kissel, Haag, & Shoniker, 2011). This professional development must meet the needs of the literacy
coach and support them within their position, especially
given the new ILA standards for literacy coaches.

ILA’s Influence on the Coaching Role
In 2004, ILA, formerly the International Reading
Association (IRA), released a position statement titled
The Roles and Qualifications of the Reading Coach
in the United States that noted the lack of clarity,
formal training, and understanding for the role of the
reading coach as a result of a lack of formally agreed
upon set of standards or definitions for the role (IRA,
2004). This occurred in the United States during a time
when classroom teachers were expected to be highly
qualified and engage in reflective practices, thus setting
the stage for literacy coaching standards (Van Cleave
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& Dailey, 2007). Two years later, ILA and the National
Council of Teachers of English developed the Literacy
Coaching Clearinghouse to develop additional research,
knowledge, and practice surrounding the literacy
coaching role (DeFord, 2007). This led ILA (formerly
IRA) to release a set of standards in 2010 outlining the
role of the literacy coach/specialist in The Standards
for Reading Professionals 2010 (ILA, 2010). These
six standards in 2010 provided direction and attempted
to solve the earlier problem of a lack of understanding for the role of the literacy coach. They explained
the foundational knowledge a coach should possess,
described how a coach would support the implementation of curriculum and best practices, characterized
a coach’s ability to critique and analyze assessments,
gave recommendations to address and support diverse
learners, detailed how to support classroom teachers in
developing a literacy-rich environment welcoming to
all, and explained how to engage themselves and others
in ongoing professional development (ILA, 2010).
The release of the ILA standards for reading professional brought clarity to a formerly ambiguous
literacy coaching role. The standards state that literacy
coaches serve as advocates for struggling readers and
writers, lead school literacy programs, provide professional development, support teachers and administrators by providing resources in literacy, and serve
as a coordinator of literacy at a school or district level.
These roles are reinforced in the six standards (previous
paragraph) with explicit tasks that literacy coaches
should aim to address in their positions. These standards
provided a common language for the role of a literacy
coach across the education community worldwide,
including school districts across the United States.
In addition to the Standards for Reading
Professionals, the International Literacy Association
developed and released a literacy leadership brief in
2018 outlining new detailed models for how the coach
may operate at the school-site. The three identified
models include coaching to conform, coaching into
practice, and coaching for transformation (ILA,
2018a). The most common model used in schools is
the coaching to conform model. In this model, the
coach helps teachers implement a program, innovation,
and/or standards. This is accomplished through
observation and feedback as the coach takes on a more
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direct and commanding role (ILA, 2018a).
In the second coaching model, coaching into
practice, the coach is scaffolding the teacher in implementing the teachers’ choices for instruction and their
desired outcomes for students (ILA, 2018a). This is
accomplished partially through self-reflection about
one’s own practice. In this model, the coach asks
questions, listens, and supports teachers in enacting a
plan of action for instruction.
The third model, coaching for transformation,
challenges the teacher and coach to rethink their
practices and policies through reflection. All three
models may be used by one coach, however, ILA
(2018a) suggests that the model the coach uses should
reflect their school needs and situations and that
coaches would not necessarily need to use all models.

Shifts in the Revised Reading
Professional Standards
for Literacy Coaches
ILA’s (2018b) standards for reading professionals
highlight the role of the literacy coach by separating
it from the role of the reading specialist, as these two
roles were intertwined in the last set of standards. This
change concentrates the perspective of the role of
the literacy coach solely on working with classroom
teachers, administrators, and the community, rather
than also providing intervention support for students.
As such, the ILA positions a literacy coach as a change
agent responsible for promoting an equitable literacy
education for all students through their work with
others. According to the new standards, in addition
to extensive knowledge of literacy development and
pedagogy, literacy coaches should be able to apply
principles of andragogy, critically examine literacy
practices, promote reflective discussions that address
issues of equity and access, and advocate for change
within their schools and communities necessitating shifts in thinking about their role (ILA, 2018b).
Although these skills for literacy coaches are not new,
the standards place increased emphasis on integrating
technology within classrooms in authentic ways,
supporting disciplinary literacy strategies across
subjects, fostering a culture of equity, and supporting
teachers, students, and their local community in taking
a social justice stance.

Emphasis on Technology
Increasingly, schools are providing teachers and
students access to various forms of technology in the
classroom including interactive whiteboards, laptops,
and tablets (Hohlfeld, Ritzhaupt, Dawson, & Wilson,
2017). In addition, almost all schools in the United
States now have access to the Internet, although the
reliability of that access often comes into question by
teachers. Even with these steps forward in creating
equitable access to technology, many students,
especially those in high needs schools, are not using
these technological tools in ways that enhance their
skills as 21st-century learners, such as researching,
creating, designing, remixing, and communicating
information. Hohlfeld et al. (2017) administered a
survey across 67 school districts in Florida and found
“low-SES (socioeconomic status) students generally
use software more for computer-directed activities
such as drill and practice or remedial work, while
their High-SES counterparts are using software for
more student controlled activities such as creating
with or communicating through technology” (p.
135). Even among high-SES populations, Leu et
al. (2014) found that only 50% of seventh-grade
students demonstrated effective online research
skills. One cause of these disparities is that teachers
report feeling underprepared when integrating
technology into their instruction in meaningful and
authentic ways (Hutchison & Woodward, 2018;
Kopcha, 2012)
These disparities in teachers’ technology use in
the classroom and students’ digital literacy skills
place literacy coaches at the center of improved
technology integration efforts. Therefore, the new
ILA standards (2018) acknowledge that the definition
of literacy is ever expanding to include a variety
of ways to read, write, and communicate across
many text modalities and skills in navigating these
new literacies are essential for college and career
readiness. The Common Core State Standards
(CCSS) require students to thoughtfully utilize
technology in ways that enhance literacy skills.
Subsequently, the ILA standards place an emphasis
on ensuring coaches have knowledge of 21st-century
literacy practices that engage students in physical,
social, and virtual learning environments and

demonstrate how equitable access to new technologies can be meaningfully integrated within literacy
instruction to better support the ongoing efforts of
teachers (ILA, 2018b).
The language used throughout the standards for
literacy coaches includes a focus on technology
in various ways, including terms such as visually
representing, digital learning, multimodal tools,
digital and online reading materials, transformative
teaching practices, and online environments (ILA,
2018b). Coaches should understand theories of digital
learning, be able to integrate technology within
literacy lessons, literacy assessment, and the school’s
literacy plan to support various dimensions of literacy
learning, and generate dialogue in their schools and
local communities about appropriate and safe uses of
technology by children. They should also be able to
support teachers in evaluating technological tools for
specific teaching purposes. Finally, the standards state
how reading specialists who are becoming coaches
may participate in collaborative coaching activities
for professional growth using digital tools such as
video-conferencing and online professional learning
networks (ILA, 2018b).
Consider one specific example of this shift
included in the second component of standard five,
“Candidates facilitate teachers’ use of a variety of
digital and print materials that engage and motivate
learners and optimize access to materials that
increase student choice and support school goals”
(ILA, 2018b, p. 50). In this component alone, at
minimum, coaches need to be apprised of various
types of digital media, tools, and applications and be
able to effectively support teachers in accessing and
evaluating these resources for their use. If a coach
is supporting a teacher in selecting texts for a genre
study on biographies, the coach might guide the
teacher to consider multimodal text selections. The
podcast for kids The Past and the Curious (see http://
thepastandthecurious.com/) features interesting,
little-known stories from history and would support
students’ listening skills. When working with the
teacher, the coach may help the teacher consider a
podcast as a supporting text, guide the teacher to
the website, and provide the teacher with criteria for
selecting an appropriate episode for the class.
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Emphasis on Disciplinary Literacy
“Every teacher is a reading teacher!” Many
content area teachers have heard this educational
saying before, but refute the practices implied therein,
explaining they do not have time to teach both
reading skills and their content. Yet, to understand the
content of a discipline, students should be engaged
in the habits of mind that experts within a particular
discipline employ (Gillis, 2014). This is the premise
behind disciplinary literacy practices, which Rainey,
Maher, Coupland, Franchi, and Moje (2015) describe
as “shared language and symbolic tools that members
of academic disciplines (e.g., biology, philosophy,
musical theater, architecture and design, psychology)
use to construct knowledge alongside others” (p. 371).
Apprenticing students into the ways members of a
discipline think, read, write, and communicate allows
them to use these discourses as they interact with
content (Gillis, 2014). When teaching disciplinary
literacy strategies, the teacher should emphasize
content first while incorporating disciplinary literacy
practices that help students understand the content.
As teachers emphasize disciplinary literacy practices,
they support students in examining the academic
language used within disciplinary text and guide them
in applying these language patterns and techniques in
their classwork (Gillis, 2014).
Although disciplinary literacy practices are
promoted mostly in middle and high school grades,
these practices should play a role in elementary
classrooms as well when implemented in developmentally appropriate ways (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014).
For example, Wright and Gotwals (2017) designed
and implemented two science units focusing on disciplinary literacy practices with kindergarteners that
emphasized discussions where students make a claim,
provide specific evidence to support the claim, and
explain their reasoning that connects the evidence with
the claim, a claim-evidence-reasoning heuristic. This
is an explanation model commonly used to support
scientific explanations and arguments within the
discipline. Results indicate that these kindergarteners
better understood the science concepts, engaged in
more sophisticated science talk utilizing academic
language, and showed more engagement in science
explorations than peers who received the content using
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the traditional district mandated curriculum (Wright
& Gotwals, 2017). Attention to disciplinary literacy
practices has taken hold given the CCSS emphasis on
informational text reading and close reading strategies
embedded in Kindergarten through 5th grade and
specific standards for literacy in social studies/history,
science, and technical subjects for 6th grade through
12th grade (Zygouris-Coe, 2012). Therefore, a shift
in the ILA (2018b) standards for coaches highlights
disciplinary literacy practices across all grade levels,
but particularly in secondary schools. As such, literacy
coaches must be flexible as they support content area
teachers in identifying and teaching literacy practices,
or ways of reading, writing, and thinking, evident in a
particular discipline.
Throughout the ILA Standards for Literacy
Coaches (ILA, 2018b), references to disciplinary
literacy practices are written into the standards
explicitly and implicitly. For example, standard
one and two focus on foundational knowledge and
curriculum and instruction. Components within
these standards state that coaches must “understand
key concepts about adolescent and disciplinary
literacy” (p. 44), and “support content area teachers
in integrating disciplinary literacy strategies in their
curriculum and instruction” (p. 47). Whereas, other
references to disciplinary literacy practices are appropriately embedded within different components and
include mention of providing evidence-based literacy
instruction in the disciplines, supporting teachers’
text selection for reading, writing, and communicating, adapting and modifying instruction to support
different dimensions of literacy, and facilitating
content area discussions about student assessment
data. All of these inclusions of disciplinary literacy
stress the importance of literacy coaches collaborating with content area teachers as they support and
facilitate students’ understanding of and interactions
with content materials (ILA, 2018b).
Consider an imagined, but likely, scenario from a
literacy coach observing in a physics class. A literacy
coach enters the classroom where students are engaged
in a lab experience testing the effects of different
variables, such as pendulum mass, string length, and
angle of release on the period of a pendulum. As
students are manipulating the variables, the teacher

has asked them to take notes on their observations.
Considering disciplinary literacy skills, the coach
knows that in the middle of an experiment, scientists
record careful, specific observations as part of data
collection (McConachie & Petrosky, 2009). Then, after
the data has been collected, scientists look for patterns
to draw conclusions about the findings, using specific
evidence from observations to illustrate these patterns
(McConachie & Petrosky, 2009). The coach notices
that students are taking notes in dramatically different
ways, which often include explanations of the findings.
In a follow-up conversation with the teacher, the coach
commends the teacher for engaging students in the
inquiry, since inquiry is key to developing student
knowledge of scientific practices. The coach then helps
the teacher consider how scientists take notes and
compare this with the student attempts. In the process,
the teacher realizes his students’ challenges with
recording explanations as observations and works with
the coach to develop a lesson on recording observations as scientists. In addition, the collaboration results
in the development of a note-taking sheet students may
use in future lab experiences. To foster teacher thinking
about disciplinary literacy skills, literacy coaches need
a basic understanding of discipline-specific literacy
practices and must work closely with disciplinary
teachers to identify and implement lessons that support
students in developing these practices.

Emphasis on Diversity
The United States population has been growing
increasingly diverse and as a result, so has our student
population. Students of diverse backgrounds have
been the majority of students in the United States since
2013 (U.S. Department of Education, National Center
for Education Statistics, 2013). Since the population
in our schools is increasingly reflecting students of
diversified backgrounds, our policies and practices
need to be revised and re-examined to ensure they are
also reflective of the changing student demographics
(Morrell, 2017).
In 2010, ILA released Standards for Reading
Professionals included diversity as a specific standard.
At the time, the diversity standard was written to reflect
cognitive and physical abilities (O’Donnell, 2018).
As the standards underwent revision, Diane Kern
explained that equity was added to promote students’

understanding of and advocacy for inclusive practices
and create affirming environments both in and out of
school settings (O’Donnell, 2018). Morrell (2017)
recently asked, “How does a reimagined literacy
education help every child to understand the world
and his or her place within in it?” (p. 456). The new
ILA standards (2018b) address Morell’s questions
by positioning literacy coaches to engage teachers in
reflection on personal, instructional, and systematic
biases.
ILA’s Standard 4, Diversity and Equity, has
expanded beyond the physical and cognitive abilities
to include religious, cultural, linguistic, and gender
identities (Hall, 2017). This new perspective on
standard 4 engages literacy coaches, and the teachers
they work with, in developing classroom settings
where students of diverse populations can maximize
their learning. This is possible as the coach and teacher
participate in professional readings and reflections
together with the lens of being more responsive to a
diverse student population and to gain a better understanding of diversity and equity (Hall, 2017).
An example of how this standard may shift the role
of the literacy coach is evident in the first component
of standard 4, “candidates demonstrate knowledge,
pedagogies, and essential concepts of diversity and
equity” (ILA, 2018b, p. 120). This focus on addressing
diversity and equity means that literacy coaches and
teachers need to develop their knowledge base beyond
the traditional theories for literacy instruction. It is
not enough to learn about Clay’s Theory of Reading
or Rosenblatt’s Transactional Theory. Instead, new
theories need to be incorporated into the coach’s
knowledge bank for literacy instruction. One such
theory that coaches should explore is Critical Literacy
theory. Critical Literacy theory places the reader
in the position of challenging the text’s message
by questioning or disputing the power relationship
between the author and the reader (McLaughlin &
DeVoogd, 2004). A coach may guide a teacher to find
text that allows students to question the message or
the topic within that text. Then, the coach should help
the teacher develop questions that provide the students
opportunities to examine issues of power and help
the students to reflect and take action on that issue.
One such text a coach may suggest to a lower grade
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classroom is The Berenstain Bears: No Girls Allowed
by Stan and Jan Berenstain. In this text, the coach
would guide the teacher to examine the treatment of
the sister in the text. The coach would support the
teacher in developing questions for conversation to
examine who has the power, identifying the problem
and its complexity, and then how to examine the issue
from multiple perspectives for students to take action
based on their conversations.
This illustrates just one of the many new theories
that coaches need to be knowledgeable about to
support classroom teachers in their work with students.
Through the lens of diversity and equity, the coach
is becoming more aware of his or her own bias,
viewpoints, and perspectives, while engaging teacher-colleagues in similar reflection to offer instructional
opportunities for students to think critically about their
community and the world around them.

Implications
Literacy coaches and those preparing for literacy
coaching roles must begin to grapple with the
knowledge and skills needed to incorporate the revised
standards in their work with teachers, administrators,
and their communities. We offer several implementation ideas that should be explored by literacy coaching
preparation programs, school district training for
literacy coaches, school leaders, and literacy coaches
themselves. These ideas stemmed from a discussion
regarding the new standards that included higher
education faculty, trainers of literacy coaches, and
current literacy coaches.

Engage in Exploration to
Build a Knowledge Base
As literacy coaches and aspiring literacy coaches
engage with the revised standards, they should
advocate for time to explore each of the shifts as part
of their own professional study and in professional
learning communities (PLCs) with other literacy
coach colleagues. This first step is important because
a literacy coach must be prepared and knowledgeable about these shifts prior to offering professional
development and training to teacher and administrator
colleagues. Literacy coaches need time to explore the
unique features, handling, and applications specific
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to school-owned tools and devices to understand
the capabilities and limitations of the devices. Not
only do literacy coaches need to be knowledgeable
about the types of technological devices and apps
within their schools, they also need to understand
learner-centered instructional approaches that authentically and meaningfully embed technological tools
in instruction. In order to fully understand what it
means to read, write, think, and communicate in a
discipline, literacy coaches will need time to explore
disciplinary literacy practices by observing in disciplinary classrooms, viewing videos of disciplinary
experts working in their fields, and reading lesson
plans and narratives of teachers’ experiences teaching
disciplinary literacy strategies. Literacy coaches
may also engage in discussions with teachers from
other academic domains as a way of learning the
language and structures in those domains. Finally,
literacy coaches must engage in professional study
surrounding children and adolescent literature that
addresses diversity and equity.
This time for exploration of technological tools,
disciplinary practices, and children and adolescent
literature will help coaches build a working knowledge
base for supporting their school community. As they
become more comfortable in their own knowledge,
coaches need time to learn and collaborate with
coaching colleagues. Literacy coaches should work
together in PLCs to collectively brainstorm ways to
engage their teaching colleagues and administrators
in professional learning about technology integration,
disciplinary literacy, and diversity and equity efforts,
which may include some difficult conversations. These
types of professional studies allow the literacy coach to
begin incorporating these shifts into their work because
of their growing foundational knowledge. They also
provide opportunities to problem-solve challenges that
occur during planning and implementation of professional learning experiences in their schools.

Develop Shared Beliefs and
Knowledge Among Stakeholders
The second idea that the literacy coach should
explore is to how to best build background knowledge
and define each of the three shifts emphasized earlier
(technology, disciplinary literacy, and diversity

and equity) with colleagues in their school setting.
This requires the literacy coach to understand their
colleagues’ individual definition for the three shifts
and work to develop a collective definition for each
shift at their school site. For example, the coach
should develop a collective understanding of what
technology integration, disciplinary literacy practices,
and diversity and equity may look like within their
school community. This is an important second step
the coach should consider for a few reasons. Each of
these definitions need to reflect the understandings
of the stakeholders that the coach is collaborating
and supporting. In addition, the three shifts will look
differently at various school sites due to student and
teacher needs. Therefore, it is important that the coach
build in time to develop background knowledge and
common definitions around each shift created by all
stakeholders so that everyone has the same understanding when the terms are used in future professional
development opportunities.

Promote Conversation
and Collaboration
Lastly, literacy coaches need to advocate for teacher
colleagues to engage with technology, disciplinary
literacy, and diversity and equity in professional
development prior to and during the integration of
these shifts in their instruction and curriculum. Literacy
coaches should ensure teachers are provided with
dedicated, uninterrupted time to engage in conversation about challenges and successes they are facing
and to collaborate in planning instruction. Classroom
teachers and administrators need time to explore the

technological tools as much as literacy coaches do
when first encountering these shifts and should consider
appropriate uses of technology that will enhance or
transform the learning experiences for students. Time
should be provided for teachers to collaborate and build
cross-curricular instructional units with colleagues in
other academic domains as well, and when appropriate.
Throughout these conversations and collaborations,
the literacy coach should guide teachers to engage with
diverse texts, have conversations around social justice,
and encourage self-reflection related to promoting
diversity and equity with their colleagues. Essentially,
teachers need time to explore and engage with these
shifts prior to being expected to integrate the shifts into
their work with students.

Conclusion
Over time the literacy coach position has responded
and morphed due to legislation, policies, and more
recently, due to research. ILA has sought to provide a
common language surrounding the role of the literacy
coach by adopting standards for reading professionals
that outline the framework for the literacy coach role.
In 2018, the standards were revised and this resulted
in an emphasis on technology, disciplinary literacy,
and diversity and equity. Literacy coaches must now
re-envision their role in light of the revised standards
and how they may integrate the new shifts in their role at
their school site. Two things are certain, the integration
of these shifts will look different at each school site and
time is needed to explore these shifts prior to coaching
collaborations and instructional delivery.

References
Biancarosa, G., Byrk, A. S., & Dexter, E. R. (2010).
Assessing the value-added effects of literacy
collaborative professional development on student
learning. The Elementary School Journal, 111(1),
8–24.
Darling-Hammond, L., & McLaughin, M. W. (1995).
Policies that support professional development in an
era of reform. Phi Delta Kappan, 76(8), 597–604.
Dean, M. J., Dyal, A., Wright, J. V., Carpenter, L. B.,
& Austin, S. (2010). Principals’ perceptions of
the effectiveness and necessity of reading coaches

within elementary schools. Reading Improvement,
49(20), 38–51.
DeFord, D., (2007). Learning through coaching:
Ongoing professional development for literacy
coaches. The Primer, 36(2), 36–44.
Deussen, T., Coskie, T., Robinson, L., & Autio, E.
(2007). “Coach” can mean many things: Five
categories of literacy coaches in Reading First
(Issues & Answers Report, REL 2007–No. 005).
Washington, DC: U.S. Department of Education,
Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for
37

Education Evaluation and 191 Regional Assistance,
Regional Educational Laboratory Northwest.
Retrieved from https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/
projects/project.asp?projectID=47
DiMeglio, R. A., & Mangin, M. M. (2010). Setting the
standards: Role definition for a secondary literacy
coach. Educational Leadership, 13(2), 5–12.
Gillis, V. (2014). Disciplinary literacy: Adapt not
adopt. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy,
57(8), 614–623.
Hall, A. (2017, March 07). Standards 2017: Diversity
and equity [Blog post]. Retrieved from https://
literacyworldwide.org/blog%2Fliteracy-daily%
2F2017%2F03%2F07%2Femstandards-2017-em-diversity-and-equity
Hohlfeld, T. N., Ritzhaupt, A. D., Dawson, K., &
Wilson, M. L. (2017). An examination of seven
years of technology integration in Florida schools:
Through the lens of the Levels of Digital Divide
in Schools. Computer & Education, 113, 135–161.
doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2017.05.017
Hutchison, A. C., & Woodward, L. (2018). Examining
the technology integration planning cycle model
of professional development to support teachers’
instructional practices. Teachers College Record,
120, 1–44.
International Literacy Association. (2010).
Standards 2010: Reading specialist/literacy
coach. Retrieved from https://www.literacyworldwide.org/get-resources/standards/
standards-for-reading-professionals/
standards-2010-role-5
International Literacy Association. (2018a). Literacy
coaching for change: Choices matter [Literacy
leadership brief]. Newark, DE: Author.
International Literacy Association. (2018b). Standards
for the preparation of literacy professionals 2017.
Retrieved from https://literacyworldwide.org/docs/
default-source/resource-documents/draft-ila-standards-2017.pdf
International Reading Association. (2004). The role
and qualifications of the reading coach in the United
States. Newark, DE: Author.
Kissel, B., Mraz, M., Algozzine, B., & Stover, K.
(2011). Early childhood literacy coaches’ role
perceptions and recommendations for change.
38

Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 25(3),
288–303.
Kopcha, T. J. (2012). Teachers’ perceptions of the
barriers to technology integration and practices
with technology under situated professional
development. Computers & Education, 59,
1109–1121. doi:10.1016/j.compedu.2012.05.014
Leu, D. J., Forzani, E., Rhoads, C., Maykel, C.,
Kennedy, C., & Timbrell, N. (2014). The new
literacies of online research and comprehension:
Rethinking the reading achievement gap. Reading
Research Quarterly, 50(1), 37–59. doi: 10.1002/
rrq.85
Marsh, J. A., McCombs, J. S., Lockwood, J. R.,
Martorell, F., Gershwin, D., Naftel, S., . . .
Corporation, R. (2008). Supporting literacy across
the sunshine state: A study of Florida middle school
reading coaches. RAND Corporation. Retrieved
from https://www.rand.org/content/dam/rand/pubs/
monographs/2008/RAND_MG762.pdf
McConachie, S., & Petrosky, A. (2009). Content
matters: A disciplinary literacy approach to
improving student learning. San Francisco, CA:
Jossey-Bass.
McLaughlin, M., & DeVoogd, G. L. (2004). Critical
literacy: Enhancing students’ comprehension of
text. New York, NY: Scholastic.
Morrell, E. (2017). Toward equity and diversity in
literacy research, policy, and practice: A critical,
global approach. Journal of Literacy Research,
49(3), 454–463.
National Reading Technical Assistance Center (2010).
A study of the effectiveness of K3 literacy coaches.
Retrieved from http://www2.ed.gov/programs/readingfirst/support/effectivenessfinal.pdf
No Child Left Behind Act of 2001, P.L. 107- 110, 20
U.S.C. § 6319 (2002).
O’Donnell, A. (2018). What to expect from standards
2017: Bringing teacher preparation programs into
the 21st century (literacy leadership). Literacy
Today, 35(6), 8–10.
Poglinco, S. M., Bach, A. J., Hovde, K., Rosenblum,
S., Saunders, M., and Supovitz, J. A. (2003).
The heart of the matter: The coaching model in
america’s choice schools. CPRE Research Reports.
Retrieved from http://repository.upenn.edu/

cpre_researchreports/35
Rainey, E. C., Maher, B. L., Coupland, D., Franchi,
R., & Moje, E. B. (2018). But what does it look
like? Illustrations of disciplinary literacy teaching
in two content areas. Journal of Adolescent & Adult
Literacy, 61(4), 371–379. DOI: 10.1002/jaal.669
Rainville, K. N., & Jones, S. (2008). Situated
identities: Power and position in the work of
a literacy coach. The Reading Teacher, 61(6),
440–448.
Riley, R. W. (1995). The improving America’s schools
act of 1994. Retrieved from https://www2.ed.gov/
offices/OESE/archives/legislation/ESEA/brochure/
iasa-bro.html
Shanahan, C., & Shanahan, T. (2014). Does disciplinary literacy have a place in elementary
school? The Reading Teacher, 67(8), 636–639. doi:
10.102trtr.1257
Stover, K., Kissel, B., Haag, K., & Shoniker, R. (2011).
Differentiated coaching: Fostering reflection with
teachers. The Reading Teacher, 63(1), 14–23.
Ulenski, A. (2017). Developing and validating the
elementary literacy coach self-efficacy survey.
Retrieved from STARS database. (5571)
U.S. Department of Education, National Center for
Education Statistics. (2013). Common Core of
Data (CCD), State Nonfiscal Survey of Public

Elementary and Secondary Education, 1995-1996
through 2011-2012; and National Elementary and
Secondary Enrollment Projection Model, 19782
through 2023. Washington, DC: U.S. Department of
Education.
Van Cleaves, J., & Dailey, L. B. (2007). Entering the
conversation: The literacy coaching special issue.
Journal of Language and Literacy Education
[On-line], 3(1), 1–5.
Van Leent, L. J., & Exley, B. (2013). Literacy coaching
roles in diverse contexts of teaching and learning:
New ways of working. Australian Journal of
Teacher Education, 38(4), 17–30.
Walpole, S., & Blamey, K. (2008). Elementary reading
coaches: The reality of the dual roles. The Reading
Teacher, 62(3), 222–231.
Wright, T. S., & Gotwals, A. W. (2017). Supporting
kindergarteners’ science talk in the context of
an integrated science and disciplinary literacy
curriculum. The Elementary School Journal, 117(3),
513–537.
Zygouris-Coe, V. (2012). Disciplinary literacy and
the Common Core State Standards. Topics in
Language Disorders, 32(1), 35–50. doi: 10.1097/
TLD.0b013e31824561a2

39

Black Voice: Cultivating
Authentic Voice in Black Writers
by Daniel B. Summerhill
Daniel B. Summerhill is an assistant professor of
poetry and a composition, performance artist, and
writer from Oakland, CA. A graduate of The Solstice
Low Residency MFA program, his work has appeared
or is forthcoming in Califragile, Blavity, Button,
Streetlight Press, and others. His collection, Devine,
Devine, Devine, surrounding issues of language,
discourse, and culture was a semifinalist for the 2018
Charles B. Wheeler Poetry Prize.

L

angston Hughes’ poem, “I, too” epitomizes
black writer’s sentiment towards the Eurocentric
dominance of the canon and, furthermore, is exemplary
of the attitude that the canon takes in treating the work
of writers of color. That is: Your work is not worthy of
existing among elite writers.
After his eight-year stint in the White House,
politicians and anchors alike argued that President
Barack Obama was a master of “code switching.”
Many would argue that he was and is still able to
participate in both the discourse of mainstream
politics as well as the discourse of the black culture of
America. His ability to go from a prolific and intellectual State of the Union address to dissecting an equally
prolific and intellectual Chance the Rapper rap verse is
what qualifies him to be a “code switcher,” meaning,
he is able to fluently participate in both the dominant
white discourse and also fully participate in the black
community’s discourse. Obama is a great speaker;
however, one could argue that if President Obama
spearheaded his campaign by reciting quotes of his
favorite Jay-Z songs or a Kendrick Lamar album in his
speeches, he may not have ever seen the White House.
This “code-switching” dynamic was effortlessly
managed by the former president; however, black
people struggle navigating this dichotomy daily. For
years, black writers have had to learn to “code switch”
in order to have their work be read, published, or even
taken seriously.
Throughout high school, as a black writer, I learned
to write in the way that appeared “right” or acceptable.
In doing so, I also learned to “code switch,” because
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I went to school in a high test scoring and affluent
school district. When at home, I spoke in broken
sentences, colloquial phrases, and used words only
those in my community could understand. While at
school, I placed this language in my backpack in lieu
of the dominant discourse that existed in academia.
I found out early that my way of naturally communicating was “wrong” or “inferior.” This dynamic is
a problem because it does two things: It maintains a
firmly closed gate to the acceptable dominant discourse
and signals to black writers that their experiences and
way of communicating is invalid.
If a black writer is learning ways to write that may
not represent his/her world, but rather a world that
is “acceptable” or that is protected by the canon, it
most certainly cripples the identity of that writer and
forces them to write in the way that may not be organic
and doesn’t allow for their unique or different view
of the world. In Lisa Delpit’s essay, “The Politics of
Teaching Literate Discourse,” she poses the question,
“Does it smack of racism or classism to demand that
these students put aside the language of their homes
and communities to adopt a discourse that is not only
alien, but that has often been instrumental in furthering
their oppression?” (Delpit, 2008, p. 496). Furthermore,
experiencing this oppression suppresses the desire to
incorporate the writer’s own discourse in their writing
practice.
Many black writers are asked to assimilate
rather than contribute as they progress through their
educational careers, and by the time they reach high
school and college, they have assimilated their writing
voice to match that of the acceptable discourse.
Vanessa Mártir, in her essay, “Writers of Color: Your
Voice Matters,” writes,
As a woman of color who grew up in Bushwick,
Brooklyn, left at 13 to attend boarding school
in rich, white, Wellesley, Massachusetts, then
went on to Columbia University, I’ve been told
countless times, both directly and subliminally

that my voice is less than and that my stories
don’t matter. I was told that when everything
I read was largely white and male, and even
the few women that were sprinkled in were
white women. The history I learned was
western and white, even Egypt was presented
as not really being black though it’s part of
Africa and clearly a black nation. In school I
was told to enunciate my words, say want to
not wanna, never pepper my language with
Spanish or slang, calm my over-emotive ways
of carrying myself and communicating with the
world. They tried to strip me of everything that
makes me Vanessa, what makes me me, how I
dance when I tell stories and show my heart in
everything I do—from how I talk to how I write
to how I greet you.
“You’re just too much.”
“Why are you so loud?”
“Can’t you quiet yourself down a little bit?”
They tried to strip me of my voice.
Mártir, 2015, p. 4
This narrative is not isolated to one community or
one institution, but blankets learning communities all
over. The notion that there is a right or wrong way
to communicate or use language disqualifies many
people based on their colloquial communication. The
most striking point that Mártir makes is that they
(academia) tried to “strip her of her voice.” This raises
the question: What is the role of academia in validating
a writer’s voice?
Many institutions, writers, and literary communities
have varied opinions about voice appearing in writing
in general; however, one thing that can’t be debated is
that authentic writing comes from an authentic place,
which often includes the “voice” of that writer. This
means, the experiences, colloquialisms, dialects and
even slangs are a part of that authenticity and therefore
should be included in the pedagogical discourse of
writing. However, there aren’t many places that black
writers can participate in academia and contribute
to the discourse without filtering out their own
experiences and voices.
It is important to explore the voices of writers
who are marginalized and underrepresented as they

diversify and contribute to the world of learning.
However, their work rarely exists as a part of the canon
of writing or in the ways we think about pedagogy.
Teaching writing is often a process of unlearning
everything you think you know in lieu of mimicking
what has traditionally been acceptable or thought to be
“good writing.” This often includes silencing voices of
black writers who don’t fit into the dominant discourse
and who have not often been exposed to the literary
canon. Subsequently, their writing lacks authenticity
and only attempts to explore themes, content, and
discourse that have been validated as acceptable. The
practice of silencing black writers has occurred in
high schools and colleges for years, even if it isn’t
intentional.
The discussion of “authenticity” seems arbitrary at
first; however, what is essential when discussing the
authenticity of a voice is the root of an experience.
In other words, where does a particular narrative
or take on the world come from? The impulsive
answer to such a question would be from the writer’s
experience; however, when a writer’s experience
is so dependent on the approval and acceptance of
the dominant discourse that voice becomes tainted
and includes “the others” discourse. Bob Gottlieb, a
writer and editor for Toni Morrison said that he would
insert commas into Morrison’s work and she would
take them back out. She was relentless in her pursuit
of presenting work that represented her authenticity
(as cited in Als, 2003). The goal of authenticity isn’t
to subvert the conventions, but rather to contribute an
alternative angle in the ways we write. Morrison was
instrumental in her philosophy of this very matter.
Describing her style, Morrison said,
I thought, Well, I’m going to drop “g”s where
the black people dropped “g”s, and the white
people on the same street in the same part of
the state don’t. But there was a distinction
in the language and it wasn’t in the spelling.
It was someplace else. Maybe it’s because
African languages are so tonal, so that with the
little shifts in pronunciation, the little shifts in
placement, something else happens . . . I was
just determined to take the language that for
me was so powerfully metaphoric, economical,
lunatic, and intelligent at the same time—and
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not make it exotic or comic or slumming. (As
cited in Als, 2003)
Morrison is describing the natural dialects,
nuances, tones, and colloquialisms that exist in her
community appearing in pieces of writing. For the
sake of this essay, we can use the aforementioned as
a soft definition of authentic voice. For more concrete
definition of voice, Chris Freese of Writers Digest
writes voice is “not only a unique way of putting
words together, but a unique sensibility, a distinctive
way of looking at the world, an outlook that enriches
an author’s voice. They want to read an author who
is like no other. An original. A standout. A voice”
(Freese, 2013, p. 1). Literarydevices.net states,
“When a writer engages personally with a topic, he
imparts his personality to that piece of literature.
This individual personality is different from other
individual personalities, which other writers put into
their own works. Thus, voice is a unique personality
of a literary work” (literarydevices.net). Words such
as engaging, personal, sensibility, and distinct characterize voice accurately and all three of the definitions
represent what it means to infuse unique vantage
points of the world into literature, even when those
vantage points are black.
Validating a black writer’s authentic voice makes
room for others to challenge the canon and promote
authenticity among black writers. It is both necessary
and beneficial to academia that we explore ways to
include and to make black writing as much of a focal
point as any other type of writing. Consequently,
writers of color will be able to find themselves
in novels, poetry collections, and essays. It is my
contention that providing safe and encouraging spaces
for black writers to begin their exploration of voice
in writing is the first step in determining the effect
of encouraging authentic voice of black students in
writing.
Cultural identities are formed and informed by a
nation’s literature, and that what seemed to be on
the “mind” of literature of the United States was the
self-conscious but highly problematic construction
of the American as a new white man.
— Toni Morrison
(As cited in Delgado, Stefancic,
& Morrison 1997, p. 82)
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Ebonics, which is characterized as “American
Black English,” has been a part of pedagogical practice
debates as, similar to “black voice,” it hasn’t traditionally been accepted. In fact, the “Ebonics Controversy
of 1996/1997” is an example of the academic
community’s attempt at providing black students room
to exist as the center of the discourse, rather than an
amendment:
In 1996 the Oakland Unified School District
passed a resolution declaring Ebonics to be
the primary language of the African-American
students in its schools. The resolution further
declared Ebonics to be a language in its own
right, not a dialect of English. In the face of
massive national opposition to the Oakland
Ebonics resolution, this radical, separatist move
shifted to a conservative, assimilationist one:
Oakland retracted its declaration of linguistic
independence and reaffirmed the traditional
pedagogical goal of teaching students standard
English. (Baron, 2017, p. 3)
The Oakland Unified School District’s decision to
declare an otherwise frowned upon dialect of English
an official language of the black demographic
signifies the need to connect communal discourse
with education practices. Furthermore, it represents
the need to connect black discourse to schools in
order for students to function and communicate in
ways that are natural.
Tasked with implementing this new mandate
was the superintendent of the school district: “The
Superintendent . . . shall immediately devise and
implement the best possible academic program for
imparting instruction to African-American students
in their primary language for the combined purposes
of maintaining the legitimacy and richness of . . .
Ebonics . . . and to facilitate their acquisition and
mastery of English language skills” (Baron, 2017,
p. 3). According to this mandate, the superintendent
was responsible for creating a program to legitimize
Ebonics for the sake of mastering “English.” This
statement suggests that Ebonics is not a separate
language, but rather a strand or dialect of “American
English,” and therefore, should be used in order to
foster the learning of American English. In relation to
writing, the native discourse of these black students

becomes fuel for them to use in both academic and
creative writing. That is, their writing as captured by
the Ebonics dialogue subsequently can be used in their
composition.
However, before there was any significant headway
in shifting the way that black students in the Oakland
Unified School District learned, the Oakland School
Board Resolution retreated on the mandate because
of national backlash. Jesse Jackson said this about the
resolution, “making slang talk a second language,”
“teaching down” to students is “an unacceptable
surrender, border-lining on disgrace” (Baron, 2017,
p. 3). Poet Maya Angelou had this to say about the
resolution, “the very idea that African-American
language is a language separate and apart [could]
encourage young [black students] not to learn standard
English” (Baron, 2017, p. 16). The backtracking that
occurred as a result of the national outcry epitomizes
the attitude toward black discourse being a part of the
dominant pedagogical practices of academia. In the
area of effective ways to teach writing, OUSD had the
right idea, but folded under the pressure of “tradition.”
That tradition decides the ways in which language is
used to teach students how to write.
If the Oakland Unified School District understood
the relationship between orality, Ebonics, and the way
students learn, they may have arrived at the conclusion
that encouraging the use of native discourse may
improve the ways in which their students write. In
Walter Ong’s Orality and Literacy, he discusses the
ways in which our human nature begins with orality
and the ways in which we arrive at written language.
He proposes three major ideas of why instruction
should include the home discourse: the connection
between speech and consciousness, the communal
nature of language, and finally the use of discourse as
the building blocks for language.
Ong writes, “speech is inseparable from our consciousness and it has fascinated human beings, elicited
serious reflection about itself, from the very early
stages of consciousness, long before writing came
into existence” (Ong, 2012, p. 9). This phenomenon
demonstrates the idea that certain colloquialisms and
figures of speech many blacks use are as natural as
language gets; however, these parts of speech are often
frowned upon. In contrast to this, according to Ong, it

is the intrinsic observations that translate to language
that make our human nature so rich. It is also important
to note that while all writing must derive from some
sort of orality, only certain discourses become a part
of the canon or dominant culture of writing. Just as
it is important that black students learn the dominant
discourse, it is equally as important for others to have
empathic understanding of black student’s native
discourse.
Ong argues that language itself is communal and
therefore doesn’t exist in a vacuum. If this holds
true, it would validate the use of voice in writing
as it produces the empathy that exists as a part of
human nature. It is my assertion that community
and empathy are inseparable and once writers use
their inherent communal language to create writing,
that language in and of itself will be empathic. The
value of encouraging students to use their native oral
discourse when writing is backed by Ong’s theories
about language and the way it communicates empathically. In this vein, authentic black voice is not only a
centralized part of language, but is also a necessary and
natural part of it. Writing provides humans the ability
to verbalize experiences or as Ong puts it, “writing
provides for consciousness as nothing else does” (Ong,
2012, p. 81).
The way black writers create stems from the way
they are taught in the classroom, which is informed by
the dominant discourse. Challenging the way teachers
teach and the languages that should be used is an
ongoing conversation that poses concerns “not all of
our students grew up speaking Standard American
English as their primary language, and thus the move
into that language can be fraught with a variety of
challenges” Lisa Delpit, author of “The Politics of
Teaching Literate Discourse,” writes (Delpit, 2008, p.
491). There are pedagogical challenges when it comes
to students who have not been raised using Standard
American English such as, “How should teachers
respond?” and “Do students have a right to their own
language and should teachers simply submit to that
right?” (Delpit, 2008, p. 494). Delpit argues that there
is an obligation for students to become acclimated to
the dominant discourse and that it is possible for them
to do so. Her discussion of discourse provides three
major points of how encouraging authentic voice in
43

black writers’ aids in their writing. First, she argues
that asking students to forget their home discourse
and only write in a non-native one can be oppressive.
Second, she says that students’ have desires to
contribute to the academic discourse and not have their
own discourse thought of as secondary. Last, Delpit
gives practical instruction to arrive at a way in which
teachers can be more successful teaching writers who
may not have grown up as a part of the dominant
discourse.
Teachers exist as a part of the system of academia,
which includes participating in ideologies that they
may find problematic. Many educators face this
issue when teaching literature and writing to students
of color. The ways in which students of color are
taught often neglects their discourse and promotes a
Eurocentric discourse in which they must participate
in order to learn. Many teachers “question if they
are acting as agents of oppression by insisting
that students who are not already a part of the
‘mainstream’ learn that discourse. Does it smack of
racism or classism to demand that these students put
aside the language of their homes and communities
and adopt a discourse that is not only alien, but
that has often been instrumental in furthering their
oppression?” (Delpit, 2008, p. 492). It is no secret
that black people weren’t always allowed to learn in
the United States. They faced extreme opposition and
hardship even as times progressed, and black people
were allowed to learn to read and write. Often, the
discourse that students are forced to learn in today’s
classrooms is the same discourse that was used to
oppress black students historically and doesn’t allow
room for black students to contribute or change
that narrative. In many ways, the lack of access to
changing the discourse or even participating in it
remains oppressive. Furthermore, not allowing black
students the right to include their own discourse stunts
their writing process. Delpit writes, “teachers must
acknowledge and validate students’ home language
without using it to limit students’ potential. Students’
home discourses are vital to their perception of
self” (Delpit, 2008, p. 499). I concur with Delpit’s
sentiments as it is imperative that black writers are
not only able to use the authentic voices but to also
have that voice validated in order to produce confident
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and high-level writing. This liberates black writers
and frees them to participate fully in the world of
composition.
In order for this validation to happen, a black
writer must feel that they are actively included in
the dominant discourse. Delpit spends much of her
essay responding to an article by James Paul Gee in
which he discusses the separation in discourse based
on socio-economics and cultural factors. The factors
discussed in his essay “What is Literacy” are the
instruments that black writers are subject to while
attempting to write. According to Gee, there are basic
parameters actively preventing black writers from
accessing the dominant discourse in academia:
Discourses are inherently “ideological.” They
crucially involve a set of values and viewpoints
in terms of which one must speak and act, at
least while being in the discourse; otherwise one
doesn’t count as being in it . . . Discourses are
intimately related to the distribution of social
power and hierarchical structure in society. These
discourses empower those groups who have the
least conflicts with their other discourses when
they use them. (Gee, 1989, p. 19)
Because discourses are inherently ideological and
they work to keep certain ideas and languages on
the outside, black writers are unable to access them
and struggle to write their experiences. Their voices
are not encouraged in the dominant discourse or in
the classroom, instead they are co-opted through the
acquisition of “Standard American English.”
Gee argues that there is a difference in the way
that we look at discourse and literacy. He asserts that
students who belong to lower social economic homes
have to “learn” discourse while those who belong to
the middle or upper classes actually just “acquire”
this information. According to The Working State
of America, 48% of black children live in poverty,
which means 48% of black children grow up outside
of the dominant discourse and therefore have to learn
the dominant discourse and suppress their native one
(Economic Policy Institute, 2012). The difference
between learning and acquiring is vast. According to
Gee, “acquisition is a process of acquiring something
subconsciously by exposure to models and process of
trial and error without a process of formal teaching

. . . Learning is a process that involves conscious
knowledge gained through teaching, not necessarily
from someone officially designated teacher” (Gee,
1989, p. 25).
Black students that have to learn an entirely new
discourse, often referred to as “code switchers,” face
the challenge of separating their native discourse
from the dominant discourse that is used in places of
learning. Gee contends that students remain locked
into a discourse based on socio-economic status and
aren’t able to access other discourses. It is much harder
for students who do not exist as a part of the primary
discourse to learn it as it is not re-enforced at home,
and, subsequently, it is that much harder to write in that
discourse:
Mainstream middle-class children often look
like they are learning literacy (of various sorts)
in school. In fact, I believe much research shows
they are acquiring these literacies through
experiences in the home both before and during
school, as well as by the opportunities school
gives them to practice what they are acquiring
. . . non mainstream homes often do not get the
opportunities to acquire dominant discourse . . .
Further, research pretty clearly show that many
school-based secondary discourses conflict with
the values and viewpoints. (Gee, 1989, p. 24)
I believe, instead, these students should be
encouraged to write in the same discourse that is
re-enforced at home. In order for black students to
write more authentically, it is imperative that the
discourse used to educate them be re-examined and
include ways to encourage them to contribute their
own home discourse to the dominant discourse. By
doing so, the literary community will have a discourse
that encourages the voices of black writers when
writing. This idea leads to the point that in order to
validate a black writers voice, academia must place
black discourse at the center of the practice, even when
it isn’t convenient. While Gee raises valid insight into
the ways in which socio-economic status plays a role
in academia, I contend that black students can and
will be able to access and contribute to the dominant
discourse if their learning includes access and encouragement of their native discourse.
Black students must be encouraged to utilize their

experiences and language when learning and acquiring
knowledge, which will in turn, contribute to the authenticity of their writing. Gee writes,
Lower socio-economic black children use English
to make sense of their experience differently than
do middle class children; they have a different
primary discourse and it is not due merely to
the fact that they have different dialects of
English. So-called “Black Vernacular English”
is, on structural grounds, only trivially different
from standard English by the norms of linguists
accustomed to the dialect differences around the
world. (Gee, 1989, p. 22)
This point implies that black children come into
the classroom with a dialect of English that changes
the vantage point they use to access the discourse. If
so, this vantage point should be used when they write.
Gee continues, “these children use language, behavior,
values, and beliefs to give a different shape to their
experience” (Gee, 1989, p. 22). However, the language,
values, and behaviors are what make for authentic
voices in writing.
While Gee doesn’t believe students from different
discourses can thrive academically learning both
discourses, Lisa Delpit understands the need for
pedagogical changes and writes, “Gee’s argument
suggests a dangerous kind of determinism as flagrant
that espoused by the geneticists: instead of being
locked into ‘your place’ by your genes, you are now
locked hopelessly into a lower-class by your discourse.
Clearly, such a stance can leave a teacher feeling
powerless to effect change, and a student feeling
hopeless that change can occur” (Delpit, 2008, p. 495).
Because of her difference of opinion, she outlines ways
in which black students are able to learn despite the
lack of re-enforcement.
Delpit argues, “the issue is not only whether
students can learn a dominant discourse in the
classroom. Perhaps the more significant issue is,
should they attempt to do so?” (Delpit, 2008, p. 497).
What Delpit is suggesting is that writers may not feel
inclined to learn the dominant discourse, especially
since it has been actively rejecting them. Furthermore,
Delpit suggests doing so makes students choose an
allegiance to the dominant discourse over their native
one: “They must understand that students who appear
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to be unable learn are in many instances choosing to
‘not-learn,’ as Khol puts it, choosing to maintain their
sense of identity in the face of what they perceive
as a painful choice between allegiance to ‘them’
or ‘us’”(Delpit, 2008, p. 500). Subsequently, black
students aren’t able to write as a part of the mainstream
discourse or may elect to not write at all as their work
may be rejected.
How do we encourage black students to use their
own authentic voices when writing when they have
been actively and systemically suppressed? Delpit has
several suggestions by which this difficulty can be
addressed. Delpit discusses sharpening students’ own
native discourse while they obtain the dominant one.
In many ways, this can be done in institutions that
are not operating in their native discourse. My own
experience is an example of that. Although many of
my experiences were with mainstream white discourse,
my own native discourse and experiences shaped that
discourse and molded it into something I could make
sense of through critical thinking and challenging
the confines. As Delpit puts it, the first steps are
to “acknowledge and validate a student’s home
language,” which is crucial to building confidence and
trust in the academic system (Delpit, 2008, p. 499). It
becomes a struggle to teach a student that feels they
must unlearn everything they have been taught since
birth. Just as a white student’s language has been
instilled throughout media, home, and school, a black
student’s culture and language has been shaped since
they were able to hear, see, learn, and interact with
the community around them, and they should be able
to use that discourse to compose pieces of writing
that have the possibility of contributing to the canon
or dominant discourse. Including student’s discourse
liberates and intentionally pushes black writers to
create writing that represents their unique view on the
world.
In my experience teaching in a high school with a
predominantly black population, the very first thing
I had to do was to get students interested in subjects
that they cared nothing about. The biggest tool I had at
my disposal was the fact that many of the subjects and
information derived from the contributions of people
that looked like them. This was important because it
eliminated the “us/them” mentality. It also provided the
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students with an example and anchor for them to hold
on to when it came to learning a discourse that they
otherwise may not have been able to relate to. Delpit
includes a brief excerpt about writer Bell Hooks, who
discusses her experience with these practices:
During much of her postsecondary school career
she was the only black student in her writing
courses. Whenever she would write a poem in
black Southern dialect, the teachers and fellow
students would praise her for using her “true
authentic voice” and encourage her to write more
in this voice . . . I am reminded of one educator
of adult African-American veterans who insisted
that her students needed to develop their “own
voices” by developing fluency in their home
language. (Delpit, 2008, p. 498)
Hooks was frustrated with her instructors as they
felt that African-American students didn’t need to
have access to many voices. This sentiment places
a ceiling on the ways in which black students may
learn to write. Additionally, the teacher didn’t attempt
to provide Hooks with encouragement to learn and
participate in the dominant discourse, which is an
important aspect of Delpit’s theories. Although Hooks
was frustrated with her instructor for “limiting” her
style choice to that of only southern dialect, I believe
it is equally important that the teacher encouraged her
to write using a home dialect and not a dialect that
may be foreign or dominant. Instead of separating
Hooks’ dialect from the course as a whole, they could
have called her writing rich and authentic. Meaning,
it wasn’t the “southern dialect” that made her writing
better, it was the decision that Hooks decided to
employ it into her writing.
To address the first step Delpit writes, “First,
teachers must acknowledge and validate students’
home language without using it to limit students’
potential. Students’ home discourses are vital to their
perception of self and sense of community connectedness” (Delpit, 2008, p. 499). This also holds true in
terms of using that home language to craft writing and
build more authentic voices. Delpit discusses a couple
of students who exclaim, “I cannot write in standard
English when I write about my village because that’s
about me,” which supports the claim that home
discourse is the only way to produce writing about

certain subjects (Delpit, 2008, p. 499). “The point
must not be to eliminate students’ home languages,
but rather to add other voices and discourses to their
repertoires. As Bell Hooks and Henry Gates have
poignantly reminded us, racism and oppression must
be fought on as many fronts and in as many voices as
we can muster” (Delpit, 2008, p. 499). These steps,
when implemented well, can encourage black writers
to use their voices to write stories that may not exist
in ways that may not have been used. Delpit gives an
example of someone acquiring the dominant discourse
while also bolstering their own. She refers to AfricanAmerican sociologist E. Franklin Frazier who was
born outside of the dominant discourse and was able to
acquire it due to his diligence. Subsequently, he spent
much of his life actively challenging systems in which
the dominant discourse had been oppressive. Frazier,
like Hooks, was able to use his native discourse to
actively contribute and change the narrative of the
dominant discourse (Delpit, 2008, p. 496). These are
examples of ways in which the acquisition plus the
fostering of authenticity can prevail in shaping the
way we learn. In doing so, we will observe authentic
writing that uses authentic voice.
In order to fully synthesize the aforementioned
background information, I would like to call attention
once again to Toni Morrison, who provides both
an artistic view and a black view on the way black
writing exists as a part of the literary world. What is
striking about her discussion of black participation in
the discourse is her emphasizing the fact that black
experience has always been a part of the history;
however, their voices have not.
It shouldn’t be overlooked that black existence
is not the same as black participation. When a black
student sits in class and is forced to suppress his
or her blackness or voice in lieu of the dominant
discourse that works against the fact that the students
already exists as a part of that discourse; it is not only
alienating, but also oppressive. A major point that
Morrison makes is, “The presence of black people
is inherent, along with gender and family ties, in
the earliest lesson every child is taught regarding
his or her distinctiveness” (Morrison, 2015, p. 65).
Morrison’s assertion that black people have a distinct
and important discourse to contribute to the world

is pinnacle. This distinctiveness is what should be
encouraged through their writing as it is inherently
their identity. Black writers will arrive at engaging
language when they are encouraged to use their voices
while writing. Because of the nature of narrative
language, the readers will be enthralled with the
imagination and discourse that black writers produce.
In theory, when the Oakland Unified School District
proposed using Ebonics in their pedagogical practices,
they included the ideas of “home language,” Ong’s
theories of orality, Delpit’s theories of validating black
voice, and Morrison’s historical and intrinsically sound
argument for black people to actively participate in
the dominant discourse. Unfortunately, because of the
systemic nature of academia, OUSD was unable to
fulfill the overdue and needed overhaul and need for
black writers to be encouraged to use their authentic
voices. A former teacher’s aid from OUSD said this
about the failed proposal, “it also failed because the
teachers and administrators of the Oakland schools
share with the public a conservative view of language
that focuses, in the end, not on the language students
bring to school, but on vague, idealized, and poorly
understood standards of correctness that students are
told to acquire” (Baron, 2017, p. 43).
You must be unintimidated by your own thoughts
because if you write with someone looking over
your shoulder, you’ll never write.
—Nikki Giovanni
(As cited in Giovanni & Fowler, 1992, p. 186)

The purpose of encouraging black students to
use their authentic voice isn’t to erase what has been
accepted as brilliant, but rather to shift the paradigm
of how we judge art. As a student in both high school
and college, instead of being taught to develop my own
authentic voice, I was often taught to mimic writers
I had never been exposed to as a child at home nor
school. I was never made to read a Shakespearean
sonnet like many of my peers. I never read The
Odyssey or Emily Dickinson’s poems. My canon
consisted of A Tribe Called Quest and the lyrics to
every Tupac song. They shaped my discourse and subsequently, I wrote in their style until transitioning into
high school and college. The verbs, metaphors, images,
sounds, and ideas all derived from my community of
influences.
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It should be the goal of all students not to take the
place of dominant discourse, but rather to actively
contribute to it. It is important to teach the confines,
rules, and work of the canon in order to understand
how to subvert and contribute to it while honoring
native discourse. That is the sentiment of Lisa Delpit
as she advocates for the validation of students who
originate from discourses outside of the dominant one.
She urges teachers to help sharpen students’ discourse
rather than change them, and therefore exist in the
same arena as it (Delpit, 2008, p. 499).
How do we foster authentic voice even if students
are not invited to sit at the table? By encouraging
students to write boldly and without remorse, they’ll
create a narrative that reeks of authenticity. Toni

Morrison encouraged the interaction of the private
imagination with the world it inhabits and by doing so
validates Ong’s theories of empathically connecting
language with the reader, and furthermore, pushes the
narrative of a diverse range of writers. There is no
better way to write in an authentic voice than to feel
confident doing so.
As always in writing, this pedagogy is more about
the process, rather than the results. However, results
are a product of a good process, and if black writers are
provided with safe spaces to explore their own voices,
they will create brilliant, vibrant, and enticing pieces of
writing. Their writing will help validate their place in
history and more importantly will shape the way we all
learn to write.
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I

t’s a typical week in an elementary school classroom.
A teacher sits in her reading chair each day and
reads a favorite book about this time of year. Eve
Bunting’s, The Wednesday Surprise, Cynthia Rylant’s
The Relatives Came, and Jacqueline Woodson’s, The
Other Side, are just some of the titles shared. While
the books vary in terms of content and complexity, the
enjoyment of the listeners remain constant. But this did
not happen during story time in a first- or second-grade
classroom. Students in a fifth-grade classroom gather
each afternoon to celebrate reading as they actively
listen to their teacher read aloud each day. People of all
ages enjoy being read to, and the perfect medium for
this well-loved activity are picture books.
Award winning author, Kate DiCamillo (2018),
recently shared on PBS NewsHour her thoughts on
reading books aloud. She believes that stories bind us
together. Whether old or young, reading aloud a new
or favorite story forges connections. “Reading aloud
ushers us into a third place, a safe room. It’s a room
where everyone involved, the reader and the listener,
can put down their defenses and lower their guard. We
humans long not just for story, not just for the flow
of language, but for the connection that comes when
words are read aloud. That connection provides illumination. It lets us see each other” (DiCamillo, 2018).
With the ever increasing demands placed on
educators, teachers are searching for different ways to
connect academically with their students. Using picture
books in a classroom is the glue that binds all good
teaching together. Picture books offer an accessible,
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yet relevant, medium for teaching countless topics for
students of all ages.

Relevant, but Not Revolutionary
Teachers constantly strive to find current resources
when teaching the content areas. When trying to appeal
to today’s youth, teachers are also searching for the
newest title that might hook that reluctant reader. But,
what is bright, shiny, and new is not always the only
reliable source. Books published years ago may still
have relevance today. Think about Ezra Jack Keats’A
Snowy Day and Peter’s Chair, or Eve Bunting’s Smoky
Night, or Jane Yolen’s Owl Moon. Some of these
books were published over 50 years ago, yet teachers
return to these tried-and-true stories time again to
anchor lessons on writing as well as for addressing
tender social topics. In our efforts to remain up to date,
teachers should not forget the timeless classics that
grace classroom shelves.
The same holds true for the pedagogy surrounding
the use of picture books as a popular and reliable
medium in a classroom. Jim Trelease wrote The Read
Aloud Handbook in 1982. Since then, he has traveled
to all 50 states numerous times championing the idea
that reading aloud to students is a powerful teaching
tool.
Back in 1982, there was no Internet or email, no
cell phones, DVD players, iTunes, iPods, iPads,
Amazon, e-books, Wi-Fi, or Facebook. The
closest thing to an “instant message” was a facial

expression that exasperated mothers gave their
children. “Texting” was something you did on
a typewriter. The first CD player was just going
on sale, Starbucks was just a coffee-bean shop in
Seattle, and if you said “laptop” to people they’d
have thought you were talking about some kind
of TV-dinner tray. (Trelease, 2013)
While much has changed since the early 1980s,
the benefits of the reading aloud have not. Trelease
contends,
We read to children for all the same reasons we
talk with children: to reassure, to entertain, to
bond, to inform or explain, to arouse curiosity,
and to inspire. But in reading aloud, we also:
build vocabulary, condition the child’s brain
to associate reading with pleasure, create
background knowledge, provide a reading role
model, and to plant the desire to read. (Trelease,
2013)

In Practice
As a third-grade classroom embarks on their study
of pilgrimages through time, a large portion of the
content is addressed through the use of popular picture
books, both fiction and informational. After defining
and discussing what it means to be a pilgrim, students
investigate titles by Kate Waters such as Mayflower,
Tapenum’s Day, Sarah Morton’s Day, and Samuel
Eaton’s Day. A brief author study commences as
students gain more knowledge about what life was like
for the people who lived through arguably one of the
most popular pilgrimages in recorded history, and Kate
Waters’ craft of addressing this time period through
first person narration is studied in depth. Students use
these texts as mentor texts, referring to them often
and using them as “desk top” teachers, mimicking
their nuances and structure in their own writing.
Following this, students explore how people of other
cultures have made pilgrimages throughout history
and continue to do so even today. Students engage in
yet another author study as they read books by Frances
and Ginger Park. My Freedom Trip, Good-bye, 382
Shin Dang Dong, and The Good Day Cafe are enjoyed
by all of the students. Discussions ensue, and students
share personal stories of moves they and their families

have made so that they, too, can have a better life.
In this class, picture books take the stage front and
center. They became the catalyst for not only valuable
content learning, but also countless opportunities for
engagement.
The idea of using a picture book as a mentor text
has also provided fifth-grade students with multiple
entry points for understanding deeper and more
complex literary concepts. Students revisit Brian Lies’
picture book The Rough Patch during the course of
a unit of study on narrative texts. The Rough Patch
serves as the backdrop and anchors mini lessons on
finding theme, identifying story elements and their
placement in narrative writing, and identifying a
turning point in stories. Students also turn to the book
over and over again to study the language, craft, and
word choice of Mr. Lies. They become so engaged
in a book, a book appropriate for readers as young as
7 years old, that they write the author. The students
question his motivation and his illustrations. They
inquire about his use of a fox as a main character
and challenge him to think of this as a metaphor for
integration and acceptance. And, they implore him
to write a sequel. So impressed with their observations and considerations, Mr. Lies writes the students
back and addresses many by name as he takes care to
answer the questions and motivate further study. In
this class, The Rough Patch leveled the playing field.
All students, regardless of ability or background, could
relate and access the story in similar ways. The use of
this picture book, allowed for all students to share in
the experience of digging deeper into reading, without
getting bogged down with language or content.

What the Research Says
It is through picture books that we learn about our
world and about ourselves. Pam Allyn (2010), a world
renowned literacy expert and author, often speaks
about the power of picture books. In an article in
Psychology Today, she wrote about the life lessons we
all can learn from picture books. Some of the lessons
she points to include empathy, curiosity, patience,
and community. As she posits, picture books help us
become who we are by opening up new ideas and
allowing new perspectives (Allyn, 2010). Through
these stories, we are transported to new places, times,
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and events where we can explore our beliefs and
contemplate whether our beliefs are confirmed or
challenged in some way.
Picture books are not just appropriate in the
elementary school. Pernille Ripp (2015), educator
and founder of The Global Read Aloud, promotes the
use of picture books in both middle and high school.
Through her experiences with her seventh-grade
students, Pernille found picture books to be a great
way to engage students in conversations that they
might otherwise be hesitant to begin. Many middle
school students are concerned about how others view
them. They find it difficult to share their thoughts.
“Yet, when a character in a picture book goes through
a situation that resonates with them then it becomes a
safe conversation for them to have as well.” She also
discovered that by using picture books a community
was built within her class, a community of inspired
readers and writers. A quote from one of her seventh
graders sums up the thoughts on the importance of
using picture books with all ages, “Picture books
make you remember your imagination again” (Ripp,
2015).

Bridging School With Home Through
Picture Books
The value of reading picture books aloud has
been contended within the educational community.
Educators and administrators should be mindful that
the benefits of these teaching tools can reach beyond
the walls of a classroom. In an effort to improve
the home–school connection and encourage family
engagement, use picture books as a nonthreatening
extension of the learning done in class. Think about
continuing the conversations started in the classroom
as your students head home. Picture books are perfect
entry points due to their extreme accessibility. For the
busy family coming home after a late day at work,
picture books are short enough to allow time for all of
the end-of-the-day activities. In homes where English
is a second language, the pictures support the story
to allow for rich conversations. Through the addition
of short talking points to activate prior knowledge,
engage in comprehension conversations, and extend

52

the experience, families can read and enjoy picture
books at home.

Agents of Change
Pick up a newspaper, open social media, or
turn on the television and you’ll be barraged with
headlines brimming with social unrest, inequality,
and hate. It is impossible to live in today’s world
and be totally immune to these current issues. One
could even argue that it is civically irresponsible to
ignore these problems. How can educators address
such tender topics with students without inducing
fear or confusion? The answer is simple: let high
quality picture books with diverse characters and
situations do the work for you. Your role becomes that
of an educated and sensitive facilitator, ready to help
students have rich and critical discussions.
Enter another classroom. The population is diverse;
primarily comprised of low-income students of
numerous backgrounds and races. Three words have
been prominently written on three separate pieces of
chart paper: Kindness, Acceptance, and Respect. The
teacher introduces each word one at a time and asks
students to do a “brain dump,” shouting out what they
think of when they ponder each word. The teacher
writes all appropriate responses around each word,
leaving a “definition poster” of each word visible
for future reference. The teacher tells students that a
story is going to be read aloud to them, and a purpose
for active listening is set, “Think about the three key
words as you listen to the story, and be ready to talk
with a partner about how they relate to the story when
the story is done.”
The book My Princess Boy by Cheryl Kilodavis
is presented to the students. Students listen to the
gentle, fiction picture book narrated by a mother of a
four year old boy who happily expresses himself by
wearing dresses, jewelry, and anything pink or sparkly.
The book concludes with the understanding that “my”
Princess Boy is really “our” Princess Boy, and as a
community, youth should be accepted and supported
for whoever they are and however they wish to look.
An open dialogue ensues, and conversations abound
about embracing each other’s uniqueness. While none

of these current students have met anyone like “My
Princess Boy” yet, many discuss how they have felt
different for various reasons and relate these situations
back to the story. Students are engaged and animatedly
talking with each other about Kindness, Acceptance,
and Respect. Following the discussions, students share
their thoughts and more conversation takes place. As a
formative assessment, students are asked to write each
key word in their Reader’s Notebook and explain how
it applies to the book, My Princess Boy. Students begin
to write quietly as the teacher circulates.

In the span of approximately 60 minutes, one
teacher has helped a classroom of 20 students become
more aware of, and therefore more accepting of,
people’s differences. But one need not tackle gender
identification immediately. There are countless titles
to explore about numerous social situations. A teacher
can follow the above routine for any appropriate book.
Imagine a world in 30 years where all children have
learned the valuable lessons of Kindness, Acceptance,
and Respect from engaging with picture books in
elementary school. Now that’s a promising future.
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Student Perspectives on the Impact Reading
Graphic Novels Has on Their Academic Achievement in Reading
by Susan L. Read
Susan L. Read has been an educator for 40
years. She was an elementary school teacher
and principal in her native New Zealand before
moving to Massachusetts in 2001. She is currently
employed as assistant librarian in a middle school
in Natick. Her interest in graphic novels was
sparked by her late husband, Steve Cohen, who
had a collection of more than 100,000 comic books
and graphic novels. Her interests include reading
and spending time with her chihuahuas.

O

ver the last few years, the reading program in the
school in which I am employed has moved from
teacher-directed to one of student choice. Reader’s
Workshop is the teaching model now being used at
this school. Students are encouraged to choose their
own reading materials based on their own interests
rather than have their teacher assign materials based
on reading levels. The district’s reading specialist has
shared a number of research studies with teachers
that seem to support the idea that allowing students to
select their own reading materials will result in greater
student interest, which will lead to their reading more,
and, therefore, result in increased academic progress in
reading.
In this school, there is a large and growing collection
of graphic novels in the library. This is a recent
development. Two years ago the library was awarded
a grant for the purpose of developing what was, at the
time, a very small selection. Graphic novels for the
middle grades are a growing area in the publishing
industry. An increasing number of students are selecting
only graphic novels from the library. Some teachers
and parents have expressed concern about whether the
students who read only graphic novels will reach the
same level of academic progress in reading as those
who read a greater variety of material.

Literature Review
A review of research published about reading
instruction revealed that reader choice is one of
the six elements of reading instruction students
should experience every day. Allington and Gabriel
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(2012) stated, “The six elements of effective reading
instruction don’t require much time or money—just
educators’ decision to put them in place” (p. 10).
Research, they explained, has concluded that personal
choice, along with access to many books, are the
two most important factors in determining student
motivation and comprehension. They also stated that
although students may initially need some teacher
guidance in how to select a text that is a good match
for their ability level and interests, with that guidance
they will develop this ability. This will mean that they
are much more likely to read outside of school hours.
The importance of learning how to select
appropriate reading materials was also supported by
Carey, Howard, and Leftwich (2013) who found that
although “students enjoyed reading independently at
school, and considered themselves good readers, …
they did not always know how to choose a book at
their reading level which led to a decrease in time
well spent during independent reading” (p. 30). They
explained that in addition to consistently providing
time for independent reading and modeling desired
reading behavior, it is essential for teachers to make
sure students develop the skills needed to select
reading material that is appropriate to their interests
and reading ability. Hudson and Williams (2015) also
supported the importance of independent reading
time and personal choice. Their research has clearly
indicated the amount of time students spend reading
real books, as opposed to completing test preparation
activities, is the best indicator of their future success
and growth as a reader. There is no other literacy
activity that “has a more positive effect on students’
comprehension, vocabulary knowledge, spelling,
writing ability, and overall academic achievement than
free voluntary reading” (p. 531). Skill-based practice,
and test preparation do not result in the same level of
academic achievement. Hudson and Williams went
on to note “Providing students with choices not only
helps to improve their literacy ability but also has been
shown to improve student engagement” (p. 531). When

students are engaged in their reading, they are much
more likely to make progress; however “when you
force students to read a book they do not like, not only
will they not be engaged in their reading but they may
also start to dislike reading altogether” (p. 535).
The problem of students who were disengaged
during independent reading time was also studied
by Carey, Howard, and Leftwich (2013). Their
research indicates “Students were seen to engage
in off-task behaviors during independent reading
including changing reading materials, going to the
bathroom, browsing bookshelves, or choosing to do
other work” (p. 1). They stated that although students
were usually very motivated to read once the basic
skills of phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary,
fluency and comprehension had been mastered, that
motivation “begins to erode if children do not engage
in meaningful conversations with adults and peers
about literacy” (p. 12). Carey, Howard, and Leftwich
also found through their research that many students
were so involved with extra-curricular activities
outside of school hours that the amount of time they
had available for reading during these hours was significantly reduced. Their research led them to believe
that this could be a significant influence on student
engagement during independent reading time at school.
“Many students leave school with the ability to read
but without the desire” (p. 33). Therefore, “Reading
motivation must be as much a priority as all other areas
of instruction” (p. 34).
Atwell and Merkel (2016) also supported the need
for students to be able to make their own choices
during independent reading. According to this source,
educators want students to make reading what they
refer to as a “personal art” (p. 10). The question Atwell
and Merkel asked was, “If educators can agree that
a goal of schooling is for children to become skilled,
passionate, habitual, critical readers, why does so much
of what goes on in the name of reading instruction
prevent such reading from happening?” (p.13). They
concluded, “One legacy of our Puritan heritage
and Protestant work ethic seems to be an unhealthy
skepticism about any pedagogy that doesn’t involve
drill, self-discipline, and learning how to tolerate
boredom and postpone gratification” (p. 13). Atwell
and Merkel (2016) made it clear that students need

the skills to “be able to differentiate between titles
within their reach that they can read with accuracy and
understanding, and those they aren’t ready to tackle
independently” (p. 52). Readers need to be reading at
more than 98% accuracy in order to make the best level
of growth as a reader. If readers are struggling with
accuracy and understanding, and have less than 90%
accuracy, their reading ability will not improve at all.
In the Scholastic Report (2017), educators surveyed
were overwhelmingly in agreement that independent
free choice reading was an important part of the
school day, yet only 36% of teachers surveyed actually
set aside time for this every day. The “demands of
the curriculum” (p. 8) was cited as the main barrier
to independent reading time by 63% of teachers
surveyed. Yet, as this same report stated,
Literacy is a cornerstone that everything in
the educational system rests upon. It is more
than teaching a student how to read. It is about
harnessing the power of reading to propel student
readers’ innovative brainstorming, ideas and
solutions into existence. Strong readers become
strong leaders (p. 11).
Teachers surveyed in this report were asked what
types of reading materials they needed for their
classroom library in order to support student readers.
At the elementary school level, 45% of teachers
responded that they needed more graphic novels.
Graphic novels are stories published in a
comic-strip format according to the Oxford English
Dictionary (as cited by Thompson, 2018). According
to Thompson, it is believed that comic book artist and
writer Will Eisner was the first to use the term graphic
novel when he published a collection of his own comic
books into a single book-length publication in 1978.
Thompson noted that there had been, in past years,
much criticism of comic books, and he speculated
that since Eisner was no doubt well aware of this he
may have developed the term graphic novel in order
to set his new work apart from comic books. Although
most people try to define a graphic novel in terms of
its similarities and differences to comic books, a more
accurate definition would be one which specifically
links the terms “graphic” and “novel” as graphic
novels are a specific medium. Since the story is the
essential element in any comic or novel, in a sense, all
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comics, even those of a single panel, can be considered
to be a novel. Graphic novels, according to Thompson,
use the combination of text and pictures in order to
convey the story, and the relationship between these
elements should be one of equals. Neither element is
more important than the other.
In recent years the attitude towards graphic novels
in education has changed. Gavigan (2013), in her
editorial introduction to an issue of Knowledge Quest,
which focused on graphic novels in schools, explained
that while in the past many educators and parents
believed that reading graphic novels was detrimental
to academic progress in reading, they have now come
to realize that in fact the opposite is true. She pointed
out that although many have assumed graphic novels
are mainly for use with struggling readers, their appeal
is in fact much more widespread. Gavigan noted that
graphic novels now cover a wide variety of material,
including nonfiction topics, and can facilitate learning
with students at many grade levels. She also pointed
out that many graphic novels are now being produced
specifically to support areas of the curriculum such as
scientific topics. Block (2013) conducted research to
determine teacher attitudes towards graphic novels,
and found that even though a large number of teachers
seemed to agree that graphic novels were highly
motivating to students, these same teachers seldom
used them in class with their students. Her research,
conducted with teachers in Grades 3–8, found that
a teacher’s attitude toward graphic novels had a
significant influence on both student opportunities to
read them as well as, in many cases, student attitudes
towards the medium. She found that although graphic
novels were seen to increase student motivation to read,
as well as student engagement with the subject matter in
the case of nonfiction based works, many teachers were
reluctant to use them with average or high-achieving
students, preferring to use them as a way of motivating
and assisting struggling readers. The Massachusetts
Common Core Curriculum Standards for English
Language Arts and Literacy (2017) specifically lists the
importance of visual and multimedia elements of a text.
In the Grade 5 standard for integration of knowledge
and ideas, students are required to “analyze how visual
and multimedia elements contribute to the meaning,
tone, or beauty of a text (e.g., graphic novel; multimedia
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presentation of fiction, folktale, myth, poem)” (p. 69).
Although Smetana and Grisham (2012) pointed out that
graphic novels have significant uses for students whose
vocabulary and reading fluency is below benchmark, the
Common Core indicates that graphic novels are for all
students, not just those who are struggling readers.
The use of a combination of modes of communication is referred to by Dallacqua (2012) as multimodality.
Visual literacy, she explained, is an important aspect
of multimodality, which is supported by the study
of graphic novels. Readers are required to develop
complex literacy skills in order to decode both images
and printed text. She concluded that graphic novels
were useful for all students, from hesitant readers to
gifted students. She also found that many content areas,
even mathematics, were well supported with graphic
novels. In addition, she found that many graphic novels
include complex vocabulary, as well as a wide variety
of literary devices such as point of view, foreshadowing,
themes, and allusion. Educators, Dallacqua stated, want
to use high quality reading material to support each
content area. Graphic novels provide this quality. They
can also provide a valuable supplement to traditional
texts in order to enhance student comprehension. Cook
(2014) investigated their use in the high school English
classroom, where a graphic novel adaptation of an Edgar
Allan Poe text was used in addition to the traditional
text. Cook found that students who were exposed to
the graphic novel adaptation found it much easier to
comprehend the story, especially parts the students
described as confusing. Teachers involved with this
study “believed the graphic adaptation was true to Poe’s
original work” (p. 95). All of the teachers in this study
described aspects of the graphic adaptation, such as plot
and vocabulary, as being parallel to the original work,
although they did express some concern that by reading
only the graphic novel version students were not being
encouraged to stretch their learning. However, these
teachers were overwhelmingly encouraged by what they
described as the “high level of engagement students
experienced” (p. 97).
In conclusion, research has indicated that student
choice is essential to student motivation, and student
motivation is essential for students to develop
the desire to become lifelong readers. Although
graphic novels were at one time thought to be of use

only with struggling readers, and that they did not
encourage reading development in most students,
it is now understood that this is not the case. There
is much literature supporting the view that graphic
novels have great appeal to a wide range of readers,
presenting topics in a format that is both appealing
and encouraging to student growth. Furthermore,
graphic novels are now being specifically produced
to support many curriculum areas such as science
and social studies. The use of graphic novels in
the classroom is supported by the Massachusetts
Common Core Curriculum Framework in English
Language Arts and Literacy.

Methodology
The purpose of this research was to determine
student perspectives on whether they are able to
make academic progress in reading when they
choose to read graphic novels during independent
reading time at school. The research design includes
three different types of data collection. The first
data collection tool was a student questionnaire
completed by students who read a significant number
of graphic novels during independent reading time
at school. The second method would be interviews
with teachers who have students in their classes who
choose to read graphic novels during independent
reading time. The third method would involve the
researcher working with students in literature circle
groups, reading a graphic novel in order to determine
the ability of students to use a graphic novel to put
into practice the skills they are introduced to in
Reader’s Workshop mini lessons.

Procedure
Before researching, the researcher obtained written
permission from the school principal. A hard copy of
the consent form was hand delivered to the principal.
At this time the researcher and the principal met
to review the student questionnaire and to discuss
how the questionnaire would be administered to the
students. The principal stated that parental consent was
not required. Invitations to students were sent out the
next day through an email to their teachers. This email
gave the teachers information about the purpose of the
questionnaire, the list of students invited to complete

the questionnaire, and a link to the Google form to
forward to students.
There were a number of anticipated challenges which
may have interfered with this research. The first was that
participation in the questionnaire was voluntary, so it was
possible that there would be insufficient responses from
students to be able to reach meaningful conclusions. This
did not prove to be the case, with 42 of 50 surveys being
returned. Another anticipated challenge was determining
an appropriate time in the daily schedule for students
to complete the questionnaire. Some of the teachers of
surveyed students did find this to be difficult, but all were
able to provide time for students to complete the questionnaire within the required timeline. A final anticipated
challenge was that the students may rush through the
questionnaire without giving careful thought to their
answers. After examining the responses received from
students this did not appear to be the case.

Data Collection
Student questionnaires. The first method of data
collection was a questionnaire administered to students
in both Grades 4 and 5. Students were selected
based on how frequently they checked out graphic
novels from the school library. The questionnaire
(see Appendix) included both multiple choice and
open response questions, and took participants
approximately 10 minutes to complete. The
questionnaire was distributed using Google Forms,
since this is the preferred survey method in the school
where the research took place. Participants submitted
responses electronically and anonymously (this was a
requirement of the school principal).
Teacher interviews. The second method of data
collection would be interviews conducted with selected
Grade 4 and Grade 5 teachers. Teachers would be
invited to participate if they have students in their
classes who have been identified as frequent borrowers
of graphic novels from the school library. Teachers
would be asked to sign a consent form before the
interview, giving the researcher permission to share the
thoughts and ideas which result from the interview in
the final research report, if appropriate. Teachers would
be asked questions about their observations about the
reading progress being made by the students who read
graphic novels regularly. Teachers in this school use the
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Fountas and Pinnell Benchmark Assessment System
(Fountas & Pinnell, 2011) to assess student learning
three times per year. They would be asked if they
have found any significant differences in the progress
demonstrated by BAS testing results between students
who read a significant number of graphic novels and
those who read other types of books.

Literature circles. The third method of data collection
would be for the researcher to interact with groups of
students reading a graphic novel. There would be at
least one group of students from each grade level. A
“literature circle” approach would be used, with the
researcher and students all playing an active role in the
text-related discussions. Reading skills currently being
studied during Reader’s Workshop would be the focus
of these group discussions. During the discussions the
researcher would make anecdotal notes regarding the
students’ engagement with the text and student ability
to make connections to the skills being taught during
the Reader’s Workshop mini lessons. The researcher
would also question members of the group about their
perspectives on how reading graphic novels impacted
their success in reading.

FIGURE 2

Gender of respondents

The majority of respondents (71.4%) indicated that
they always enjoyed reading with 28.6% stating they
sometimes enjoy reading. No one responded that they
only occasionally or never enjoyed reading.
The majority of respondents also indicated that
having a choice of what to read during independent
reading time has meant that they now enjoy reading
more. This is shown in Figure 3.
FIGURE 3

Results and Discussion

Respondent enjoyment of reading

Student Questionnaires
After receiving signed consent from the school
principal, questionnaire invitations were sent to
50 students and 42 responses were received. The
percentages of responses received from each grade and
gender are shown in Figure 1 and Figure 2
FIGURE 1

Grade of respondents

When students were asked for their opinions on
whether students should have free choice in what to
read at school only one student answered no. This
respondent expressed a concern about whether a book a
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student wanted to read would be at their reading level.
All other responses indicated that student choice is
important. There were several common themes in these
responses. Students felt it was important that readers
like the book they are reading, and several students noted
that not everyone enjoys the same kinds of books. One
student suggested that it was important for students to
be able to choose what to read in school, but it was also
acceptable for the teacher to sometimes choose the book.
The school library is the main source of reading
material for 71.4% of respondents. Although the
classrooms in this school have extensive class libraries,
most do not include many graphic novels. Students
were selected to receive this questionnaire based on
how frequently they checked out graphic novels from
the school library. Although all of the respondents were
frequent borrowers of graphic novels, most indicated
that they do read other types of books as well as graphic
novels. Student responses to the question about how
often they choose to read graphic novels during reading
time at school are shown in Figure 4. Only two of
the respondents stated that they never read any other
books. Given a choice of reading material, most regular
graphic novel borrowers are still selecting a variety of
types of books to read.
FIGURE 4

Respondent frequency of reading graphic novels

One of the concerns that had been expressed by
teachers and parents, which prompted the researcher
to select this topic for study, was that students were
just looking at the pictures when they read graphic
novels. The students who responded to this questionnaire indicated that this is not the case for most
readers of graphic novels. Only two students stated
that they only pay attention to the pictures, with 95.2%
of respondents stating that they pay attention to both
words and pictures. When the answers to the question
“Why do you choose to read graphic novels at school?”
are considered, there would seem to be evidence that
students find reading graphic novels to be enjoyable.
Respondents described graphic novels as being actionpacked, funny, and colorful, as well as being good to
read when they wanted to take a break from reading
longer books. Several students said that they liked
having the pictures in conjunction with the words to
help them visualize what was happening in the story.
One student explained that the reason they like to read
graphic novels at school is that they do not have these
kinds of books at home. The importance of student
choice in reading leading to higher levels of enjoyment
and motivation in reading was a common theme in
the literature review, as well as in the questionnaire
responses, where 83.3% of respondents claimed to
enjoy reading more now that they can choose what to
read. Respondents indicated that they either always
understand what they read (85.4%) or sometimes
understand (14.6%). None of the students indicated that
they almost never or never understand what they read.
In response to the question “Do you think reading
graphic novels at school helps you to become a
better reader?” student responses indicated that the
majority believe that they do become better readers by
reading these books. They gave a number of reasons,
including the development of vocabulary, greater
enjoyment of reading leading to making progress,
and the fact that the pictures helped them to visualize
the action more than when they read books with
words alone. One student explained that there was
such a large selection of graphic novels available
that this helped you to be a better reader. Several
students made comments about the need to read a
variety of books, and that graphic novels could help
you to become a better reader only if they were read
in conjunction with other types of books. Several
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students did not think that reading graphic novels
could help you to become a better reader. The reasons
they gave included the idea that the pictures could
tell the story without the words, the pictures could be
distracting, and the books could be too easy for the
reader. One student felt that although graphic novels
were not personally helping to develop their reading
skills they could be helpful for other students.
Students were also asked if they thought reading
graphic novels could help them to become a better
writer, since they are often asked to write about what
they are reading during Reader’s Workshop. The
results were more mixed. A number of students felt
that it was more difficult to write about a graphic
novel, while others noted that the new vocabulary
they learn from reading graphic novels does help with
their writing. The importance of being able to write
in a variety of styles was given by one respondent
FIGURE 5

Reading Workshop Skills used by respondents

Using the illustrations for clues
Making text connections
Re-reading
Making predictions
Asking questions
Using context clues
Using a dictionary
Using decoding skills
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as the reason reading graphic novels can help you
with writing. Another student thought that reading
these books could inspire someone to write their
own graphic novel. The influence of the pictures
on a student’s understanding of the text was once
again listed as having a positive influence on the
development of writing skills, as it was with reading
development.
During Reader’s Workshop mini lessons, students
are introduced to a number of different reading skills.
The questionnaire asked students to identify the
skills that they use when they are reading. The skills
students stated that they use when reading are shown
in Figure 5. Using a dictionary was the only skill listed
in the questionnaire that was not selected by any of
the respondents as being one they use when they are
reading. The most used skills were re-reading and
making predictions.

Concerns expressed by teachers about whether
students who read large numbers of graphic novels
are actually focused on the words as well as the
pictures would seem to be allayed by the responses
to this question. Using the illustrations for clues
was identified by less than half of the respondents.
Re-reading, making predictions, and using context
clues were all identified as being used by more than
half of the students. Students would seem to be relying
on a variety of skills they have learned to help with
their reading, rather than simply using the pictures.
The final question asked students to share any other
thoughts they had about the reading of graphic novels
and their impact on their success in reading. Student
responses indicate that most students have positive
feelings about the reading of these books. Respondents
describe graphic novels as helping them to read better,
and impacting their success because they are different.
One student explained that the pictures helped to
work out the hard words. Not all respondents were in
agreement about the positive effects of reading graphic
novels on their success however. Comments such
as “they are easy” and “graphic novels do not really
impact my success in reading because they are sort of
picture books” were also made by students.

Summary
This research revealed that students who participated
believed that allowing them to choose what to read
during independent reading time at school makes them
more likely to both enjoy reading and to make them
better readers. Students were selected to participate
in this research because they had been identified as
being frequent borrowers of graphic novels from
the school library. Even though they were choosing
graphic novels regularly, the results of this research
revealed that almost all of these students also read other
types of books. Almost all of the participants believe
that reading graphic novels helps them to be a better
reader. Respondents cited such reasons as learning new
vocabulary, pictures helping with plot visualization, and
the enjoyment of reading leading them to read more.

Students were not so overwhelmingly supportive of
the idea that reading graphic novels could help them to
be a better writer. While some thought that they learn
new words that they can use in their writing, or could
be inspired to write a graphic novel, others thought
that reading a chapter book is more likely to lead to
them becoming a better writer. Although students
surveyed were supportive of being able to choose what
they read during independent reading time, as well as
being able to choose to read graphic novels, several
students also explained that it is also important to
read a variety of books. One student also commented
that it is acceptable for teachers to choose the book
occasionally.

Implications and Future Research
Teachers could use the results of this study to
further investigate how best to utilize graphic novels in
their classrooms. This could include ways to encourage
students to get the most out of a graphic novel but
giving equal attention to the words and the pictures, as
well as how to integrate graphic novels into a variety
of curriculum areas. Educating parents on the positive
benefits students can experience by reading graphic
novels could also be useful.
This was a very limited study, however, and in order
to more fully investigate the role of graphic novels in
the reading program it would be necessary to carry
out further research. The other two research methods
as described in the Methodology section would be
important to complete. Based on these results, future
research could seek to discover actual evidence that
students can make academic progress in reading when
reading graphic novels. In addition, since graphic
novels are being produced that address a number of
curriculum areas, future research focused on how
teachers can use them to increase student motivation
and achievement in a variety of curriculum areas
would also be important. This research only starts the
journey to discover how graphic novels can positively
impact student achievement.
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Appendix A

Student Questionnaire
This questionnaire is about what books you like to read at school. You will be asked questions about what
you like to read at school and how you feel about reading. These questions will take you about 10 minutes
to answer. Your name is not included in the answers.
For multiple choice questions, please check the best answer.
Thank you,
(Researcher’s Name)
1. I am in Grade:

2. I am a

a.) 4

b.) 5

a.) girl

b.) boy

c.) I prefer not to say

b.) sometimes

c.) occasionally

3. Do you enjoy reading?
a.) always

d.) never

4. Do you think you are a good reader?
a.) Yes

b.) No

c.) It depends (please explain)

___________________________________________________________________________________________

5. Do you think it is important for students to be able to choose what to read in school? (Yes/No)
Please explain your answer: __________________________________________________________________

6. Has choosing what you can read made a difference in how much you like reading?
a.) I enjoy reading more now that I can choose what to read.
b.) I enjoy reading less now that I can choose what to read.
c.) Choosing what to read has not made any difference in how much I enjoy reading.

7. Where do you get most of the books that you read at school?
a.) The class library
b.) The school library
c.) A book store such as (name of a well-known local book store)
d.) The (town name) Public Library
e.) Somewhere else (please give details) _______________________________________________
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8. How often do you choose to read graphic novels during reading time at school?
a.) Never
b.) Occasionally (I sometimes read graphic novels, but usually I read other types of books)
c.) Sometimes (I read graphic novels and other books about the same amount of time)
d.) Often (I almost always choose graphic novels, but I do sometimes read other types of books)
e.) All the time (I never choose anything else)

9. When I read graphic novels I pay attention to
a.) The words

b.) The pictures

c.) Both the words and the pictures

10. Why do you choose to read graphic novels? _____________________________________________________

11. How often do you understand what you are reading during reading time at school?
a.) Always

b.) Sometimes

c.) Almost never

d.) Never

12. Do you think reading graphic novels at school helps you to become a better reader? (Yes/No)
Please explain your answer: _________________________________________________________________

13. During Reader’s Workshop you are introduced to a number of different reading skills. Which of the following
skills do you use when you are reading? (check all that you use)
a.) Using the illustrations for clues
b.) Text-to-text or text-to-self connections
c.) Re-reading
d.) Making predictions
e.) Asking questions
f.) Using context clues
g.) Using a dictionary
h.) Using decoding skills

14. During Reader’s Workshop your teacher sometimes asks you to write about what you are reading. Do you think
reading graphic novels helps you to become a better writer? (Yes/No) Please explain your answer:
________________________________________________________________________________________

15. Please share any other thoughts you have about why you read graphic novels and how you think it impacts
your success in reading. ____________________________________________________________________
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he answers come with confidence from these
kindergarten intervention students as they discuss
one of the friendship traits on their Semantic Feature
Analysis:

T

“Boys and Girls, what evidence can you give me
from any of the books we have read that proves,
the idea: ‘Friends help each other.’”
“In Stick and Stone, Stick helps Stone out of the
water by splashing. In I Can Help, the elephant
helps the zebra stop being grumpy by giving him a
hat. Mrs. Diggs helps Widget by giving him a home.”

These are the conversations of five-year-old kindergarten students identified for interventions due to their
lack of foundational skills, low scores on our district
screening tool and teacher recommendations.
Yet these same students are engaging in high-level
talk around picture books and are providing clear
evidence to compare and contrast friendship traits
among these books. How can this be? And if they can
do this work what does it tell us about our youngest
learners?

which the concepts can be compared. (Johnson &
Pearson, 1978, p. 38).
I was first introduced to this strategy as a graduate
student in Dr. Michael O’Donnell’s class at our local
university, entitled Improving Teaching in the Content
Areas. As soon as I started my masters’ program I
made a promise to myself—I will use kindergarten for
every assignment required of me, in every class. Never
is it tested more than when I take Dr. O’Donnell’s
content literacy class. When assigned a semantic
feature analysis map, I thought I might have met
my match, but with some reflection, see it is indeed
possible and my first semantic feature analysis map
was completed with life cycles in kindergarten. The
life cycles we use are pumpkins, apples, butterflies,
and seasons. Some of the vocabularies compared
across these topics are “flower,” “changes,” “cycle,”
and “decomposes.”
Students need conceptual understanding among
concepts in order to differentiate. When a semantic
feature analysis strategy is used, students complete a
big piece of the work through discussions, questions
and the use of “close reading.” The term close reading
is defined by Patricia Kain for the Writing Center
at Harvard University this way: “It is about making
careful observations of a text and then interpretations
of those observations” (1998, p.1). Doug Fisher
defines close reading as “an interaction between the
reader and a text” (2012, p. 2). This strategy, one in
which the students are active participants in their own
learning, is achieved as they interact with both the texts
and each other. Active learning is an effective way to
learn and retain information.

What Is a Semantic Feature
Analysis?

Background

Johnson & Pearson (1978) first developed this
strategy to use with vocabulary:
With a Semantic Feature Analysis chart or grid, one
can examine related concepts but make distinctions
between them according to particular criteria across

As a literacy specialist I am responsible for interventions for identified kindergarten students pulled
from five classrooms in my school. We are a rural
district with a free and reduced lunch rate of 54%, an
enrollment of 90 kindergarten students, a total of 575
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students in our K–5 building, and receive the entire
district’s intensive needs students. For placement
we use Aimsweb assessments, screening scores, an
untimed alphabet, and sound assessment, as well as
teacher observations and input. We also have district
guidelines for the selection of students.
As I began this work of using a Semantic Feature
Analysis for the first time ever with intervention
students, young children identified as behind their
peers and lacking basic foundational skills for literacy,
my questions are two-fold:
• Will using and teaching a higher-level comprehension strategy, that of the Semantic Feature
Analysis, improve Title One students’ literacy
benchmarks in CCSS in Literature & CCSS for
Listening and Speaking?
• Will using and teaching a higher-level comprehension strategy, that of the Semantic Feature
Analysis, provide important evidence to RTI
teams and IEP teams, responsible for referring
students to special education?
I want to address the problems with early intervention for kindergarten students or often the lack
thereof, in order to show the importance of including
rigor in our work with these students by raising the
bar on the comprehension piece of our instruction and
interventions. If these findings prove useful, then the
information can be shared with my colleagues who are
teaching our youngest students.

Planning
Even students as young as kindergarten can utilize
the strategy of a semantic feature analysis and I
decide to use one to examine the traits of friendship
across multiple stories read to my kindergarten intervention groups. In addition to helping them learn
their letters and sounds, it is incredibly important for
students, already identified as behind their peers, to
have real-life experiences with books and comprehension. We place so much emphasis on their alphabetic
knowledge, yet I think we should also look at their
comprehension and understanding of literature in order
to get a better and fuller picture of each child. Reading
is a meaning-making process after all.
I try to make students’ learning as transparent as
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possible and in words they can understand and grasp.
From the Common Core State Standards (Standard 10:
Range, Quality and Complexity) and those in the field,
such as Chris Lehman (Falling in Love With Close
Reading, 2014) and Bob Probst and Kylene Beers
(Notice and Note, 2012), we hear that simply reading
and discussing the literal questions a book can provide
are not enough—no matter what the age and stage of a
student. We need to dig deeper and build capacity for
reading by returning to some texts over and over again
for analysis and evaluation.
I learned in my years of teaching, first as a kindergarten teacher and now as a literacy specialist, the way
we approach this teaching at the kindergarten level is
different than at any other level. We cannot just use
upper-grade lessons and expectations and adjust them
for our students. Often the learning targets and goals
need to be met in an entirely different way. When I
used the upper-grade literacy strategy of semantic
feature analysis with kindergarten students, I changed
the whole focus of instruction. Instead of using this
instructional strategy to teach vocabulary, I use it to
dig deeper into comprehension questions. Instead of
using vocabulary words, I use exemplary children’s
literature. Kindergarteners certainly can rise to the
challenges of the 21st century, but we must be careful
in the approaches we take, the tasks we create, and the
words we choose.
As I began this work with my intervention groups
this year, I start with one of my favorite books by
Ame Dyckman: Boy + Bot. It’s a friendship story, it’s
funny, and I haven’t met a child yet who doesn’t love
it. As I plan my next lessons, I think, why not keep
the theme of friendship going? It is a great theme for
our incoming kindergarteners—some experiencing a
school setting for the first time. What makes a good
friend? What do good friends do for each other? If I
read exemplary books with friendship themes, we can
compare and contrast the stories and see if any of the
friendship traits are similar between and among the
books. The seven picture books we read and discuss are
• Boy + Bot by Ame Dyckman; illustrated by Dan
Yaccarino
• I Can Help by David Hyde Costello
• Stick and Stone by Beth Ferry; illustrated by Tom
Lichtenheld

• Widget by Lyn Rossiter McFarland
• Hooray for Hat! by Brian Won
• Bear Feels Sick by Karma Wilson; illustrated
by Jane Chapman
• Grumpy Cat by Britta Teckentrup
Can I use this strategy of a semantic feature analysis
somehow to study friendship traits? And if so, how?
Logistics is my first challenge. I have five kindergarten intervention groups and want to use only one large
anchor chart for the semantic feature analysis. I still
want input from all the students before writing the traits
on the map, so I tell them we need to decide on the
most important ones. What traits do they think should
be included after hearing our seven friendship stories?
We discuss their ideas, often referring to the
books we read, as I write their words down on paper.
Remarkably, each of the groups has very similar ideas,
which I present to them the following day and are
agreed upon by all. These become the friendship traits
written on our one collective map:
• Friends take care of each other.
• Friends help each other.
• Friends have fun together.
• Friends make each other happy.
• Friends don’t have to look the same to be friends.
I know I need visuals because kindergarten
students, especially intervention students, need to
use oral discussion to voice their thoughts. I make
color pictures of each book cover to put at the top of
the chart and write the friendship traits down the left
side, creating a matrix. Although I work with small
groups of students, it is still only one map for groups
of four. I want students to dig deeper, become more
engaged, and allow me to assess them individually
and formatively. With students at this age and developmental stage, it needs to be done orally, through
conversations, so I make individual strips for each
child with a color copy of the covers of each book on
them. The students need the visual of each book to
look at, to point to, and to use as a jumping off point
for their thinking. It also gives the other children in
the group a way to focus on their friends’ ideas and
thoughts and not their own.

I am ready to try my first lesson with my first group.
I am hopeful but also apprehensive. Will they even
know what I am talking about, let alone have the ability
to discuss seven different books? Can they retrieve
information from a specific book to support their
thinking? This seems like a tall order for kindergarten
students who are seeing me for intervention work,
students who cannot remember letters and sounds.
To keep it manageable and to allow all groups
access to the same chart, I choose one friendship trait
to work on during each session with me. I write the
children’s answers (and their names) on sticky notes
and place them on the chart. Using sticky notes allows
me to remove and replace each group’s answers.
Putting the sticky notes back on the chart actually
becomes a really nice review for the groups before
beginning work on a new trait and they love hearing
their names said out loud.
I give each student their story strip and there is
much oohing and aaahing as they point to various
books and name titles or characters. Together we read
all the titles of the books and then compare them to
the big semantic feature analysis map, which they had
already seen.
Next I point to a friendship trait, Friends help each
other, and ask them to look at all the books on their
strip of paper and think of a time in one of the books
when this is true and how it is true. Once they do,
they point to the book. When the first student answers,
the rest of the group points to the same book on their
strip. This idea did indeed keep the group on task and
engaged in the discussion as I hoped.
By the time I start the second semantic feature
analysis, with a different text set, groups have
diminished significantly. Most are dropped because
they made necessary benchmarks and two in my group
are transferred to a reading associate. For this second
map I have only four students, two groups of two
students. These students still need a lot of help and are
in the original group that completed the first map.
The four picture books we read and use with this
second semantic feature analysis are all by the same
author and illustrator team of Deborah Underwood
and Claudia Rueda. The titles of the stories are

• Here Comes the Easter Cat
• Here Comes Santa Cat
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• Here Comes the Tooth Fairy Cat
• Here Comes Valentine Cat
These books are hilarious and the children just love
them and beg to read them again and again. However,
they are not the easiest books for young children with
comprehension difficulties! Among other things, the
Cat in the story speaks only through body language
and the signs he occasionally holds up; there is
much interpretation and inferencing needed to really
understand the humor in these stories. We need to
have many discussions in order for them to understand
and comprehend the plot and the characters.
This time we do not compare friendship traits
among books as we had with the first semantic feature
analysis. This second semantic feature analysis
considers several elements including character traits,
theme, and the craft of writing. I am extremely pleased
when they brainstorm the following criteria to discuss
these books through a semantic feature analysis:
• Cat likes fast things.
• Cat changes by the end of the story.
• Cat doesn’t know what kids like or want.
• If you do something nice for someone, someone
might do something nice for you.
• The three pictures before the title page are
important.
With only four students brainstorming this time,
and with these students being my most needy, it was
amazing to see them discover such features. These
are really quite mature answers for such young
children.
I complete the last semantic feature analysis map
with only three of the four students. We return to a
favorite author and Twitter friend, (@AmeDyckman).
They loved Boy + Bot, and Ame had just published
a new book, Horrible Bear. It seems like a great idea
to finish up with a text set of her books. We use the
following titles, all by Dyckman:
• Boy + Bot; illustrated by Dan Yaccarino
• Tea Party Rules; illustrated by K. G. Campbell
• Wolfie the Bunny; illustrated by Zachariah OHora
• Horrible Bear; illustrated by Zachariah OHora
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I suspect identifying features for analysis might be
even harder for these books than for Underwood’s.
In Deborah’s books, the characters and plot remain
fairly similar, which makes it easier for students to
understand. Although we used different books for the
second semantic feature analysis, friendship traits and
character traits are fairly similar.
Dyckman’s books definitely have common themes,
but they are subtle at times. Can these students
discover those nuances, even with prior experience?
They have worked with me for the longest amount
of time but only because they remained behind their
peers.
The students’ application of this strategy is
evidence children as young as five can handle this
rigorous work. Where I think it might be too difficult,
they demonstrate time and time again, if allowed to
talk, listen to their peers, and process information
orally, they are capable of the task. Recognizing
this helps me realize how important the speaking
and listening strand is in the Common Core State
Standards. This strand can get lost as educators
attempt to fully incorporate all the other standards,
but it is one so crucial and important for students. It
allows them to process and retain all the information
we present to them. Giving my students time and
guidance creates in them the capacity to construct
what they do. With this third and last semantic feature
analysis map, the students refine their interactions with
the texts and discover, with guidance, features not so
easily understood or as apparent. Look at what they
end up brainstorming not only about the themes in her
books but also about Ame’s writing as well!
• The characters weren’t friends at the beginning of
the book but became friends at the end.
• Bears are important characters in Ame’s books.
They help make changes in the story.
• Stop and Think—Many characters had to stop and
think.
• Characters you don’t expect to be friends, become
friends.
Admittedly, these are pretty spectacular ideas! I do
have to remind them many times to give me the correct
term or clarify, by asking questions, because many of
them have difficulties with speech and/or language. I

record several of these lessons and in watching them
notice how many times I hear myself emphasizing the
use of characters’ names rather than pronouns. Before
I write their answers on the sticky notes, I say, “Listen,
does this sound like what you are saying?” and read it
to them.
If they agree, I write it on the sticky note, saying
each word aloud as I do so, to remind them of the
voice/print match of our alphabetic principle. These
normally antsy, distracted, struggling students are
so intent on my writing of their words. If I make the
smallest error they correct me, and all four lean over
in their chairs to watch me write. I think perhaps it is
just a fluke the first time but they prove me wrong over
and over as we add to this map . . . the hunched over
shoulders, knees in the chairs, eyes on my hand as I
write—magic!

Findings
I find it remarkable that these students are able
to make the gains they do, knowing they have many
difficulties to overcome. By the end of the year, of
the 19 students who participated in the first semantic
feature analysis, seven are sent to the K–2 Response to
Intervention (RTI) Team; three are referred for speech
and language services; two have diagnosed severe
medical problems; three have an IEP and receive
special education services, and five are recommended
for retention. Yet even with all these obstacles, they
do understand what I am asking of them and are
able to participate with appropriate answers and all
showed gains on their progress reports in the area of
comprehension.
From the literal features, such as Friends have
fun together, to the much more inferential ones like,
Friends don’t have to look the same to be friends,
the students have the answers. They are able to not
only answer correctly but also provide evidence.
Many times we return to the books to either find
an answer, or much more often, find the evidence
that proves their points. As we discuss the character
trait, Friends make each other happy, the students
remember that “The Hare made the Bear happy by
giving him a blanket”; “The Kitten made Grumpy Cat
happy when he came around and became his friend”;
and “Elephant gave Zebra a hat when he was feeling

grumpy and it made him feel happy.”
Notice Jake’s use and knowledge of the word
grumpy in this statement: “Elephant gave Zebra a
hat when he was feeling grumpy and it made him
feel happy, from the book, Hooray for Hat. He has
transferred his knowledge of the word grumpy, which
he learned in the book, Grumpy Cat, and is now using
it to describe another character in another book. We
strive to teach this transference of knowledge, and
here is an intervention kindergarten student, applying
it independently. Alex tells us, “Stick made Stone
happy by sticking up for him and making Pinecone
leave when he was being mean.” As the children think
about this trait, they can quite frequently relate it to
their own lives. It helps them think less egocentrically
when they find examples of kindness and realize that,
often, to find a friend you need to be a friend. Abe
notices this in not one but two books: “The Kitten
made Grumpy Cat happy by becoming his friend” and
“Boy made Bot happy by playing with him and being
his friend.” Children of this age often need to be taught
how to make friendships, especially those who have
not interacted with other children. What insight Brett
has when he notes, “The Kitten took care of Grumpy
Cat by being his friend and now he’s not lonely.”
Most of this story is about the older cat, Grumpy Cat,
taking care of and helping the smaller, younger kitten.
Yet it was the smaller, younger kitten that pursued a
friendship with the older, grumpier cat. This is not
overtly pointed out at any time, either in the text itself,
nor with any discussions we have. This, from a child I
often thought was not engaged, was not listening, and
did not care about school!
I see many instances of children using story
language in their answers, using direct words
remembered from the text when they use words like
cuddled up, marched, and coin. I record phrases as
well, such as stuck in the muddle, he knew how it felt,
and all the horrible went out of the bear.
Several of the children remember in the book
Widget, Mrs. Diggs calls her cats “the girls” and in
Wolfie the Bunny, Dot calls Wolfie, “little brother.” I
am a big Tweeter (@litcoachlou), and have formed
many relationships with authors on Twitter. One such
author is Deborah Underwood. I tweet a picture of the
semantic feature analysis map the kids have designed
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and she is amazed too.
I tweet, “Look @underwoodwriter! We’re using
your books in K intervention for semantic feature
analysis. #High level thinking.”
She replies, “@litcoachlou That is so cool!! They’re
making connections that *I* haven’t made. I need
to borrow your sheet before I write next book! ☺”

This certainly indicates the students have increased
their understandings in literacy when an author speaks
so highly of their work. We also need to consider the
size of the group as there are only four students doing
this work now, whereas there had been 19 completing
it on the first map.
I am pleased to see the students incorporating
book knowledge as they include a feature about the
pictures seen before the title page and the significance
of these pictures. I spend a lot of time teaching my
intervention students the importance of the cover,
the title page, and any pictures or text before the title
page. Underwood’s books all have three pictures
before the title page, which includes important
information necessary to fully comprehend the text.
It is especially important in Here Comes the Tooth
Fairy Cat, as the three pictures, “Show Cat putting his
tooth under the pillow. He woke up the next morning
and found a coin. However, he was not happy,” which
is an important premise of the entire story. Cat is
not happy about the coin he receives from the Tooth
Fairy. Usually children are thrilled, so it gets the
children thinking right away about the dissonance
here. Likewise, in Here Comes the Valentine Cat,
Robert notes, “Cat is looking in the store windows
at Valentine things. He seems grumpy or mad. He
doesn’t seem to like Valentine’s Day.”
I am incredibly impressed when the students realize
that, in each story, Cat starts out feeling one way, but
changes in a positive way by the end. It is also very
significant that one of the traits they choose is, Cat
changes by the end of the story. They all say, “At the
beginning, Cat only thought of himself—he wanted
presents. But at the end, he gave kitten one of his cans
of cat food.” “At the beginning, Cat didn’t want to
take turns and was mean to Mouse. At the end, Cat
saved Mouse from the bear”.
With this last semantic feature analysis, we do
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something we haven’t done in the other two: change
one of our features after writing it on the chart. The
feature—Bears are important characters in Ame’s
book—originally starts out as, Animals are important
characters in Ame’s books. As we start the analysis,
we realize it isn’t just animals but a specific animal,
namely the bear, making the changes, so we rewrite
this feature to reflect our learning. Deep thinking
occurs as they state, “The bear helped Wolfie and Dot
become friends even though he was a bad character.”
“The bear helped the little girl with fixing things.
He taught her that sometimes there are accidents.”
Finally, “The bear and the girl became friends. He
taught her that sometimes you don’t need rules to
have fun.” Each of these answers comes from three
different stories, about three different bears.
When we discuss the feature of characters needing
to stop and think, the students very easily make
connections to themselves. As Brett says, “I had to
stop and think when I almost climbed a ladder to my
roof. But I knew my dad would be mad at me, so I
didn’t. He would want me to be safe.” Opel says, “I
had to stop and think when I almost touched a knife.
My brain said to me, “Don’t touch that knife!” and I
didn’t.” Connections to self are important to comprehension and help link the new to the known.
Students are able to transfer knowledge about
friendships when they discuss the feature, Characters
you don’t expect to be friends become friends. Opel
says, “I didn’t think I would become friends with
my little brother but last night I danced for him and
he started dancing with me and we had fun.” Gabe’s
connection is, ”I didn’t think I’d be friends with a boy
in my class because he kept trying to play with me and
my friend. But then I played with him and had fun and
then all three of us were friends.”
I think the trait they discover that makes me the
most proud is their realization that you don’t need
to look like someone to be friends. In our turbulent
times, it certainly cannot hurt to emphasize peace and
community. Authors like Ame Dyckman, Deborah
Underwood, and all the other wonderful authors of
young children’s picture books make my job that
much easier. The students dictate ideas like, “A boy
and a robot become good friends. They played, they
ate together, and took pictures together.” Another

child says, “A wolf and a bunny became friends and
family. We wouldn’t expect a meat eater like Wolfie to
be friends with a bunny because usually a wolf would
eat bunnies.”
When I tweet out a picture of our final semantic
feature analysis map, Ame Dyckman replies, “These
are AWESOME. THX! READ ON BUDDIES,”
and retweets it to the illustrators of her books, Dan
Yaccarino, K. G. Campbell, and Zachariah OHora.

Implications
This work with my kindergarten students opens
my eyes to what children as young as five and six are
capable of—it truly is amazing. I take some of the
most struggling kids in kindergarten, use a complex
strategy in a different way with much, much younger
students, with a great deal of success.
One of the reasons this strategy is so effective is
that it copies both our neural paths and the ways the
brain organizes information. The visual representation that a semantic feature analysis provides, in the
form of a grid or matrix, allows students to analyze
relationships. Even though my students’ answers are
written down verbatim on sticky notes and put on
the grid, they cannot read them independently. The
review, then, is not only helpful but also mandatory
before the next lessons.
Most of the research I found about semantic feature
analyses is used with vocabulary instruction and with
middle school and high school students, such as those
from Adolescent Literacy entitled Classroom Strategy:
Semantic Feature Analysis and Teaching Word
Meanings as Concepts. The findings are very positive
for this strategy, with an effect size of .64 for concept
mapping (Hattie, 2015), but I have yet to find it used
with five year olds with a focus, not on vocabulary,
but on text comprehension, as I did.
One of my original queries and hypotheses
surrounding this work is the fact that we cannot teach
and assess our most struggling readers with only
lower-level skill learning such as the foundational
skills, without adding a great deal of cognitively
demanding comprehension work and formative
assessments. Although I used a small sample size,
I still believe I can say, with a great deal of certainty,
this work with a semantic feature analysis has also

helped improve these students in the areas of CCSS
Literacy. Based on my own progress reports, their
DRA 2 reading scores and teacher observations, these
students have made great strides. Although some
did not reach all kindergarten EOY benchmarks, this
work is valuable in not only these students’ work with
literacy but also helps enormously with the CCSS
Speaking and Listening Skills. This work made me
slow down, listen to the children, give them wait time,
and probe with questions, rather than assuming they
do not understand. If nothing else, it increases their
own self-concept as they watch their words written
down—as important as the words in the books we
have read.

Conclusions
These are huge gains for students who are just now
retaining letter names and sounds after almost a year
of kindergarten. As an interventionist, I am responsible
for sending home a progress report (designed from
common core standards) with each of my students.
Usually we assess and report to parents how their
children are doing with their foundational skills,
which includes alphabet knowledge. After teaching
with the semantic feature analysis, I am able to quite
confidently also assess them for a number of the comprehension skills, including
• Retelling
• Making connections and predictions
• Identifying main characters and setting
In addition, I can assess the much higher-level skills:
• Inferencing
• Using the text to gain meaning
• Identifying character traits
• Using reasons, examples, and/or evidence from
the text to support conclusions and opinions
Utilizing a semantic feature analysis gives me a
much fuller picture of each child and a much broader
knowledge of the scope of their comprehension. I am
able to present this information at the RTI meetings of
my referred students.
Although I am not definitively able to answer my
final question about whether or not this work can help
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in either identifying or not identifying young students
for Tier 2 or Tier 3 interventions, I can confidently
say the information I brought to RTI meetings, parent
meetings, and meetings with teachers and administrators, certainly gave us all a much fuller picture of each
child. When we only look at young children through
the lens of summative assessments and foundational
skill knowledge, we lose a huge part of the child. On
paper they may look dismal but with this work we see
the rich conversations and thinking they are capable of
doing.
Concept attainment has discernable stages but
they are not linear, with the perceptual level being
the easiest as it involves concrete activities, up to the
classification level, the most difficult, because it deals
with assigning concepts to larger categories. Semantic
feature analysis and concept mapping fall in the 2nd
highest category, the conceptual level, which deals
with “expanding awareness of attributes of things or
ideas through multiple encounters, comparisons, and
contrasts.” We create enduring schema so students
can’t be confused. It is permanent and consistent
(O’Donnell, 2004).
Concept attainment helps us enable students to
place information into their own schema, which in turn
transfers to their long-term memory. Assessing can be
even more difficult with such young students. The four
attributes of formative assessment—clarify intended
learning, elicit evidence, interpret evidence, and act on
evidence—can all be utilized with this strategy. The
semantic feature analysis gives us a chance to utilize
all four attributes of formative assessment, as we
work through it. The map makes the learning concrete
and allows the students and teacher to break down
learning into understandable parts. The sticky notes
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give the educator the opportunity to evoke evidence of
students’ learning and their words become a part of this
evidence. As we work through these maps, I am always
able to immediately act on the evidence I am gleaning
and stop, talk, question, or discuss as soon as difficulties arise—the beauty of formative assessments. Yet
these conversations become concrete and permanent as
I write down their words on sticky notes. Not only can
I interpret the evidence on the spot but also act on that
evidence immediately, which is the key to adjusting
instruction.

Next Steps
Originally, I intended to complete a semantic
feature analysis with a nonfiction text set along with
the fiction sets but time got away from me and we
just did not end up doing so. I will definitely continue
this work, adding the nonfiction component next
time so I can see a comparison between and among
nonfiction texts.
This work needs to be shared with my colleagues.
Luckily, in my role as a literacy coach, I can demonstrate and team-teach this strategy in classrooms. I
also have experience with presenting workshops and
I work with our Department of Education so I will
have many opportunities to share and demonstrate this
learning.
Maya Angelou said, “I did then what I knew how
to do. Now that I know better, I do better.” This is
an urgent call to all educators to continually strive to
raise the bar for our youngest students but to do so in
a way that is knowledgeable of the ages and stages of
young children. After 35 years in education, I am still
a lifelong learner, learning from some of our youngest
students . . .
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Books That Have Influenced Me:
Looking Back at Favorite Books
Edited by Mary E. Shorey
Mary E. Shorey, PhD, is a professor of elementary
and early childhood education at Bridgewater
State University. A former classroom teacher,
educational consultant, and director of library
media, she teaches courses in language arts
and reading. She has had a longtime interest in
children’s literature.

F

or this column in the P
 rimer issue celebrating
MRA’s 50 years, I thought it would be apropos
to look back to books that made an impression on
longtime members of the Association. Taking a cue
from M
 y Ideal Bookshelf (2012) edited by Thessaly
LaFrance, which features leading cultural figures
and the books that influenced them and they choose
to keep, I partnered with P
 rimer editor Jo Ann
Thompson to ask: What were some of your favorite
children’s books? What children’s books were
influential to you over the years and why? What books
haven’t you been able to part with and are still on your
bookshelf? What book changed your life? What book
do you read over and over again?
One of the books that comes to mind for me and
is still on my bookshelf is R
 oll of Thunder, Hear My
Cry by Mildred Taylor. I read it in 1976 for a graduate
course in children’s literature. It was the first multicultural book I remember reading and so powerful that
it influenced my decision twenty years later to focus
my doctoral dissertation on diversity in children’s
literature.
Some of MRA’s past presidents and former board
members responded with their interpretations to the
questions we posed. They share references to books
and poems that have inspired and influenced them or
simply have been their favorite because they trigger
memories of certain times and places. Some have been
read in their youths, in their professional lives, and
in their retirements, and have stayed with them over
time.

•••
Dot Earle (President 1995–1996) thought about a
poem she has read again and again and used in many
ways. She writes,
“A poem that impacted me is I t Couldn’t Be Done,
by Edgar Albert Guest. It is a simple poem with an
inspirational message. The first time I read it I found
it in the book, T
 he Best Loved Poems of the American
People, early in my education career. I have returned
to it many times, posted it at my desk, and shared it
with educators and students. It helped me to think I
could be successful, even if I felt others may have
doubted I could do the job successfully. The part
of the poem I like best is where it says, ‘There are
thousands to point out to you one by one, the dangers
that wait to assail you. But just buckle in with a bit of
a grin, just take off your coat and go to it; just start in
to sing as you tackle the thing that “cannot be done,”
and you’ll do it.’ I recommend this poem, especially
if you need a little inspiration to keep going and not
giving up.”
The full poem, I t Couldn’t Be Done by Edgar
Albert Guest, is as follows:
Somebody said that it couldn’t be done,
But he with a chuckle replied
That “maybe it couldn’t,” but he would be one
Who wouldn’t say so till he’d tried.
So he buckled right in with the trace of a grin
On his face. If he worried he hid it.
He started to sing as he tackled the thing
That couldn’t be done, and he did it.
Somebody scoffed: “Oh, you’ll never do that;
At least no one ever has done it;”
But he took off his coat and he took off his hat,
And the first thing we knew he’d begun it.
With a lift of his chin and a bit of a grin,
Without any doubting or quiddit,
He started to sing as he tackled the thing
That couldn’t be done, and he did it.
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There are thousands to tell you it cannot be done,
There are thousands to prophesy failure,
There are thousands to point out to you one by one,
The dangers that wait to assail you.
But just buckle in with a bit of a grin,
Just take off your coat and go to it;
Just s tartin to sing as you tackle the thing
That “cannot be done,” and you’ll do it.
•••
Jane Kline (President 1998–1999) responded with a
title that she found after her graduate work.
“I’ve never really ever been a fan of self-help
books, but it turns out the book that has influenced me
the most is one of those. Probably the only one I’ve
ever read. I had finished my doctoral work about four
or five years prior to stumbling upon this book in one
of those airport kiosks. I was just starting to speak in
front of groups, to address larger groups of teachers,
and to present at professional conferences. I can
remember becoming physically ill before presenting at
an International Reading Association conference.
The book is T
 he Magic of Thinking Big by David
Schwartz, PhD. It was written in 1959 and was
republished upon his death in 1987. That must have
been when I found it. The major message is the usual
‘if you can dream it, you can have it.’ However an
incidental message is the one that resonated with me
and I found it useful in my professional as well as
my personal life. The message is that people want
you to succeed! When speaking to an audience, the
majority of people want you to do well. They want
you to deliver a talk that doesn’t waste their time
and is useful to them. They have chosen to listen to
whatever level of expertise and experience you have.
They are silently cheering you on! Now believing
that has changed my comfort level when speaking to
large audiences and when interacting with family and
friends. I would have never predicted a self-help book
to be one of my favorites!”
•••

Diane Lowe (President 1984–1985) looks at the idea
of “favorite book” through the generations and closed
her response with a poem of inspiration.
“When I was asked to contribute to this column,
I immediately started thinking of all the wonderful
literature my parents shared with me when I was a
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child. The first thing I thought of was not a book: it
was the newspaper cartoon Little Lulu that my father
read to me every Sunday morning. Little Lulu was the
first mascot for Kleenex tissues, which gave us plenty
of print to follow, and I credit L
 ittle Lulu with helping
me learn to read before entering kindergarten.
My parents read many treasures to me: Hans
Christian Andersen’s The Ugly Duckling, The Little
Mermaid, Thumbelina, and The Snow Queen. Johanna
Spyri’s Heidi. L. M. Montgomery’s Anne of Green
Gables. Frances Hodgson Burnett’s The Secret
Garden. Anna Sewell’s Black Beauty. As adults my
dad and I worked our way through the Newbery award
winners and talked about them on the chair lift while
skiing.
What was my favorite book as a child? I didn’t
really have one favorite because my mother and father
read so many great books to me. I asked our daughter
who had been read to all her life and she quickly
said J ames and the Giant Peach by Roald Dahl was
her favorite book. I remember her re-reading that
book many times. I asked our granddaughter, who
had been read to since she was 48 hours old, and
she immediately said T
 ales of Despereaux by Kate
DiCamillo. Our son didn’t have a favorite, but the one
he requested most as a young child was The Snowy
Day by Ezra Jack Keats. He always laughed out loud
when the snow goes “plop” on Peter’s head. His son
offered two: the board book T
 he Blue Truck by Alice
Schertle and his current favorite, T
 he Day the Crayons
Quit by Drew Daywalt. Obviously, I was that mother
who read to our children and they in turn read to their
children.
My favorite book? I guess I am like the authors
who are asked about their favorite book and the
answer is generally “the one I am working on now.”
Why are we all enthralled with many books rather
than just one? More than likely it is because we had
mothers (and fathers) who read to us, and that takes
me back to my first thought for this column: the poem
titled “The Reading Mother” by Strickland Gillilan.
I had a mother who read to me
Sagas of pirates who scoured the sea,
Cutlasses clenched in their yellow teeth,
“Blackbirds” stowed in the hold beneath.

I had a Mother who read me lays
Of ancient and gallant and golden days;
Stories of Marmion and Ivanhoe,
Which every boy has a right to know.
I had a Mother who read me tales
Of Gelert the hound of the hills of Wales,
True to his trust till his tragic death,
Faithfulness blent with his final breath.
I had a Mother who read me the things
That wholesome life to the boy heart brings—
Stories that stir with an upward touch,
Oh, that each mother of boys were such!
You may have tangible wealth untold;
Caskets of jewels and coffers of gold.
Richer than I you can never be—
I had a Mother who read to me.
•••

Jerry LaPointe (Director of Membership 2002–
2009) talks about the big picture, the importance of
reading, and responded by thinking about how books
influenced him throughout his life.
“It seems to me that I have always read. I cannot
remember when I could not read, nor do I remember
learning to read. I once asked my mother if she
remembered when I learned to read but she did not.
She said it just seemed that I could always read, and
that’s how it seems to me as well. As a child I loved
Beatrix Potter and Thornton Burgess and The Wind in
the Willows. I loved being read to and I loved reading
myself. Reading has always been important in my life.
It has always been a part of who I am and what I do.
Books have always influenced my thinking, my
reactions to situations, and my perspective on life. I
frequently reread books if they have had a particular
effect on me or if I particularly like their phrasing
or use of language. However, I cannot identify any
one book that I would say was my favorite or that
was a defining change agent in my life. Every book
I’ve read has produced some effect or some change
in my life. When Meredith Vieira hosted her favorite
book program on PBS this past summer I was
repeatedly struck by the question, ‘How could there
be one favorite book in America?’ There are so many
different people and each of them enjoys his or her

own sense of literature. What is important to me may
not have any appeal for my neighbor and vice versa.
For me there are many books that are important,
many books that are favorites. I love Dickens and
have read and reread A
 Tale of Two Cities and G
 reat
Expectations many times. I love Thomas Hardy, the
Brontes, Shakespeare, and the poets, among many,
many others. I love historical fiction and biography,
particularly those books dealing with British or
Russian history, and I love American literature, British
literature, and Russian literature. I read books both
old and new, but I must confess I am more drawn to
the classics than I am to most modern literature. I
prefer the language structure and the greater attention
to grammatical conventions that is offered by older
literature.
I read many novels and have always been particularly partial to fiction and the pictures of different
lives, different places, and different times it presents
to the reader. I love the sense of story in fiction, I love
the characters, and I love the cadence of the language
as used by an individual author and I am often sad
when a book is finished. I can tell if I will enjoy
reading a particular book by simply reading the first
page or two.
Now that I’m retired I have more time to read
and I devote some time every afternoon to reading
in the bay window of my home in Maine with the
sun coming through the glass. It is very pleasant. I
cannot imagine a life without books and I have always
imagined that a perfect passage from this world to the
next would be to simply slip away while reading a
book by the fire.”
•••

MaryJane Simpson (President 1989–1990) chose
as her favorite book one that she read as a teacher and
MRA leader. She responds,
“It is difficult for me to choose just one favorite
children’s book because I have so many that I am
fond of. As a first grade teacher I was blessed to
be able to read all my favorites aloud each year to
a new group of eager listeners. One of my favorite
children’s books is Who is the Beast? by Keith Baker.
This book is about a young tiger who, as he walks
through the jungle, hears other creatures warning
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of an approaching beast. The tiger is concerned and
wonders if he is the beast. He compares himself to
the description of the beast that each creature gives.
In the end, the tiger realizes that he as well as all the
other creatures are indeed beasts. The illustrations
are spectacular and support beginning readers as they
attempt to read independently.
This book is extra special to me because I first read
it aloud during Hurricane Bob. In 1991 MRA was
having its annual leadership workshop in Hyannis,
when Hurricane Bob interrupted MRA’s plans.
Many families were evacuated from the shoreline
and were given shelter in our hotel lobby. Because
a publisher was presenting at our workshop we had
many children’s books available to us. So . . . it
happened that the MRA leaders conducted a read
aloud in the lobby to entertain and calm the children
and their families. I still can remember reading Who
is the Beast? As Hurricane Bob howled and screeched
outside. I felt I knew who the beast was . . . definitely
it was Bob!”
•••

Nancy Witherell (President 2011–2012) remembers
a book series that is probably one that many of us
know.
“As I head toward retirement, being asked what
book influenced my life was a question that was easier
to answer than I would have thought . . . Life was a lot
different growing up in rural southern Illinois in the
late 50s and early 60s. Television was black and white.
Even if color was available, most likely your family’s
television was black and white. There were no videos
or video games; going to the movie theater was a
real treat. If you were lucky to get a board game for
Christmas, you were even luckier to still have all the
pieces by Easter. So, for the most part we made our
own amusement and that’s why The Boxcar Children
series by Gertrude Chandler Warner became my
favorite. I identified with the children. They were me
without parents. My family couldn’t afford to replace
the television when it broke or the games when pieces
were lost, so I quickly learned that the library was a
place to find amusement and it was free. I was lucky
the library was close by. As I walked by it on my way
home from elementary school, I rarely walked past it.
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The visits to the library introduced and hooked me to
the series.
The boxcar children—Henry, Jessie, Violet, and
Benny—lost their parents at an early age, but not each
other. These children were everything I was or wanted
to be. They lived alone in a boxcar. How thrilling is
that? They played in a creek. So did I! They were
resourceful and could make play out of nothing. So
could I! They found broken dishes and cleaned them
up. They knew how to take a rusty spoon, rub it with
sand and make it useful again. They recycled before it
was popular. They helped each other and looked out
for each other. I admired their independence, resourcefulness, caring and deep connections to each other.
This series modeled everything good and I took that to
heart. They were the family I lived in, and the family
I strived to create as a mother of three, but without the
boxcar . . .”
•••

Paula Sable (President 1991–1992) focused on
recent books that she has read as she addresses our
questions. She states, 
“Whilethere is no single book that ‘made me who
I am,’ two books I’ve recently read have touched my
core. Both books have helped me examine who I am.
In the process, they not only deepened my perspective
of my own life experiences, they have also added
some insight into the fractured society within our
country today.
Tara Westover’s Educated is her memoir of
growing up in an isolated family in the mountains
of Idaho. Almost completely unschooled (her father
distrusted government establishments), she manages
to get to college and ultimately pursues a PhD at an
internationally prestigious university. Although her
transition was more extreme, many of Westover’s
experiences helped me understand my own difficult
transition to college.
Similarly, Sarah Smarsh’s H
 eartland recounts
growing up in a working class family. Here, too, I
found myself frequently nodding my head at her
cultural experiences and the world views of the adults
in her life. Some descriptions brought “Aha!” moments
and expanded my understanding of family and friends’
perspectives along my own journey in life.

Both books help to illustrate that each of us grows
from a set of expectations molded by the people and
experiences we encounter along our path. How we
arrived at where we are now is the result of where
we began, who we met along the way, and often, a
healthy dose of pure luck. Each of the threads we
weave along the journey is integral to the fabric of
our own lives as well as to the broader tapestry of
humanity. By examining the threads, we can develop
greater appreciation for the full composition.
•••
Pamela Mason (President 1987–1988) chose I
Love Myself When I Am Laughing . . . and Then Again
When I Am Looking Mean and Impressive, Zora Neale
Hurston (1979). She writes,
“Zora Neale Hurston was an impressive storyteller.
She told stories through her ethnographies, her novels,
and her short stories about African Americans who
found hope and dignity, while subjected to oppression
and marginalization. Trained as an anthropologist
during the 1920s, Hurston listened patiently and
respectfully to her informants as they shared their

lives, loves, and longings. She was a prolific writer
during the Harlem Renaissance and beyond, a friend
of Langston Hughes and W. E. B. DuBois. However,
as an African-American woman academic, she
struggled to have her work recognized as widely as
that of her male peers. Her work has received the
recognition it deserved posthumously.
I Love Myself When I Am Laughing . . . and Then
Again When I Am Looking Mean and Impressive is
a collection of her fiction, journalism, folklore, and
autobiography. I read it over and over again to keep
me grounded in the realm of African-American female
scholarship. The title also serves as a reminder to be
compassionate with myself and others in times of joy
and struggle and to show up as my full, authentic self
at all times.
•••
Books influence us in different ways at different
times in our lives. But there’s no doubt about it,
books are important to who we are and what we do
throughout our journeys.
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Looking Back at Books That Have Influenced Literacy Educators:
Review of Books for Professionals
by Lisa Maucione
Lisa Maucione, EdD, is a literacy specialist in
Dartmouth, MA. She is the Vice President of
the Massachusetts Reading Association and a
member of MRA’s Publicity Committee.

E

ducators who have an interest in expanding their
knowledge related to the teaching of literacy have
numerous options to choose from when it comes to
reading professional books. As the Massachusetts
Reading Association celebrates its fiftieth year by both
looking back over the years and looking forward to
the future, a reflection on professional texts published
within the last fifty years seems appropriate. As the
author of this professional book review column and
an educator with an interest in learning from experts
in the field, I have read a great number of books on
various topics related to literacy. For some of these
professional books a one-time read is sufficient, but
others are books that merit multiple reads and have
served as resources that I turn to again and again. The
books in this latter category are dog-eared, highlighted,
and flagged with sticky notes. These marked-up
and well-worn books have influenced my teaching,
helping me to become a more effective literacy
educator. In reflecting on the professional books
written about literacy in the past few decades, I have
chosen four such books that, in my opinion, are those
that educators have turned to again and again for the
inspiration, insight, and guidance they offer.
•••
Writing: Teachers & Children at Work 20th
Anniversary Edition (Graves, 2003)
In 1983, Donald Graves published Writing:
Teachers & Children at Work, a book about how
children learn to write and the ways in which teachers
can support children’s work as they grow as writers.
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Twenty years later, Graves published an updated
edition to reflect the changes in his thinking about
learning to write and the teaching of writing. The
new edition remains true to the principles of teaching
writing that are at the core of Graves’s work and
are also inherent to the writing workshop model.
These essential principles of teaching writing include
providing children with choice about their writing
topics, response to their work, time to write, opportunities to publish, exposure to teacher talk about writing,
and a way to collect their work over time.
Throughout his book, Graves provides teachers with
an understanding of how to support children as writers
within a teaching framework that allows children to
have ownership over their writing and helps them to
understand that their writing has value. Graves argues
that children come to school with a desire to write, but
this desire is often lost when control over their writing
is taken from them. He gives suggestions about how
to help children choose topics to support their decision-making. In addition, Graves describes how to
start children off writing right away, how to organize
the classroom, and how to use teacher modeling and
children’s literature to reinforce children’s motivation
to write and develop a community of writers in which
children support each other in the process.
One way that teachers support writers, which
Graves devotes an entire section of his book to, is
through conferences. According to Graves, the first
goal of any conference is to get children to talk about
their writing. He provides suggestions to encourage
children to talk during conferences so that teachers can
learn about children’s writing and their use of craft.
Graves also provides a variety of question types that
teachers can ask during a writing conference to help
them learn about the child as a writer, but also ensure
that the child remains in control of the writing process.
Within this chapter of the book, Graves also provides
examples of conferences to illustrate that they are a
learning process for both the student and the teacher.

He also offers guidance about how to vary conferences
to meet the needs of children who are at different
stages of the writing process.
Graves not only suggests ways for teachers to
support the writing process, but also explores how
children grow into increasingly better writers and
provides insight into the development of writing.
Through a discussion of writing development,
Graves helps teachers understand aspects of effective
writing instruction and how practices can be put
in place to best support young writers. He places
emphasis on revision and voice and also addresses
handwriting and spelling as factors that influence
children’s writing. As Graves imparts knowledge
about how children write, teachers can gain
perspective that will enable them to become more
effective teachers of writing by guiding children to
understand what they can do to grow as writers.
Throughout Writing, there are many examples that
illuminate the practices of teachers as they build a
community of writers and interact with children to
support their development as writers. These examples
are based on Graves’s research, conducted over the
course of two years, as he observed teachers and
children engaged in writing instruction. Various
examples make clear how teachers approach the
teaching of writing and the ways in which teachers talk
to children about their work to both honor their writing
and move them forward in their writing abilities.
Graves also includes examples of children’s writing as
he examines the craft and development of children as
they learn to write.
In the afterword of the book, Mary Ellen Giacobbe
writes about Graves, stating, “He has charted a course
for writing teachers everywhere. He has led the way in
showing what is possible when we place children and
teachers at the heart of learning and teaching” (2003,
p. 325) and praises his work for the impact it has had
on child-centered literacy approaches that have been
developed since the publication of his book. Readers
of Graves’s book can gain insight into the philosophy
that has influenced writing process instruction and
also see possibilities for teaching writing in a way that
celebrates children’s work while helping them develop
knowledge of writing craft.
•••

Guided Reading, 2nd Edition: Responsive
Teaching Across the Grades (Fountas & Pinnell,
2017).
This professional book by literacy experts, Irene
Fountas and Gay Su Pinnell, provides educators with
an understanding of guided reading and its role in
supporting readers as they increase their proficiency
with the processes of reading. The first edition of
this book, Guided Reading: Good First Teaching for
All Children was published in 1996 and influenced
many teachers as they provided small group reading
instruction targeted to meet students’ needs within a
balanced literacy framework. Since the first edition
of the book, Fountas and Pinnell have developed a
deeper understanding of guided reading to include
a greater focus on responsive teaching and to reflect
the changing social dynamics of our world and the
increasing diversity that exists within classrooms.
The result of their new thinking is the second edition,
which remains true to the original concepts of guided
reading, but has increased relevance for today’s
learners and classrooms. Although the first edition
originally had a great impact on instruction for readers,
the updated version is reviewed because it has greater
pertinence for the instruction that takes place in
classrooms today.
At around six hundred pages, Fountas and Pinnell
have written a comprehensive resource that details all
aspects of guided reading and the responsive teaching
that occurs within this context. In the first section
of the book, the authors cover the basics of guided
reading, describe how guided reading fits together
with other instructional contexts with an emphasis
on shared reading, and describe the planning process
that will enable teachers to implement guided reading
lessons. Fountas and Pinnell stress the power of guided
reading when it’s grounded in comprehension and talk,
based on assessment and knowledge of readers, and is
thoughtfully planned. Examples of a guided reading
lesson, shared reading lessons, and each of the steps
in the planning process help to illustrate the teaching
that is necessary to lift students’ level of proficiency
through guided reading.
Fountas and Pinnell write about the complexity
of the reading process and the necessity of teaching
students the strategic actions that proficient readers use
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so that students can read increasingly more challenging
text. They describe a system of strategic actions,
which represent only a small portion of the myriad of
actions that occur while reading, but serve as a guide
to support teachers as they set goals for students within
guided reading lessons. Within the second section of
the book, Fountas and Pinnell explain how to assess
students to gather evidence of their reading behavior,
group students based on assessment, and use ongoing
assessment to plan for instruction that is responsive to
students’ needs. Throughout the chapters of this section
of the book, Fountas and Pinnell provide examples
of how assessment data can be analyzed to yield
information that guides instruction.
In addition to having knowledge of readers and the
reading process, Fountas and Pinnell also assert that
the understanding of the demands of texts is another
critical piece of knowledge that will enable teachers
to provide guided reading instruction that supports
students as they expand upon their processing system.
They explain the role of a text gradient, a tool they
created to support teachers as they analyze books to
determine the level of complexity and match books
with readers. In addition, Fountas and Pinnell describe
the characteristics of books at various levels to provide
an understanding of how texts along the text gradient
continuum become increasingly more complex. Both
the selection of books and their introduction within
lessons are important aspects of guided reading that
allow students to access text and build their system
of strategic actions for reading more complex text.
Fountas and Pinnell illustrate how book introductions
support readers with examples that include an analysis
of the language a teacher would use at varying text
levels.
Throughout their entire book, but especially in the
fourth section, Fountas and Pinnell stress that guided
reading is a powerful context because it comprises
strong teaching with the intention of developing
students’ agency and independence. They state,
“Teaching in guided reading is precise and intensive;
as a teacher, you are persistent in prompting readers
to initiate effective reading behaviors” (Fountas &
Pinnell, 2017, p. 363). Section Four details the actions
a teacher can take before, during, and after reading to
encourage students’ use of effective reading behaviors.
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These actions foster students’ use of thinking and
active reading as they take on strategies that allow
them to self-monitor, search and use information,
self-correct, solve words, and read fluently while
making meaning from text. Fountas and Pinnell
devote an entire chapter to the topic of facilitative talk,
the precise language that is used to teach, prompt,
or reinforce reading behaviors. They include many
examples of precise language that can be used at
various levels to support students, as they become
proficient readers. The actions a teacher takes within
guided reading should also underscore the importance
of reading as a meaning-making process. Fountas and
Pinnell provide numerous examples of ways to support
readers as they summarize, predict, make connections,
synthesize, infer, analyze, and critique text.
Throughout the detailed chapters of this book,
Fountas and Pinnell break down every aspect of
guided reading to show how it can be implemented
thoughtfully and effectively to impact students’’
reading abilities. They also indicate how guided
reading is most effective when it occurs within a
classroom context that is centered on the well being
of students and is one element of a literacy program
in which students have many varied literacy opportunities. Like the first version, this book provides
teachers with an understanding of the intricacies
of guided reading and the power it has, when
implemented effectively, to lift the level of students’
reading abilities. It is a resource teachers can refer to
again and again as they reflect on their teaching and
refine the teaching practices and language they use to
support students in developing a reading process that
will enable them to be proficient readers.
•••
I Read It, But I Don’t Get It: Comprehension
Strategies for Adolescent Readers (Tovani, 2000)
Chris Tovani opens her book by describing her
experiences as both a teacher of reading workshop
in a secondary classroom and as a reader herself.
She recalls her own school years, starting in sixth
grade, when she became a “master of fake reading”
(Tovani, 2000, p. 4) much like students she has taught.
These fake readers whom Tovani encounters within
her classroom are students who have learned to get
by because they either don’t want to read or they

read to decode the words rather than to understand.
Tovani’s purpose in this book is two-fold: she shows
the necessity of teaching middle and high school
students how to be better readers and she provides the
tools teachers at these grade levels need to support
their students who are challenged by the demands of
reading.
Tovani writes from experience, providing a
glimpse into her classroom and her teaching. The
many narratives she includes throughout the book
give readers the sense that they are right by her side
as she interacts with her students and supports them in
becoming proficient readers. With an authentic, honest,
and relatable voice, Tovani tells stories about her
teaching that reveal the reality of the challenges that
teachers face when students are unable to comprehend
text. She also provides possibilities for conversations
that teachers can have with students to enhance their
understanding of what it means to be a reader. She
demonstrates ways to talk to students about such things
as their reading history, the problems they encounter in
text, and their use of strategies.
In the seven chapters that comprise Part Two of the
book, Tovani presents strategies that students need
to be engaged and active readers who draw meaning
from text. The strategies she describes are strategies
for reading, as well as strategies for thinking. They
include teaching students to read with a purpose,
monitor their comprehension, apply fix-up strategies,
use their background knowledge, ask questions, and
make inferences. Tovani provides examples of how to
teach readers these strategies, but she advises that these
are tools to be used flexibly by teachers and students.
She does not provide prescriptive lessons, but rather
suggestions because, as she states, “Comprehension is
messy. There is no clear-cut path that the brain takes
when making sense. There are many roads the mind
can travel as it burrows through layer after layer of
meaning” (Tovani, 2000, p. 108).
Throughout the chapters of the book, Tovani
makes it clear that students need to know the “how”
of reading. The methods she uses to show students
how to read include thinking aloud and modeling.
For each of the strategies she presents in the book,
Tovani discusses how she would think aloud and
model for students so they have an understanding of

the tools that will support their comprehension. At
the end of most of the chapters in Part Two, Tovani
also includes a list of ideas for teaching students how
to read with suggestions for explicit teaching points.
Tovani provides many examples of teaching that serves
to enhance students’ understanding of the purpose of
reading and empower them with strategies they can use
to read complex texts.
In the last section of Tovani’s book, she states,
“Readers of tomorrow must do more than memorize
words. They must be prepared to analyze, validate, and
ask the next logical question. They have to know how
to think” (p. 111). These words are as true now as they
were when this book was published in 2000. This book
gives insight into the mind of an adolescent reader and
the complexity of reading and provides practical ways
for middle and high school teachers to support students
in becoming readers and thinkers.
•••
The Reading Strategies Book: Your Everything
Guide to Developing Skilled Readers (Serravallo,
2015)
Serravallo’s inspiration to write The Reading
Strategies Book came after getting requests from
teachers asking for more information about strategies,
which she briefly mentioned in a previous book. Her
book is a toolbox of teaching strategies for supporting
K–8 readers as they develop the skills they need
to become proficient readers. A teacher can pick
up Serravallo’s book, find strategies that match a
particular teaching focus, and either teach the strategies
as described or adapt them in ways to suit the needs of
students.
The book is arranged into thirteen sections, each
focused on a goal that Serravallo finds students
commonly need to work towards to become skilled
readers. Each of the first four sections of the book
is focused on one of the following goals: supporting
pre-emergent and emergent readers, reading
engagement, print work, and fluency. There are three
sections of the book devoted to supporting comprehension of fiction text, which include goals for
understanding plot and setting, characters, and theme.
There are also three sections of the book focused on
goals for supporting comprehension of nonfiction text
that include determining main idea, determining key
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details, and using text features. Other goals addressed
include understanding vocabulary and figurative
language, talking about text, and writing about reading.
Within each section of the book, Serravallo
gives an explanation of the importance of the goal
to provide an understanding of how the goal will
support students as they grow as readers. In addition,
Serravallo grounds the teaching of strategies within
student assessment by explaining how the data from
various assessments indicate if the goal is one that a
student might need. The majority of each section of
the book consists of the strategies that can be taught to
help students work towards the selected goal. For each
strategy, Serravallo includes a description, language
and prompts that can be used to teach the strategy,
and an example of a visual that can be shared with
students. The margins of the book also include useful
information about which levels and texts the strategy
is suited for and references for more information about
the strategy.
This book provides teachers with the tools they
need to teach students the strategies they need to grow
as readers, but it also supports teaching that is targeted
to meet students’ needs. Serravallo suggests that the
strategies can be taught during small groups and
within student conferences. After identifying students’
abilities through assessment and selecting a goal for
students, teachers can turn to the corresponding section
of the book to gain an understanding of what students
need to know and do to meet the goal and also to

choose strategies specific to students’ learning needs.
With three hundred strategies included in the book,
there are many possibilities for teaching.
The Reading Strategies Book is not a book that a
teacher necessarily needs to read cover to cover, but
rather a teacher can turn to the various sections of the
book as needed to find ideas for strategy lessons that
correspond to identified learning goals. The book is
organized in a way that teachers can quickly thumb
through it and locate strategies that will match their
students’ needs and abilities. The ideas in the book are
practical, easy to implement, and focused on providing
students with strategies that support their independence. As teachers write their lesson plans, this is a
book to keep nearby.
The four professional books reviewed in this
column all contain insight that has served to
enhance educators’ knowledge of effective literacy
practices. There are many professional books that
have influenced educators over the years, so the
titles reviewed in this column represent only a small
sample of those that could have possibly been chosen.
Hopefully, the review of these books will inspire
readers of this column to reflect on those books that
have most impacted and shaped them as literacy
educators and, also, look forward to the future of
our literacy learners and continue to seek out professional books that will grow our knowledge of literacy
instruction in ways that are meaningful, relevant, and
practical.
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