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Ashley Palmer, a kindergarten teacher in Matthews, Mo., works with students on letter names using flashcards.
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More Than Phonics: How to Boost 
Comprehension for Early Readers
By Sarah Schwartz

M a t t h e w s ,  M o .

W hat do you do when you 
hear a word you don’t 
know? In Ashley Palm-
er’s kindergarten class, 
you stop. And you talk 

about it.
Palmer, a teacher at Matthews Elementary 

School in Missouri’s New Madrid district, was tell-
ing a story about a family of toy lions during one 
morning lesson when she got to the word “lass.”

“That’s one of our vocabulary words,” she told 
the group of children sitting cross-legged on the rug. 
Then she led the students in clapping out its one syl-
lable, then segmenting the sounds: /l/, /a/, /s/.

“It’s another word for ‘girl,’” Palmer said. 
“Sometimes when I line you up for bathroom 
break, instead of saying girls, or ladies, I can say, 
‘If you are a—’”

“Lass!” the students shouted out, as some sat 
up on their knees. “’If you are a—lass—you can 
line up,’” Palmer finished.

The whole process is deceptively simple—it 
took less than 60 seconds—but this kind of em-
bedded vocabulary instruction is a key piece of 
Matthews’ overhauled early reading program. 

Just five years ago, only about 14 percent of the 
school scored proficient on the state’s annual as-
sessment. The numbers have grown steadily to 
the point where this year, 80 percent of the stu-
dents met the standard. In 3rd grade, the num-
bers reached 95 percent.

In the literacy world, there’s a perennial con-
cern that focusing on foundational skills will come 
at the expense of giving kids opportunities to 
practice language and enjoy stories. But research-
ers and educators say that it’s not only possible to 
teach useful vocabulary and meaningful content 
knowledge to young children—it’s necessary.

A body of research has shown that once stu-
dents can decode, their reading comprehension 
is largely dependent on their language compre-
hension—or the background and vocabulary 
knowledge that they bring to a text, and their 
ability to follow the structure of a story and think 
about it analytically.

Before students can glean this kind of infor-
mation from print, experts say, they can do it 
through oral language: by having conversations 
about the meaning of words, telling stories, and 
reading books aloud.

At Matthews, an explicit, systematic ap-
proach to phonics instruction has helped drive 

the big jumps in student achievement—but it’s 
only one part of the equation, said Angie Hanlin, 
the school’s principal. The school took on a com-
plete restructuring of its reading program, which 
included changing the way teachers planned and 
taught vocabulary and reading comprehension.

“Putting a phonics patch on a reading pro-
gram or on a school is not going to teach all stu-
dents to read,” Hanlin said. “It is not going to fix it, 
and it’s not going to drive up the data.”

This is the premise behind the Simple View 
of Reading, a framework for comprehension first 
proposed by researchers Philip B. Gough and 
William E. Tunmer in 1986, and confirmed by 
later studies.

The simple view holds that reading compre-
hension is the product of decoding ability and 
language comprehension. Kids who can’t decode 
words won’t be able to read, no matter how much 
vocabulary they know, or how much they know 
about the world. But the opposite is also true: If 
they don’t have this background knowledge, chil-
dren won’t be able to understand the words that 
they can read off the page.

Engaging With Rich Content

“Decoding has a really outsized role on read-
ing comprehension in the early grades,” said Gina 
Cervetti, an associate professor of education at 
the University of Michigan, who studies the role 
of content-area knowledge in literacy. “But as 
students consolidate their decoding, very quickly 
that equation shifts.”

As students progress into 2nd, 3rd, and 4th 
grades, texts become more challenging—there 
are bigger words, harder concepts, and more as-
sumptions about what students already know 
about the world.

Kids need to start engaging with rich content 
early on, so that once they are expected to read it 
on the page, they understand what’s going on. If 
they haven’t developed that foundation, it’s hard 
to catch up quickly, said Cervetti.

“To learn words well, you need to encounter 
them again and again,” said Margaret McKeown, 
a senior scientist at the Learning Research and 
Development Center at the University of Pitts-
burgh, and an expert in vocabulary instruction. 
As very young children learn words, they start 
to form connections in the brain—links that join 
synonyms together, or relate words that are used 
in similar situations. This gives bigger, harder 

—
H

ou
st

on
 C

of
ie

ld
 fo

r E
du

ca
tio

n 
W

ee
k

Ava Newton, a student in Ashley 
Palmer’s kindergarten class, points at 
the projector screen during a reading 
comprehension lesson.
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words a place to land when students learn them, 
McKeown said. “The concepts aren’t new,” she 
said. “They’re just more sophisticated or refined 
ways to describe similar things.”

At Matthews Elementary, teachers meet once 
a week to go through their foundational skills les-
sons and read-aloud books. The curriculum they 
use identifies vocabulary words that can be em-
bedded in lessons. But the teachers also look for 
words in the text that their students specifically 
might struggle with.

In this week’s kindergarten class, one of those 
words was “living room.” Palmer had introduced 
the word earlier that week—a lot of her students 
didn’t have a space in their homes that they called 
by that name. In this day’s lesson, she asked stu-
dents to recall it, asking questions: What kind of 
room has a couch? A chair?

Matthews is in a small, rural county, where 
the majority of students receive free and reduced-
price lunch. Hanlin said that a lot of books, even 
for young readers, assume life experience her stu-
dents don’t have. So teachers build on the knowl-
edge that students do have. For example, Hanlin 
said, students might not know the word “cathe-
dral.” But they do know the word “church.”

It’s important to do this kind of planning 
ahead, said Tanya Wright, an associate professor 
of education at Michigan State University, who 
studies oral language, vocabulary, and knowl-
edge development.

Before a teacher reads a text to or with stu-
dents, she needs to read it herself, Wright said. 
“You’re going to know where you need to stop, 
where you need to explain.” Ahead of time, teach-
ers should plan child-friendly definitions, or fig-
ure out how they might use props or movements 
to demonstrate the word.

But this kind of planned vocabulary instruc-
tion may not be happening in most schools. In a 
study published in 2014, Wright and her colleagues 
observed the way teachers discussed vocabulary in 
55 kindergarten classrooms. They found a general 
lack of planned and purposeful instruction—most 
teachers weren’t talking about a word more than 
once or selecting words in any systematic way.

There are ways to draw out more conversation 
about vocabulary words, McKeown said. One 
strategy comes from an unlikely place: improv 
comedy groups.

In improv, comedians are taught to say, “Yes, 
and … ” to build off of the scenario that their fel-
low performers create. The same framework can 
help kids build related vocabulary. Take the word 
“cautious,” McKeown said.

A student asked to use the word might say that 
he had to be cautious, because someone was rid-
ing a bike fast near him. The teacher can agree, 
and then expand on that same idea: “You had to 

be careful because it might be dangerous if some-
one hit you with their bike.”

“You’re always adding more words that are as-
sociated with the [main] word, demonstrating a 
greater context for words,” McKeown said.

In a read-aloud that afternoon, Palmer’s 
kindergarten class heard another story about a 
lion—this time, one that had escaped from the 
zoo and befriended a little girl. As the lion curled 
up for a nap in the girl’s house, Palmer paused on 
the words “lions sleep a lot.” She turned to give 
the students on the rug a puzzled look.

“Is that true?” she asked. She referenced a 
nonfiction book the class had read the day before, 
about lions in the wild. “They like to sleep and lie 
around 20 out of the 24 hours!” Palmer said.

As she continued to read, she made more 
links back to the nonfiction text, explaining as she 

went what was real and what was make-believe, 
adding in extra details that the nonfiction book 
hadn’t covered. She made these implicit connec-
tions explicit for her students.

Building Knowledge

Still other schools are turning to curricula 
that are purposefully structured to build knowl-
edge—diving deeply into specific content areas, 
even in the very early grades. These curricula are 
based on the theory that all students need a sim-
ilar foundation in core domains—like literature, 
the arts, science, social studies, and history—so 
that they have the knowledge base to support 
comprehension.

Educational theorist E.D. Hirsch is widely 
credited as the originator of this idea. His 1987 
book, Cultural Literacy: What Every American Needs 
to Know, argued that schools need to expose 
students to the body of knowledge that authors 
and speakers will expect them to have. This idea 
has seen a resurgence in popular conversation 
more recently through author Natalie Wexler’s 
2019 book, The Knowledge Gap: The Hidden Cause 
of America’s Broken Education System—and How to 
Fix It, which criticizes U.S. schools for prioritiz-
ing skills-based instruction over the teaching of 
content.

The notion that background knowledge in-

forms understanding isn’t very controversial. But 
proposals about exactly what knowledge schools 
should prioritize definitely are. Many teachers 
reject the idea of a shared literary canon, for ex-
ample, arguing that it upholds a Eurocentric ap-
proach to American education that privileges the 
knowledge and histories of white Westerners at 
the expense of people of color.

But Jared Myracle, the chief academic offi-
cer in Jackson-Madison County schools in Ten-
nessee, sees providing this kind of background 
knowledge as an equity issue.

Students from low-income families often don’t 
come into school with the same depth of academic 
language that students from higher-income fami-
lies do, limiting their ability to make meaning from 
what they read, he said. In Jackson-Madison coun-
ty, the data bore out this divide: Schools where 

the vast majority of students received free and 
reduced-price lunch were trailing the district when 
Myracle started there in 2017.

Now, students spend an hour every day doing 
basic skills instruction—like naming and writing 
letters, practicing phonological awareness, and 
learning phonics—and an hour on what’s called 
“listening and learning.” These lessons teach top-
ics through conversation and read-alouds—in 
kindergarten, they learn about plants, 1st grade is 
early civilizations, and 2nd graders cover systems 
of the human body.

Kristin Peachey, an instructional coach at 
Pope Elementary School in the district, said that 
talking about complex topics lets students engage 
at a higher level than they would through text at 
this early age.

A coherent unit of study also provides oppor-
tunities for teaching comprehension, said Cervetti, 
the University of Michigan professor. “You can’t re-
ally reason about things in very sophisticated ways 
unless you know something about them,” she said.

Students should have the opportunity to dis-
cuss questions that are open-ended, without a 
single answer, during read-alouds, said Wright. 
“If we’re telling kids to think quietly and only be 
listeners and not participants in the read-aloud, 
then that’s not optimal for their learning.”

At Pope Elementary, teachers plan and talk 
through the questions they’ll ask during read-
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alouds, said Peachey. Take a recent 2nd grade 
lesson about Greek mythology, she said. After 
teachers read the story “Atalanta and the Golden 
Apples,” students were asked to reflect on char-
acters’ motivations: Why would Atalanta only 
marry someone who could beat her in a footrace?

Imparting a deep understanding of subject 

matter, and teaching children to think analytical-
ly—that takes time, said Myracle. “It’s pretty easy 
to see gains on the foundational skills side, once 
you implement a systematic [phonics] program,” 
he said. Knowledge-building is a longer process.

Myracle believes that the payoff will be worth it. 
But he worries that some districts will try on a con-

tent knowledge focus like a passing fad, dismissing it 
before they have the opportunity to see any effects.

“My biggest fear is that districts that are start-
ing to do some of this work to build knowledge 
in early grades, that they won’t stick with it,” 
Myracle said. “The gains are going to be longer in 
coming.” 
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Improving Reading Isn’t Just a 
Teaching Shift. It’s a Culture Shift
Flawed methods are often passed on through 
mentors, popular programs, and professional groups

By Stephen Sawchuk

A lready troubled by her 4th 
grade students’ low read-
ing levels, San Antonio-area 
teacher Melody Fernandez 
entered “survival mode” 

when she was moved down to 1st grade—and 
discovered the full scope of what she and many 
of her elementary colleagues were not prepared 
to teach.

She had learned a lot in her preparation 
about reading theories, but no specific proto-

cols for teaching the subject. So she did what 
many teachers new to a grade do. She used the 
methods more seasoned colleagues told her to 
use, and the curriculum on hand, which relied 
on leveled picture books with easily memorized, 
repetitive sentence structures.

“You would just do different strategies, dif-
ferent little activities to get this rote memoriza-
tion of sight words,” she said. “I did everything I 
was supposed to do. Kids were supposed to need 
kinesthetic movement, and so we did ‘reach up 

high for the tall letters and hang down low for 
the low letters.’ We had our weekly spelling test 
and our sound of the week, and that was sup-
posed to translate to reading,” she said.

In all that’s been written about early literacy, 
little attention has been given to the cultural 
factors that influence how such practices are 
learned, reinforced, and transmitted. Yet so-
ciology plays a major role in why they linger on 
in classrooms—despite evidence that they can 
hinder young readers’ ability to crack the code.

This is a story about how Fernandez realized 
there was a better way to teach early reading. It’s 
also a cautionary tale illuminating the cultural 
obstacles that hold back many of her K-2 reading 
peers, and the field at large, from similar shifts.

For one thing, new data from the Educa-
tion Week Research Center, released as part of 
this special report, suggest that in the pursuit of 
“balanced literacy,” many teachers are blending 
multiple approaches in a way that can weaken 
instruction. What that means is that shifting 
early literacy practice on a large scale won’t hap-
pen merely by switching out a textbook or two. 
It will require helping teachers make a culture 
shift—without blaming or shaming them.

Teachers are using flawed reading practices 
not because they’re ignorant, ill-prepared, or in-
competent. They are doing it because, like Melo-
dy Fernandez, they are being told to use them—
usually by deeply trusted sources, like cherished 
mentors, colleagues, or the popular curriculum 
sitting in their classrooms.

Taking a Cue

The Education Week survey paints the first 
nationally representative picture of how K-2 
teachers instruct students to decode, or identify 
new words on the page—a critical piece in the 
complex process of learning to read.

Balanced literacy is a term with a number of 
interpretations, but teachers appear to use a mix 
of techniques to put it into practice—some re-
search-based and others not. Nearly 60 percent 
of teachers said that when students encountered 
a word they don’t know, they taught them to first 
“sound it out,” a core component of phonics, 

—Getty
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which helps students master how to decode 
and encode letter sounds. But that’s undercut 
by the more than half who said they agreed that 
students didn’t need a good grasp of phonics to 
read unfamiliar words. And 3 in 4 U.S. teachers 
said they taught students to use the “three-cue-
ing system” when reading.

Cueing, sometimes called “MSV”—short-
hand for meaning, syntactical, and visual—de-
veloped from whole language, an approach that 
prioritizes meaning over learning the alphabetic 
code. The basic idea is that students use cues 
like pictures, sentence structure, and some-
times letters to decipher a new word. Students 
are assigned books with predictable sentence 
structures that reinforce the use of the cues, and 
they’re frequently put in teaching groups based 
on which cues they supposedly need help on.

Empirical research studies overwhelmingly 
support a systematic code-based approach over 
the meaning-first ones. But many teachers pro-
test that the two should be complementary—
what’s wrong with uniting them? It’s a common 
refrain among reading teachers, after all, that 
students can benefit from “all the tools in the 
toolbox.” Or, that students can use cueing sys-
tems to “cross check” whether they’ve success-
fully decoded a word.

In essence the problem is that phonics and 
cueing work at cross purposes to one another. 
As researchers like Marilyn Adams and Keith 
Stanovich have found, good readers attend to all 
the letters in words when they read, rather than 
predicting upcoming words from context. Cue-
ing, on the other hand, encourages students to 
take their attention off of printed text.

‘I Felt Like a Failure’

Fernandez actually had heard about phonics, 
phonemes, and digraphs in her teacher prepara-
tion program. But she also was told about the 
reading wars, that a balanced approach was 
the best way to teach, and that students should 
spend a lot of time reading “authentic texts,” 
while learning their sounds separately. So along-
side phonics, she learned about sight words and 
the principles of “guided reading.”

Once in the classroom, with no scope and 
sequence for teaching phonics, Fernandez 
prompted her students to use the cueing meth-
ods when they came across words they didn’t 
know. She had posters on the walls depicting 
animals, each touting a different reading strat-
egy: “Eagle Eye,” who encouraged students 
to look for pictures if they didn’t know a word, 
and “Skippy Frog,” who told them to “skip the 
tricky word” they didn’t know and come back to 
it later. She made popsicle-stick reminders that 

students could refer to when reading indepen-
dently.

But she began noticing small things that didn’t 
add up. For one thing, students’ brains “seemed 
to turn off” in her small-group lessons. They 
weren’t paying attention to the printed words on 
the page; they were scanning the page looking for 
pictures and making guesses.

For another, they couldn’t recognize words 
out of context: “They would memorize a story 
in a book, but when they saw those same words 
in another book they wouldn’t be able to transfer 
their knowledge,” she said.

By the end of her second school year teaching 
1st grade, Fernandez wasn’t satisfied with her stu-

dents’ reading growth. “They’d improved, but the 
students with the lowest skills still had the lowest 
skills,” Fernandez recalled. “And that was a prob-
lem to me. I had won Teacher of the Year one year. 
And I felt like a failure.”

Sending Mixed Signals

This mix of techniques isn’t a bug in the sys-
tem: It is often communicated to teachers as 
a best practice. When the cueing systems are 
taught in education courses next to phonics, the 
message that sends is that no one method is su-
perior to another. Logically, teachers assume that 
it’s perfectly acceptable to pick and choose, or 
blend them together.

Teacher preparation is hardly the only trans-
mitter of mixed signals. For years teacher li-
censing exams have included questions related 
to cueing, often alongside important literacy 
topics like phonemes and morphemes. Though 
the Educational Testing Service has phased out 
most references to cueing in its tests, its reading-
specialist exam, required in about 20 states, still 
includes the topic. (ETS officials said that test will 
be replaced in September 2020, and will no longer 
include cueing.)

A set of reading standards used by the Nation-
al Board for Professional Teaching Standards, 

which runs the prestigious national board-certifi-
cation process, state that “accomplished teachers 
know that strategic readers use a variety of cue-
ing systems, and they understand how to instruct 
students to use these systems flexibly.”

Both the ETS and NBPTS exams are taken 
by teachers of an array of grade levels, including 
those working with K-2 students, where cueing is 
likely to cause the most harm.

As explored elsewhere in this special report, 
some of the most popular early-reading curricula 
encourage teachers to use the cueing ideas with 
their students. Even in those that have recently 
rushed phonics supplements to market, an im-
plicit message continues to tell teachers that pho-

nics should be separated from the “real” work of 
reading.

Marketing materials for the Units of Phonics 
K-2 curriculum, written by Lucy Calkins and 
her colleagues at Teachers College, Columbia 
University, and published by Heinemann, say: 
“Lucy and her coauthors aim to protect time for 
authentic reading and writing, while also help-
ing you teach a rigorous, research-based phonics 
curriculum.”

Professional associations also send a variety 
of mixed signals. Conferences hosted by the In-
ternational Literacy Association and the National 
Council of Teachers of English continue to in-
clude sessions critical of code-based instruction. 
The American Association of School Adminis-
trators’ November 2019 issue contained an article 
written by Calkins on her balanced literacy cur-
riculum, whose materials use some of the cueing 
prompts. It ran right next to an essay by another 
superintendent, who noted—correctly—that the 
curriculum’s approach lacks empirical research.

In light of that, it’s no wonder misunderstand-
ings persist, some frustrated district officials said, 
in response to the odd juxtaposition.

“We’re talking about things that are settled, 
versus things that aren’t settled or proven outside 
of anecdotal little stories,” said Jared Myracle, the 
chief academic officer for the Jackson-Madison 
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district in Tennessee, about the articles. “Most 
superintendents are not experts in the science of 
reading. … The next time the discussion comes 
up in the district and you’re making decisions 
about materials, you’ve opened a door for an un-
supported theory to take over your district’s lit-
eracy initiative, even though I’m sure that wasn’t 
the intent.”

For Fernandez, things came to a head after 
one particularly brutal lesson. Students were 
working on the word family of the week, special-
izing in a particular vowel sound, like the long o. 
They were excited, peppering Fernandez with ex-
amples. But then she ran into a problem: Students 
were naming words with the correct phoneme 
but lots of different spellings. And Fernandez re-
alized she couldn’t explain to them why the /o/ 
sound could also be spelled -oa or -ow or -oe.

“They came up with these great ideas, and 
it would absolutely be the right sound, but it 
wouldn’t fit into that word family. And I’d tell 
them that, and their faces would fall,” she said.

She commiserated with a colleague, newly ar-
rived from a different district that had been using a 
systematic code-based approach, who ultimately 
told her: “You’re really not teaching it the best way. 
Letter names aren’t as important as teaching all 
the letter sounds,” Fernandez recalled.

She thought that was crazy at first, but she de-
termined over the summer that she’d get to the 
bottom of matters before starting at a new school 
district. She Googled “teaching letter sounds.” 
She spent hours on blogs. She eventually came 
across articles on the science of reading, par-
ticipated in webinars, even paid for some private 
training on phonemic manipulation and phonics 
out of her own pocket. And eventually, all the 
pieces clicked.

“I was just kind of shocked, I guess, like, ‘Huh! 
This is so weird. This makes sense to me, and it 
makes sense to teach. Why isn’t everyone doing it 
this way?’” she said. “It’s baffling to me, still.”

Unmixing the Clay

It’s not as baffling, though, when you consider 
just how complex foundational alphabetic skills 
are. The rules for phonics aren’t simple or intui-
tive, and guiding students through 44 sound pat-
terns is a lot more difficult than reading alongside 
a student and prompting him to use context to 
guess at new words.

Marnie Ginsberg, a former federally funded 
literacy researcher, is now a literacy consultant 
and one of the sources Fernandez credits with 
her breakthrough. She says the teachers she 
works with generally fall into several categories. 
Some have access to great phonics resources, but 
simply feel overwhelmed trying to put them into 

practice. Others, like Fernandez, don’t arrive with 
a particularly strong philosophical bent: They’re 
using weak materials and approaches because 
that’s what they know.

More challenging, she says, are those teachers 
who have seen old-fashioned phonics worksheets 
and thus have the idea of phonics as “drill and 
kill” teaching. But the hardest of all is working 
with teachers who have been trained in specific 
balanced literacy curricula.

Indeed, many teachers are deeply skeptical 
of recent reporting, including Education Week’s, 
that questions staples of the balanced literacy 
classroom. And it’s no wonder: Whole teaching 
careers, not to mention professional reputations, 
have been built on these methods. Ideas like cue-
ing are so ingrained that many teachers don’t 
even realize their origins; they may only know 
them as the “animal strategies.”

In those cases, working with teachers is a little 
bit like trying to separate two colors of clay that 
have been kneaded together: getting rid of prac-
tices like cueing while keeping the commendable 
focus on reading and writing.

That usually means showing how teachers 
can start to shift in small, digestible ways. For 
example, Wiley Blevins, who trains teachers na-
tionwide, helps teachers who lack “decodable” or 
controlled texts that help students practice newly 
learned phonics skills create some of their own, 
and he insists that teachers spend at least half 
of their lessons having students apply phonics 
knowledge to actual reading and writing to dis-
pel the idea that building background knowledge 
isn’t compatible with foundational skills.

“We work on how teachers can write [decod-
able] text sentences—like maybe five sentences, 
with one new word introducing a new phonics 
skill. You can write sentences on the topics you’re 
talking about so you’re reinforcing it in a phonics 
way,” he said. “I don’t make them write stories—
that’s too hard. But five sentences and one new 
word? That they can do.”

As teachers gradually learn effective decod-
ing practices, they also start to realize that they’ve 
become experts in early literacy research, he said.

The challenge facing the nation now is how 
to do that work at scale. And surprisingly, much 
of the recent interest in early literacy has been 
driven by grassroots parent groups, rather than 
by district brass.

Increasingly, it’s also being led by practicing 
classroom teachers, who are organizing them-
selves into networks to spread research-based 
approaches to early literacy and other subjects. 
ResearchED, a teacher-led network inspired by 
a similar effort in the United Kingdom, has been 
leading conferences and trainings, as has The 
Reading League, which began in 2015 as a dedi-

Most superintendents are 
not experts in the science 
of reading. … The next time 
the discussion comes up 
in the district and you’re 
making decisions about 
materials, you’ve opened 
a door for an unsupported 
theory to take over your 
district’s literacy initiative, 
even though I’m sure that 
wasn’t the intent.”
JARED MYRACLE
CHIEF ACADEMIC OFFICER,  
JACKSON-MADISON DISTRICT, 
TENNESSEE



How to Identify the Adolescent Learner Reading 
Below Grade Level

What traits do struggling adolescent readers in 
grades 5–12 have in common? Middle and high 
school students in your district who will benefit from 
evidence-based, age-appropriate literacy intervention 
may exhibit the following characteristics: 

• Recognizes letter-sound connections more than
at the phoneme-grapheme level

• Performs well on comprehension measures
when reading is not required

• Has automatic recognition of 300+ sight words

• Has difficulty reading vocabulary words by sight

• Struggles with decoding

• Has poor spelling

• Appears to have comprehension problems on a
reading test

• Misinterprets figurative language

• Often confuses academic direction words

• Is interested and motivated by topics similar to
age-level peers

Does Your Reading Intervention Check the Boxes?

If your district is currently searching for a  
remote-ready adolescent reading program that will 
lead struggling students to reading proficiency, 
referring to this “Intervention Program Criteria 
Checklist” in the decision-making process will be a 
helpful resource for vetting:

Choosing the Most Effective 
Adolescent Reading Intervention

Supporting adolescent students who struggle with learning to read can be a challenge in today’s face-to-face, 
remote, and hybrid learning environments. It’s important to consider who the at-risk student is in each 
scenario to find the right remote-ready literacy intervention based on instructional strategies, best practices, 
and curriculum that supports virtual and in-classroom settings. Here are some guidelines for success. 

INTERVENTION PROGRAM CRITERIA CHECKLIST YES NO

Do the reading and writing components include both 
instruction and practice?

Does the blended-learning model include face-to-face or 
virtual face-to-face instruction and online learning?

Does the program allow for personalized instruction?

Are there daily opportunities for differentiated 
instruction?

Is there ongoing rigorous assessment and progress 
monitoring?

Does the program include sufficient scaffolding to meet 
higher ELA standards?

Does the technology engage students and help them 
direct their own learning?

Do students have access to a motivating social media 
platform for peer-to-peer learning?

Does the program support teachers in basic and 
advanced phonics instruction?

Is there a robust selection of age-appropriate and 
engaging grade-level texts about topics of interest to 
middle and high school students?

Are there multiple text genres that inform and engage 
middle and high school students?

ADVERTISEMENT



Activating the Reading Brain

Where do educators start when vetting instructional literacy 
strategies for students at least two years behind in reading skills? 
Reading experts have agreed on the most important elements of 
adolescent literacy instruction. A successful program must:

• Be driven by continuous formative assessments and progress-
monitoring data

• Provide explicit instruction in literacy-related foundational skills

• Honor the students’ entering skill levels without insulting their
age or interests

• Include a focus on higher-level thinking to promote engagement

• Teach the structure and functions of language and provide
opportunities for extended discussion of text meaning and
interpretation

• Use direct, systematic lessons organized by a logical scope and
sequence

• Teach word-analysis techniques

• Provide opportunities for students to build fluency through
practice and repeated readings

• Directly preteach critical vocabulary that is essential to reading
new text

• Explicitly teach comprehension-monitoring techniques

• Carefully scaffold instruction to help the student become more
independent

• Provide choice to students to increase motivation and active
engagement, and to instill student accountability

• Involve students in peer-mediated learning

To learn more about selecting literacy intervention for 
the struggling adolescent readers in your district, read 
the complete “How to Choose The Most Effective
Adolescent Reading Program: A Buyer’s Guide” here: 

go.voyagersopris.com/ll-buyersguide-2020

About LANGUAGE! Live

LANGUAGE! Live® is a comprehensive, research-based 
English Language Arts curriculum for struggling 
adolescent readers and writers that is flexible for use in 
face-to-face, remote, and hybrid learning environments. 
It activates the reading brain and weaves together 
foundational skills, creating pathways for automatic word 
and text reading while simultaneously and strategically 
developing advanced literacy skills to gain meaning from 
text, understand text structure, and build critical skills 
for writing. The remote-ready blended learning model of 
direct teacher-led instruction (Text Training) and online 
instruction for Word Training and Text Training practice 
helps learners close the reading and writing gap and 
accelerate their skill development as they move toward 
grade-level achievement. LANGUAGE! Live meets your 
district’s hybrid teaching needs with sample delivery 
plans, eBooks, sight word games, online text training, 
online homework pages, reteach activities, and remote 
student engagement ideas. It’s important to keep all of 
these criteria and more in mind as your district considers 
which intervention program will be most effective in 
supporting your teachers and developing critical literacy 
skills in your middle and high school students.

ADVERTISEMENT
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cated group of teachers and administrators 
in Syracuse, N.Y.

“We don’t push strategies, activities, or 
programs—we push knowledge,” said Maria 
Murray, the CEO and president of The Read-
ing League. She’s heartened to see the rise 
of like-minded groups and senses that a sea 
change is coming even if it’s early days yet.

“I think because it takes a while for 
phrases and realities to make their way into 
schools. Twenty years ago you didn’t dare 
do PD and say ‘science of reading,’ but now 
it’s been around so long that there’s more 
than one person in a school who knows 
what it is,” she said.

Bottom Up or Top Down?

There are some emerging signs that 
states are pressing for more systemic 
changes, too. Mississippi has invested sig-
nificantly in teacher preparation, while in an 
aggressive recent move, Arkansas recently 
declared that it won’t give any early literacy 
curriculum program whose theoretical base 
includes cueing a state stamp of approval.

Still, major knowledge gaps remain. And 
even those teachers who have successfully 
shifted their own practices often feel that 
they’re swimming upstream against the 
cultural tides.

Fernandez’s current district recently se-
lected a new curriculum with a lot of word 
memorization, and it came with fewer de-
codable books, she said. There’s a separate 
phonics program that doesn’t appear to be 
well integrated with the core curriculum. 
She must still administer periodic “running 
records” based on the cueing philosophy, 
because the district uses them to track prog-
ress in all its elementary schools.

And fear of falling afoul of administra-
tors remains a powerful deterrent. Educa-
tion Week spoke with at least two teachers in 
other districts who shared remarkably simi-
lar experiences to Fernandez’s, but declined 
to share them on the record, citing concerns 
about professional repercussions.

Fernandez understands. She worries 
that someday, she’ll be asked to tell students 
to take the new, not-great curricula out of 
their desks and to use them.

“I’ve had to find all these reading materi-
als myself, and learn the research by myself 
without getting caught,” she said. “There 
is always that fear that the other shoe’s go-
ing to drop, and I’m going to get my hand 
slapped for not doing what the district has 
said is the way to teach reading.” 

Published on June 1, 2020, in Education Week

Early Reading Instruction Takes a 
Hit During COVID-19
By Sarah Schwartz

F or Claudia Margaroli, teaching 
reading during the coronavirus 
school shutdowns has looked 
nothing like what she used to do 
in the classroom.

Instead of small group work, the 1st grade 
teacher at Charlotte East Language Academy in 
Charlotte, N.C., sees all her students in a whole-
class Google Meet video chat twice a week.

She tries to answer the questions that stu-
dents have in their district-issued packets, but 
keeping more than 30 wiggly 1st graders on task 
remotely is a challenge. When the video freezes, 
it’s hard to write words on her whiteboard for 
students to sound out, or decode.

She worries most about her students who 
were already struggling with foundational read-
ing skills, like phonemic awareness—identifying 
and manipulating the sounds in spoken words—
and phonics, the relationship between spoken 
sounds and written letters.

“Is this increasing the gap?” Margaroli asked. 
“Because the kids who are spending the most 
time on learning right now are kids whose par-
ents are home, who can understand this reading 
packet in English.”

While remote learning has presented chal-

lenges in every subject and grade level, some 
teachers and researchers say that early reading 
instruction is especially problematic.

Teaching young students how to read and 
write often requires hands-on activities, like 
manipulating letter tiles, or learning how to 
form their shapes. And before they can sound 
out words, children rely on read-alouds, interac-
tive play, and conversations to learn vocabulary 
and build knowledge about the world. They can’t 
read a complex informational text on their own.

Researchers for the Northwest Evaluation 
Association project that coronavirus closures 
could lead to much greater learning loss in read-
ing than usually occurs during the traditional 
“summer slide.”

But with the stress and trauma that many 
students are experiencing during the shut-
downs, it’s possible that the effects could be 
even greater, said Emily Solari, a professor of 
reading education at the University of Virginia’s 
Curry School of Education and Human Devel-
opment. And it’s hard to say how foundational 
skills development, specifically, will be affected, 
she added.

Teaching students how to read words is al-
ways critical, she said, because they have to be 

New York City educator Lauren Olivieri teaches a reading lesson in an episode of Let’s Learn 
NYC! The episodes, designed for students ages 3-8 and broadcast on public television, each 
include read-alouds and work on foundational reading skills.
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able to read to succeed in every subject. But this 
fall, the stakes will be higher.

“Now that we have kids that have lost access 
to critical face-to-face instruction in reading 
… this becomes even more urgent as we bring 
them back,” she said.

Ed Tech ‘For Better or Worse’

Researchers say there isn’t much information 
about what kind of remote teaching works best 
for early reading.

“Educational technology is often looked at 
with skepticism, but for better or worse in this era 
when there aren’t a lot of other choices … adaptive 
ed tech might have a place,” said Fumiko Hoeft, 
a psychology professor at the University of Con-
necticut.

Hoeft and UConn professor Kenneth Pugh 
are currently conducting a study to test the ef-
fectiveness of GraphoLearn, a foundational skills 
reading app, in a distance learning environment. 
Hoeft also plans to use data from the study to 
“quantify the COVID slide,” and see how much it 
deviates from estimates.

“It’s hard to predict, in many ways, what the 
outcomes will be,” she said. It’s possible that 
they might find differences in learning loss by zip 
code, she said, or even by what distance learning 
approach different schools used.

Nell K. Duke, a professor of literacy, language, 
and culture at the University of Michigan’s School 
of Education, has created two instructional videos 
for reading teachers who are teaching over Zoom: 
One demonstrating how to teach phonemic 
awareness, phonics, and vocabulary lessons, and 
the other showcasing two small group lessons—
one in phonics instruction, and one designed to 
build students’ knowledge about food chains.

“Those are all things we would do in a face to 
face environment in a classroom, and things that 
we can do—provided we have high-speed internet 
and devices—in a virtual environment,” Duke said.

Some teachers have taken this approach, 
transferring their lessons almost wholesale from 
the classroom to the screen.

Brittany Reeves, a 1st grade teacher in Moun-
tain Home, Ark., meets for one-on-one, half-hour 
Zoom sessions with most of her students once a 
week. She said she’s able to touch on every aspect 
of a lesson she would have done in the classroom, 
though in a slightly abbreviated way.

‘Crash Course’ in Reading for 
Parents

For students who don’t have internet or de-
vices at home, Reeves had to come up with other 
options. At school, students use beads to repre-

sent the individual phonemes, or smallest units 
of sound, in words. She’s explained to parents 
how to do the activity using whatever small ob-
jects they have at home—grains of rice can work, 
she said.

Giving parents this kind of explicit instruc-
tion can be helpful, said Duke. Without parent or 
teacher support, early elementary students may 
not get far in paper-and-pencil exercises on their 
own, Duke said. “I’m not aware of any research 
showing that young children can be provided 
with a packet and have that provide a measur-
able positive impact on their literacy develop-
ment,” she said.

Some reading researchers have started de-

veloping resources for this purpose. The Florida 
Center for Reading Research at Florida State 
University put out a series of videos on its You-
Tube channel, demonstrating foundational 
skills activities and comprehension lessons that 
parents can do at home with their children at 
different grade levels.

Margaroli, the teacher in North Carolina, 
tries to support parents as they work with their 
children on the district-provided packets. But she 
also feels guilty because she can only help those 
who she’s in contact with, and she hasn’t been 
able to consistently reach all of her families.

Coaching parents comes with its own set of 
challenges, too. While students are with her on 
Zoom, Margaroli sometimes overhears parents 
sounding out words incorrectly, using letter 

names, rather than letter sounds, for example. 
But she’s so grateful that families are devoting 
time to lessons at all that she hesitates to correct 
them. “It’s difficult to teach the parents during 
this time as well,” Margaroli said. “[It’s] a crash 
course in how to teach reading.”

Some states and districts have turned to an 
older technology: public television.

In New York City, the local public broadcast-
ing channel runs hourlong episodes of Let’s 
Learn NYC!, a supplement to schools’ remote 
learning, every weekday. The lessons, designed 
for students ages 3-8 and delivered by New York 
City educators, each include read-alouds and 
work on foundational reading skills, such as 
phonemic awareness and phonics.

“We are trying to follow what the science of 
reading tells us as much as possible, given that 
these are 12- to 14-minute segments,” said An-
drew Fletcher, the senior executive director of 
early literacy at the New York City Department of 
Education.

Starting in June, Let’s Learn NYC! is expand-
ing to two hours each day—one for preschool 
and and kindergarten students, and the other for 
grades 1-2. The expanded programming will al-
low for more differentiation, Fletcher said, but the 
episodes can’t match the individualized attention 
kids could get in a classroom. “It’s still a huge de-
velopmental continuum, where we’re attempting 
to meet thousands of children’s needs,” he said.

Balancing Instruction and Safety

Figuring out where students need support, 
in foundational skills and content knowledge, 
will be many schools’ top instructional priority 
when classes are back in session this fall.

“Teachers are really going to have to be mas-
ters of data analysis,” said Zanovia Curtis, the 
supervisor of elementary education and federal 
programs for the West Feliciana Parish Schools 
in Francisville, La. Her district is planning to 
start the year with diagnostic assessments ad-
ministered in person if safety guidelines allow, 
or online if not.

Curtis hopes that small groups of students 
could come in for intervention instruction, as 
broadband access continues to be a barrier to 
live lessons in their rural community, she said. 
“There’s just a lot of variables in the air that we’re 
trying to hammer down right now,” she said.

Such logistical and safety concerns can have 
a big effect on early reading instruction, said 
Penny Schwinn, Tennessee’s education com-
missioner. For example: How can teachers de-
liver phonemic awareness and phonics lessons 
with masks on?

“In order to learn to read, you actually need 

We are trying to follow 
what the science of reading 
tells us as much as possible, 
given that these are 12- to 
14-minute segments.”
ANDREW FLETCHER
SENIOR EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR OF EARLY 
LITERACY, NEW YORK CITY DEPARTMENT 
OF EDUCATION
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to be able to see each other’s mouths,” she 
said.

The state is thinking about challenges 
like this as it develops guidance for next 
year, Schwinn said.

Earlier this year, before schools closed 
in response to the pandemic, the Tennes-
see education department proposed ma-
jor legislation requiring all K-3 teachers to 
know about evidence-based reading in-
struction. The department is still “firmly 
committed” to these goals, Schwinn said.

In June, the department plans to release 
a free, digital foundational skills supple-
ment for pre-K-2, for teachers to use as a 
resource whether classes are in person or 
online next year. Districts’ plans for 2020-
21 will include dedicated sections for early 
literacy development, Schwinn said.

In Arkansas, the state department of 
education assembled teams of teachers to 
create an “Academic Playbook” for the be-
ginning of next school year, which includes 
optional unit plans for essential standards 
that they weren’t able to cover before the 
shutdowns.

In early grades English/language arts, 
the current-year teachers developed les-
sons for the next grade for the 2020-21 
school year. For example, 2nd grade teach-
ers created catch-up lessons for 3rd graders 
in the fall to cover 2nd grade standards they 
missed in the spring, said Missy Walley, the 
director of special projects in the Arkansas 
Department of Education’s division of el-
ementary and secondary education.

“Some of the anxiety is ‘I’m a 3rd grade 
teacher and I know my standards, but now 
you’re asking me to teach second grade 
standards?’” Walley said.

Margaroli, the 1st grade teacher in 
North Carolina, worries about this: Will 
she be expected to teach end-of-year kin-
dergarten skills next year?

But she’s even more concerned about 
how social distancing restrictions might 
affect her teaching.

In her reading classroom, students 
switch from whole-group lessons to differ-
ent small groups several times a day, so that 
they can get more individualized support. 
Will that kind of movement be allowed next 
year, she wonders?

She’s trying to wrap her mind around 
that idea that being student-centered might 
mean putting safety above best practice in 
the fall. “[It] isn’t just about instruction, it’s 
also about wellbeing,” she said. “Shifting 
that focus is hard.” 

Published on July 3, 2019, in Education Week’s Teaching Now Blog

Preschoolers Who Practice Phonics 
Show Stronger Math Skills, Study Finds
By Sarah Schwartz

Y oung children who spend more 
time learning about the rela-
tionship between letters and 
sounds are better at counting, 
calculating, and recognizing 

numbers, a new study has found. 
Researchers from Liverpool John Moores Uni-

versity in England looked at the reading and math 
learning experiences that young children have at 
home with parents. They asked the parents of 274 
preschoolers—children who were on average about 
4 years old—how often they did different educa-
tional activities with their kids.

These activities were split into three catego-
ries: code-focused literacy experiences (includ-
ing singing songs about letters or the alphabet, or 
teaching kids how to sound out words), meaning-
focused literacy experiences (such as discussing 
the plot of stories or describing pictures), and 
number experiences (like discussing quantities 
of things, or pointing out numbers in books or the 
environment). The researchers also measured 
parents’ attitudes about math.

At the end of their last year of preschool, re-
searchers tested students’ early number skills. 
Among all of the factors researchers asked parents 
about, only practice with letter-sound interactions 
positively predicted children’s ability to count, cal-
culate, and recognize numbers, when controlling 
for other factors including socioeconomic status. 
Number experiences didn’t predict this variance. 
And other code-focused literacy activities that 

didn’t focus on letter sounds—for example, reciting 
the alphabet—also didn’t have the same effect.

Why does learning about the sounds that let-
ters have anything to do with math skills? Some 
of the relationship can be explained by language 
ability, said Fiona Simmons, a senior lecturer in 
the school of Natural Sciences and Psychology at 
Liverpool John Moores University, and one of the 
authors of the study.

“Some aspects of [number skills], like your 
ability to read and recognize numerals, we’d 
imagine ... to be reliant to some extent on your 
vocabulary abilities,” said Simmons. But in the 
researchers’ statistical models, language ability 
didn’t account for the entire effect.

One possible explanation, said Simmons, is 
that learning letter-sound interactions gives chil-
dren the tools to understand abstract symbolic 
systems—the idea that a printed symbol on a 
page can stand for something else. If children can 
understand this concept as it applies to letters 
and reading, it might be easier for them to apply 
it to numbers and math.

These findings add more support to the re-
search base that suggests there are benefits to 
talking with young children about the sounds 
within words, said Simmons. 

“Any activities that early years professionals 
or teachers of younger children can do to give 
parents the confidence to engage in these types 
of informal conversations about letters and 
sounds ... would be beneficial,” she said. 
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Flexible for use in remote, 
hybrid, and face-to-face 
learning environments.

Rely on literacy brain 
science that connects.
LANGUAGE! Live offers an effective, modern 
reading intervention that weaves in both foundational 
and advanced reading instruction for grades 5–12.
Believe literacy is possible. 

Learn more by calling 800.956.2860
or visiting voyagersopris.com/languagelive
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OPINION

Published on July 13, 2020, in Education Week’s Finding Common Ground Blog

How Do We Teach Literacy During a 
Pandemic When Access and Equity 
Are an Issue?
By Peter DeWitt

I n Focusing on the Essentials (Sep-
tember 2019. Educational Leader-
ship. ASCD), Schmoker wrote that we 
could be entering into the Golden Age 
of education if we (school communi-

ties, preservice- teaching programs, professional 
learning associations, etc.) concentrated on three 
important factors. Those three factors are clear, 
coherent curriculum, sound instruction, and au-
thentic literacy. 

As we know, we entered into another age of 
education, and it certainly didn’t seem golden. 
For most people in school communities around 
the world, we entered into the pandemic age of 
education, and although many educators, lead-
ers, parents, and students worked hard, it was 
not the best of academic learning experiences. 

The interesting part about Schmoker’s ar-
ticle is that those three aspects that he believes 
contribute to the Golden Age can certainly help 
us with our focus as we enter into the autumn 
of remote or hybrid learning. In fact, focusing 
on clear, coherent curriculum, sound remote 
instruction, and authentic literacy could help us 
make a bad situation a bit better. If we are all so 
worried about “students falling behind,” then we 
should focus less on how bad all of this is (and we 

agree it has not been as good as being together in 
person) and more on how to provide those three 
aspects in the fall despite our challenges. 

A Focus on Literacy

Schmoker’s focus on literacy is not a new 
one. As a former 1st grade teacher, beginning 
my career in 1995, literacy was a hot topic back 
then. There were constant arguments between a 
phonics-based approach and a whole-language 
approach. Sound familiar?

Although that argument between phonics 
and whole language is still prevalent in many 
educational circles, it took a bit of a backseat to 
COVID-19. As schools began to close and teach-
ers quickly were making a transition from in-
person teaching to pandemic teaching, the mere 
task of getting students to show up to online 
classes became an issue “(6 Reasons Students 
Aren’t Showing Up for Virtual Learning).” 

In the article, Schmoker provided some 
reading and writing guidelines for students that 
we can try to adhere to during this pandemic. 

Students should read and/or be read to for a mini-
mum of 60 minutes daily, across the curriculum, 

at every grade level. And they should write for at 
least 40 minutes (Allington, 2011; Shanahan, per-
sonal communication). In such amounts, reading 
and writing would have a game-changing impact 
on all learning.

So, the question becomes, how do we get 
students to read and write if they aren’t even 
showing up? How do we dive into these specific 
literacy practices Schmoker refers to when par-
ents may be essential workers and cannot help 
their younger children or parents really do not 
understand how to help their children read? Af-
ter all, in Schmoker’s article he wrote, “We must 
address its root cause: our equally unfocused preser-
vice and professional training.” If universities have 
an issue teaching preservice teachers how to 
teach literacy, then we can imagine that parents 
and caregivers may struggle with it, too. 

A Pandemic Example of Literacy 
Practices?

As we all scrambled with the social-emotional 
impact of school closings, as well as the academic 
impact where we focused on teaching from a 
remote location, Andrew Fletcher, senior execu-
tive director of early literacy (and the Universal 
Literacy Initiative) for the New York City educa-
tion department had an idea. Fletcher and mem-
bers of the department wanted to help students 
remotely in a way that could supplement what 
they may already be getting or not getting in their 
home environment during this difficult time. 

According to an official announcement from 
the office of the mayor of N.Y.C., 

Mayor Bill de Blasio and Schools Chancellor Richard 
A. Carranza announced the launch of Let’s Learn 
NYC!, a new educational public television program 
produced by the WNET Group in partnership with 
the New York City Department of Education (DOE) 
featuring lessons for children in 3K through second 
grade that will supplement remote learning.

Having worked with Fletcher and his group 
of hundreds of K-2 literacy instructional coaches 
over the last year, I can attest to the creativity and 
leadership he provides, and his job is not an easy 
one. Close to 48 percent of 3rd graders in N.Y.C. 
are not reading at grade level, according to New 
York state tests results. 

Let’s Learn NYC! was inspired by the fact that 
Fletcher and his administrative team, as well as 
the instructional coaches they work with, un-
derstand the struggles the families they serve 
experience helping their children with school-
work. Perhaps that struggle is due to parents and 
caregivers who are working when their children 
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need to be online for school, or that students 
do not have access due to a lack of a device or 
Wi-Fi, and also because parents and caregiv-
ers may not speak English fluently. Those are 
all issues that Fletcher and his team had to 
think about when developing the show. 

According to Fletcher,

During this time of social distancing and re-
mote learning, it became apparent to me that 
the model of remote instruction that was being 
put into place was one crafted, not necessar-
ily by design, for the typically developing third 
grade student and above. This student, a native 
English speaker, who as long as she or he had ac-
cess to a digital device and connectivity to the 
internet, could engage with the remote instruc-
tion being delivered from the child’s teacher. 

Fletcher went on to write, 

We know of course that this isn’t the case for many 
students in grades three and above and certainly 
not for grades two and below (and of course not for 
any students who are multilingual learners and/
or students with disabilities). Even if access to de-
vices and connectivity aren’t issues, young learn-
ers certainly need the support of family members 
to engage in remote learning. They may need help 
with device navigation and certainly with read-
ing what is being sent by their teachers. And this is 
again while family members are most likely trying 
to work from home and dealing with the stress of 
our current surreal time.

What Does Literacy Television 
Look Like?

Fletcher writes, 

“Let’s Learn NYC!”—an hourlong show, quickly 
ramping up to two hours, with instruction deliv-
ered by New York City educators (Universal Lit-
eracy reading coaches and other instructional 
leads/specialists, filmed at their homes with a 
digital device using the materials they have on 
hand) that can simply be accessed by turning on a 
television. We especially wanted this—no digital 
devices, internet access, or cable access for that 
matter, required. Since most homes in the City 
can access Channel 13 readily, this seemed like an 
excellent solution. While instruction is provided 
across the content areas and will include social-
emotional learning as well, I’ve made sure that 
literacy is ever present —you’ll see foundational 
skill work, reading, and writing. 

For those critics stating that sitting stu-

dents in front of a television isn’t teaching, the 
reality is that this pandemic has offered chal-
lenges we have not seen before in education, 
Let’s Learn NYC! is similar to Sesame Street, 
which most of us grew up with, and it is deliv-
ered in both English and Spanish. This sum-
mer, each show will have an American Sign 
Language interpreter. 

Through the one-hour segments over a 
couple of hours, students and families can learn 
phonics, phonemic awareness, and other impor-
tant literacy skills. And if families want to offer 
feedback for each and every show, Fletcher and 
his team have set up a feedback system. Fletch-
ers writes, A nice feature we were able to include 
is that we let families know in each episode that 
they can call 311 with feedback. This has not only 
been a great way to get feedback from families, 
but it has also opened up a new form of com-
munication between everyone involved with the 
show and those who watch and learn from it. 

In the End

COVID-19 has hit us hard in a variety of 
ways. First and foremost is the number of 
fatalities it has caused and the aftermath of 
trauma that many have experienced because 
of the virus. As you reflect on your own chal-
lenges that were created when the pandemic 
hit, please remember that N.Y.C. was ground 
zero for the coronavirus. The infection and 
death rates were higher than anywhere else in 
the world. So, not only was Fletcher and his 
team trying to engage students remotely, they 
were doing it from the hottest spot of the coro-
navirus pandemic. 

As we all reflect on our responses to the 
pandemic, Fletcher and his team responded in 
a way that took research, like that of Schmok-
er’s, into consideration, as well as the countless 
challenges their communities were facing be-
fore and during the pandemic. Let’s Learn NYC! 
will continue during the summer and provide 
students and families with some much-need-
ed learning focus until they can all get back 
into the classroom together, where they can do 
this work to a deeper aspect. 

Many of us are trying to reinvent the way we 
teach in order to better serve the populations 
we teach, and Let’s Learn NYC! is certainly one 
example of how that reinvention looks, and the 
lessons available can be viewed by anyone, so 
those outside of N.Y.C. can benefit, too.  

Peter DeWitt is a former K-5 public school principal 
turned author, presenter, and independent consul-
tant. DeWitt provides insights and advice for educa-
tion leaders.

OPINION

Published on February 25, 2020,  
in Education Week Teacher

Six Tips for 
Making the 
Most of One-
on-One Reading 
Conferences
By Justin Minkel

M y favorite moments with 
my students happen 
one-on-one. These mo-
ments often take place 
when a child is reading to 

me while I observe, take notes, and share what I 
notice about her strengths and needs as a reader.

Whether you’re collecting information by listen-
ing to a student read, doing a formal assessment, or 
holding a reading conference, here are six ideas for 
making the most of that valuable one-on-one time.

Tip #1. Go for quality over quantity 
but allot plenty of time for your 
struggling readers.

Time is a scarce quantity for teachers. It can feel 
hectic to try to get to all 25 kids for individual read-
ing conferences each week, like playing a teacher 
version of Whac-a-Mole. You don’t need to do that.

I make time for three individual conferences a 
day, along with pulling small groups. That means 
I don’t read with every child every week.

I would rather have 10 or 15 meaningful con-
ferences than the satisfaction of putting a check 
mark next to all 25 kids’ names for meetings that 
were rushed or superficial.

I spend the most time with my emergent read-
ers, conferencing with them almost every day. 
For students who are already reading above grade 
level, we might do these one-on-one meetings ev-
ery other week.

Being equitable with our time doesn’t mean 
allotting it identically to each student. Our strug-
gling readers need it most.

Tip #2: Begin each conference by 
pointing out a strength.

During reading conferences, I have the 
child read for a minute or two, and I point out a 
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strength I noticed. Then I choose one teaching 
point: a specific skill or strategy the child could 
begin using to become a stronger reader.

It’s tempting to go straight for the teaching 
point. We teachers always have our hammers 
ready, and we’re eager to pound in every loose nail 
we come across. But reading out loud is a vulner-
able process for many children, especially strug-
gling readers. They tend to be more receptive to 
feedback on their reading abilities if we begin that 
feedback with one of their strengths.

Be specific. Point out the way the reader made 
an insightful connection, reread a part that con-
fused her or changed her voice when the grumpy 
duck was talking.

Too often, we see students as a collection of 
deficits. Kids internalize that view. Helping young 
readers become aware of their strengths will help 
them build new skills on the foundation of every-
thing they’re already doing well when they read.

Tip #3: Give the student time to try 
the teaching point while you watch.

Once you identify and explain a teaching 
point based on your observations of the child’s 
reading, make sure the student gets it. Some-
times, even when they’re eagerly nodding their 
heads, our students have no idea how to go off 
and do what we just told them to do.

Close the conference by having students try 
out that new skill—anything from making pre-
dictions to using a glossary—while they’re still 
sitting beside you. If the student does it right 
away, give him a high five and send him off to keep 
practicing. If he struggles or just gives you a blank 
stare, explain the skill again and model it with a 
different example from the book.

It’s not enough to teach. We have to make sure 
the kids learn.

Tip #4: Check for comprehension 
through conversation.

If children read a text with 100 percent accu-
racy but have no idea what they just read, they’re 
not truly reading.

Asking simple questions like, “What happened 
in this story?” or, for nonfiction, “What did you learn 
from this book?” will tell us a lot about how well a 
child is making meaning while they read.

Some students may not be doing the critical, 
invisible work of reading—visualizing, connect-
ing, inferring, predicting—at all. Even for read-
ers who are doing those things, translating their 
thoughts into words is a second step that takes 
practice and support, particularly for English-
learners. That translation from thinking to talk-
ing builds the foundation for a third step that will 

be critical as readers move into the upper grades: 
shifting from talking about what they have read to 
writing about it.

If a child can think it, she can say it. If she can 
say it, she can write it. But those transitions take 
time and practice.

Authentic assessments have a double payoff: 
We get useful information, but the process of do-
ing the assessment also provides precisely the 
kind of practice the child needs. The division be-
tween instruction and assessment isn’t so stark, 
the way it is with standardized tests.

When it comes to comprehension, the best way 
for young readers to get that practice is by talking 
with you about what they have just read. This is 
especially true if they’re not having those conver-
sations at home. You’ll learn a lot about students’ 
depth of understanding, and the conversation it-
self will make them more thoughtful readers.

Tip #5: Don’t stick your notes in a 
drawer and forget about them.

When you assess a child’s reading ability, the score 
is not the point. Knowing a child’s reading level can be 
useful in various ways: to communicate a child’s 
progress to her parents, to guide her toward books 
on her level, and to form guided-reading groups. But 
the real point of the assessment is using everything 
you learned while doing the assessment.

You devoted the most precious quantity there 
is in a classroom—your time—to gather all kinds 
of information about that child’s fluency, com-
prehension, and strategies for figuring out tricky 
words. That data won’t do any good sitting in a 
manila folder in your filing cabinet. Use it.

If a child is baffled by medial vowel combina-
tions, grab a little whiteboard and a marker and 
spend some time swapping out “vowel teams” 
to change “moon” to “main” to “mean.” If a child 
doesn’t seem to be thinking while she reads, tell 
her to stop every page or paragraph to think, 

“What happened so far? What do I predict might hap-
pen next?” Then do it alongside her, modeling 
some “think-alouds” if she isn’t getting it at first.

The time we spend gathering data is only useful 
if we actually use the data to make kids better read-
ers. To borrow the metaphor attributed to an educa-
tor in India by Milton Chen, weighing the elephant 
won’t make it any heavier. We have to feed it, too.

Tip #6: Teach the reader, not just 
the reading.

While I have the child sitting beside me for a 
conference, I usually take a minute before or after 
we read to ask questions like, “How’s our class going 
for you? Any problems? How’s your baby sister doing?”

Taking that half-minute to ask how students 
are doing can convey that we care about them as 
human beings, not just as a collection of reading 
levels and test scores. Over time, those little hu-
man moments can strengthen, reinforce, or re-
pair the relationship at the heart of teaching.

On a webinar I led for the National Network 
of State Teachers of the Year about home librar-
ies, one of the teachers said, “You know, I’m a great 
mom. I think I need to bring more of who I am as a par-
ent into who I am as a teacher.”

We need to bring that parental patience, care, 
and tenderness to our teaching. We need to build 
plenty of one-on-one time into our classes and 
use that time not just to speak but to listen.

Making the time for meaningful one-on-one 
reading conferences provides a powerful way to 
listen. It can also remind us just how much we like 
these complicated, insightful human beings we 
get this one chance to know and teach. 

Justin Minkel teaches 1st, 2nd, and 3rd grade at Jones 
Elementary in Springdale, Ark., a high-performing, 
high-poverty public school where 85 percent of the stu-
dents are English-language learners. Minkel is the 2007 
Arkansas Teacher of the Year.
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Published on July 10, 2019, in Education Week Teacher

Teaching Vocabulary Takes More 
Than Just Talking About Words 
During Read-Aloud
By Brittany Oakley 

“T here just isn’t enough 
time in the day to teach 
everything our stu-
dents need to know.” 
This is a common re-

frain among teachers, especially in elementary 
grades where we are required to teach content 
from all subject areas. That time squeeze causes 
some of us to ignore important components of 
literacy. Explicit vocabulary instruction is one of 
them. But we’ve got to find ways to stop ignoring 
it. Academic vocabulary is linked to proficiency in 
reading comprehension, so it’s definitely some-
thing we should not be overlooking.

I’ve been working on my master’s degree in 
curriculum and instruction. Part of that work has 
been researching the components of effective vo-
cabulary instruction, which has given me some 
great ideas for reorienting my own teaching.

As teachers, we have some misconceptions 
about vocabulary. Many of us think, “If I discuss 
the target words during our read-aloud, I’ve ef-
fectively taught new vocabulary!” But that’s not 
true. Research shows that effective vocabulary 
instruction requires an explicit, multifaceted ap-
proach. This means that we need to incorporate 
many opportunities throughout the day to help 
students retain this new information. Hearing 
words during a read-aloud is just not enough. We 
also need to make sure our students get repeated 

exposure to vocabulary words across different 
texts, repeatedly, over time.

In my 1st grade classroom, I use our read-alouds 
to introduce our weekly vocabulary words. Before 
reading, I pre-select five to seven words from the 
text that students really need to fully comprehend 
the text. I write the words on an anchor chart along 
with student-friendly definitions.

Next, I model application by using the words 
in sentences orally. I then ask students to turn 
and talk with a partner to come up with their 
own. During the reading, I make sure to stop and 
notice how the target words are used in the text. 
After reading, we reflect on what we read, and I 
make a point to give praise when students use a 
vocabulary word in their reflections.

I include target vocabulary words in every 
guided reading group. Doing so may take 30 sec-
onds, or 10 minutes. Some days I ask students to 
create silly sentences. Other days, we read a poem 
or listen to a song. Just do something to include 
vocabulary instruction during guided reading! 
More interaction with the target words will help 
students to recall and apply them in the future.

Strategies for Determining Meaning

I try to use our words across content areas as 
well. My students are always delighted when I refer 
to our literacy anchor chart during math lessons. I 

make sure to keep my chart visible throughout the 
week so students can include words during writ-
ing, or when talking with their peers.

Teaching vocabulary strategies is another 
component of my vocabulary instruction. In 
whole and small groups, I explicitly model what I 
do when I am reading and come across an unfa-
miliar word. One strategy that is beneficial for text 
comprehension is using context clues. If I get stuck 
on a word that I don’t know the meaning of, I just 
skip over it and read the rest of the sentence. If that 
is still not helpful, I may read the sentence before 
and after to see if that helps me make sense of it.

Another strategy I use is teaching students 
how to understand morphology: how words are 
formed. For example, the prefix bi- means “two.” 
In the word “bilingual,” it means “using or know-
ing two languages.” If students come across a 
word they’re aren’t familiar with, but they can 
identify parts of the word, this can help them to 
understand its meaning. This strategy is typically 
used more often in upper elementary, but I’ve 
found it helpful with my 1st graders.

Vocabulary acquisition can take time and pa-
tience, but it’s essential that students acquire the 
skills and strategies to independently interpret 
the meaning of texts. Most students don’t come 
into the classroom with a robust vocabulary, so 
it’s up to us to help them develop one. 

Brittany Oakley is a 1st grade teacher in the Fairfax 
County, Va., public schools, and is working on a mas-
ter’s degree in curriculum and instruction at George 
Mason University.
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