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Introduction

"Literacy Fundamentals: Helping Elementary Students Write Effectively," is a
comprehensive journey into the essential components of fostering strong writing
skills in elementary students. This course is designed to equip educators with the
foundational knowledge, practical strategies, and innovative approaches needed
to create a dynamic and supportive environment for young writers. First,
educators will dive into the intricacies of literacy development, exploring the
interconnected elements that contribute to effective writing. From understanding
the stages of literacy development in elementary students to recognizing the
pivotal role of language acquisition in shaping reading and writing proficiency,
educators will unravel the threads that bind reading and writing skills together.
The objective of this course is to enhance educators' expertise in writing

instruction and inspire the next generation of proficient writers.

Section 1: Foundations of Literacy Development

Section 1 will be a foundational exploration of the intricate and crucial elements
that shape the literacy development of elementary students. Here, participants
review the stages that lay the groundwork for proficient reading and writing. This
journey begins with an in-depth overview of literacy development stages,
providing educators with a comprehensive understanding of the milestones and
progressions crucial to the written language skills of young learners. Furthermore,
this section will illuminate the indispensable role of language acquisition in
fostering writing proficiency. Understanding this connection is pivotal for
educators seeking to create a robust foundation for their students' literacy
journey. Additionally, this section aims to unravel the symbiotic relationship
between reading and writing skills. Beyond mere coexistence, these two

fundamental aspects of literacy are interconnected and mutually reinforcing. By



understanding this dynamic relationship, teachers can craft targeted approaches
that leverage the interplay between reading and writing, fostering a holistic

literacy experience for elementary students.

Overview of Literacy Development

Understanding Literacy Development

Literacy development is the foundational process of learning words, sounds, and
language, which eventually leads children to read, write, and communicate
(Learning Without Tears, 2021). Learning to read is crucial for children's academic
success and future opportunities. Literacy foundations are laid in infancy and
continue to grow during early childhood when the brain is most adaptable (Kelley,
2021). The development of oral language skills, understanding the alphabetic
principle, and familiarity with print concepts are key predictors of future reading
ability. Rich language environments contribute to enhanced oral language skills
and phonemic awareness in young children. Parents can support vocabulary and
print awareness through conversations, while preschool literacy programs offer
specific instruction in concepts like the alphabetic principles and print awareness.
Contrary to seeming natural, the ability to read is a developed skill that evolves

over time through instruction and purposeful activities.
Importance of Literacy Development in Early Childhood

The significance of early childhood literacy is underscored by the fact that nearly
90% of a child's neural pathways are formed by the age of six (Kelley, 2021).
Children exposed to language-rich environments from infancy to early elementary
school are more likely to become skilled readers. These experiences contribute to
the development of crucial neural pathways, including the understanding of

language for communication, the association of letters with sounds, and the



recognition of print conveying messages (Kelley). Investing in early childhood
literacy is vital for establishing a robust foundation in vocabulary, print, and
content knowledge. Both family and school environments play critical roles in
shaping children's literacy development. Evidence suggests that children acquire
language and vocabulary-related knowledge at home through interactions with
caregivers and siblings, while code-related knowledge, such as phonemic

awareness, is learned at school (Kelley, 2021).

Early literacy development is a cornerstone of a child's educational journey,
providing a solid foundation for academic success and lifelong learning. The
significance of early literacy extends beyond the acquisition of reading and writing
skills; it plays a pivotal role in shaping cognitive abilities, communication skills, and
overall confidence. Learning Without Tears (2021) provides several reasons

highlighting the importance of early literacy development:

¢ Foundation for Academic Success: Early literacy lays the groundwork for
academic achievement. Proficient reading skills are fundamental for success

in various subjects throughout a child's educational journey.

e Communication Skills: Literacy development enhances language skills,
allowing children to express themselves effectively. This, in turn, contributes
to better communication and comprehension, fostering positive social

interactions.

e According to research published in the Journal of Developmental and
Behavioral Pediatrics, children who experience regular reading
sessions in their initial five years encounter an additional 1.4 million
words compared to those who are never read to (Maryville
University, 2022).



Cognitive Development: Engaging with literacy activities stimulates
cognitive development. Reading and writing, in particular, play pivotal roles
in fostering critical thinking skills, enhancing memory, and developing

problem-solving abilities.

e According to Maryville University (2022), the act of reading not only
stimulates brain development in both children and adults but also
contributes to the development of social and emotional skills that are

integral to leading healthy lifestyles.

Preparation for Future Learning: Early exposure to literacy sets the stage
for a lifelong love of learning. Children who develop strong literacy skills

early are more likely to embrace continuous learning and exploration.

Increased Confidence: Proficient readers often have higher self-esteem and
confidence in their academic abilities. Early literacy success contributes to a

positive attitude toward learning.

Prevention of Academic Challenges: Early intervention in literacy
development can help identify and address potential learning challenges
before they escalate, reducing the likelihood of academic difficulties in later

years.

Economic and Social Impact: Literacy is a key factor in socioeconomic
success. Individuals with strong literacy skills have increased opportunities
for higher education and better employment prospects, positively
impacting their overall quality of life. On the other hand, poor literacy skills
exacerbate the Matthew Effect.

e The Matthew Effect, which “describes the phenomenon where
students who begin their literacy education successfully continue to

do well later in school, while those who begin poorly do worse,”



highlights the importance of early literacy instruction and
intervention (UWA, 2018). The Matthew Effect is important to
overcome because the achievement gap emerges early and has

detrimental consequences.

e Studies reveal notable differences in a child's vocabulary as early as
age 3 (UWA). This early discrepancy in literacy contributes to the
Matthew Effect, further entrenching economic inequalities,
particularly affecting children of color and those from lower-income

families.

e Family Engagement: Early literacy activities often involve family
interactions, such as shared reading. This not only strengthens family bonds

but also fosters a supportive learning environment for the child.

e The American Academy of Pediatrics (AAP) discovered that educating
parents about the advantages of reading aloud to their children and
offering an age-appropriate and culturally relevant book during each
health supervision visit from birth to 5 years enhances the child's
language development and home environment (Maryville University,
2022). This enhancement is most significant among children facing

socioeconomic challenges.

The significance of early literacy development for a child's success in both school
and life cannot be overstated. Despite a high literacy rate of 99% in the U.S.,
approximately 43 million adults are estimated to possess low literacy skills,
impacting their cognitive abilities (Maryville University, 2022). Early exposure to
spoken language, books and reading from infancy not only prepares children for
academic success but also enhances family bonds and contributes to children's

long-term health and well-being.



Literacy Development Stages

Literacy development is a dynamic process that evolves through distinct stages,
each contributing to a child's growing reading and writing abilities. These stages
encompass emergent literacy, alphabetic fluency, words and patterns,
intermediate reading, and advanced reading. To navigate the intricate journey of
literacy development, Chall's six-stage framework serves as a guide, spanning
from early childhood to adulthood (The Literacy Bug, 2023). Each of Chall’s stages
contribute to the growth of reading and writing skills, shaping learners' abilities at

distinct points in their developmental trajectory.

Stage 0: Pre-Reading (6 months - 6 years)

During this foundational stage, children engage in pretend reading, develop initial
story retelling skills, and begin recognizing letters. Adults play a crucial role in
scaffolding language attempts, encouraging two to three-word combinations.
Instruction, including phonics and vocabulary, is intertwined with book reading,

emphasizing rhyme, alliteration, and repetition.

Stage 1: Initial Reading, Writing, and Decoding (6 to 7 years)

In this stage, learners establish the relationship between letters and sounds,
decoding simple texts and progressing from scribbling to controlled scribbling in
writing. Phonological awareness, letter-sound knowledge, and phoneme
manipulation are focal points, with adults encouraging independent reading

through appropriately selected books.

Stage 2: Confirmation and Fluency (7 to 8 years)

Children in this stage read familiar stories fluently, consolidating decoding

elements and sight vocabulary. Guided read-alouds enhance skills, and adults



model fluent reading while incorporating varied strategies. Vocabulary instruction,

both indirect and direct, becomes essential to foster comprehension.

Stage 3: Reading to Learn the New (9 to 13 years)

Transitioning into learning from reading, learners use comprehension strategies
like monitoring, organizing, and summarizing. Emphasis is on diverse purposes for
writing, and students explore topics through reading, writing, speaking, listening,
and viewing. Comprehension strategies are taught through various methodes,

fostering independent application.

Stage 4: Synthesizing Information and Applying Multiple Perspectives (14
to 17 years)

Widening their reading scope, adolescents engage with-complex materials and
multiple viewpoints, synthesizing information across disciplines. Literacy strategies
expand to encompass both traditional and multimodal sources, preparing learners

for post-school contexts.

Stage 5: Critical Literacy in Work and Society (18 years and beyond)

In the final stage, reading becomes purposeful and strategic, serving personal and
professional needs. Individuals synthesize information, navigate diverse
perspectives, and contribute to the creation of new knowledge. Literacy, now

specialized, reflects the varied influences of education, culture, and employment.

As learners progress through these stages, teachers play a vital role in aligning
tasks to developmental needs, fostering continual growth in literacy skills. The
dynamic nature of literacy, evolving across the lifespan, underscores the
importance of quality instruction in each stage, ensuring progressive development
and mastery of essential skills. Understanding these stages is crucial for educators

and parents, as a child's age does not strictly determine that individual’s position



in literacy development. Rather, recognizing and supporting the behaviors
indicative of each stage aids in guiding children toward becoming proficient

readers and writers.

Stages of Writing Development

According to Marie Clay, an influential figure in young children's literacy
development, the initiation of writing can commence once children can hold a
pencil or crayon, independent of their mastery in reading (As cited in Gurjar &
Meacham, 2023). Initial stages of writing involve drawing and scribbling, where
children demonstrate a distinction between drawing and writing. When they claim
to be “drawing,” their creations are expansive with round edges, while in the act
of "writing," strokes and dots emerge, accompanied by interrupted movements.
Patience is key as children scribble indiscernible letters, and positive affirmation

fosters enthusiasm for further "writing."

Children go through distinct stages in their journey of writing development.
Scribbles gradually transform into letter-like forms arranged linearly. However,
even when recognizable letters surface, they may be part of pretend writing,
characterized by randomly ordered letters. Some letter combinations might
represent correct sound blends, often derived from the child's name or the initial
letters of words (Gurjar & Meacham, 2023). Mastering the conventional English
writing system is a gradual process, and during this period, embracing inventive
spelling is encouraged. According to Clay, aiming for correctness prematurely is
unnecessary, and acknowledging a child's attempts and accomplishments is

paramount.

Gurjar & Meachem (2023) cite Gentry's writing-development scale, which

identifies five stages encapsulating children's progression in writing:



1. Non-alphabetic: Children use markings, scribbles, and pictures without

incorporating letters.

2. Pre-alphabetic: In this phase of writing development, children express their
growing awareness that writers use symbols to communicate ideas. Their
writing now incorporates shapes like circles, squares, and some letters,
showcasing the beginning of symbolic representation (Reading Rockets,
2023). Writers at this stage often write something and inquire, "What does
this say?" Shapes and forms may appear randomly on the paper, lacking a
specific orientation. Children include letters in their writing, but these
letters don't represent sounds, resulting in unreadable sequences such as
"MzrLPQ" for "bottle." Typically, they start with consonants, especially
those found in their names. Writing pieces consist of strings of uppercase
consonants, with little attention to spaces or directionality. Initially, there's
a lack of sound-to-symbol correspondence. Qver time, attempts may
include letters representing significant sounds and the author's name
(Reading Rockets).

3. Partial alphabetic: Children write letters corresponding to sounds,
showcasing directionality (e.g., left to right) and some correct spelling like
"bt" for "bottle." In this developmental phase, children often incorporate
initial and final sounds into their writing (Reading Rockets, 2023). There's an
emerging ability to accurately spell certain high-frequency words.
Additionally, vowels might be introduced within words. As students
progress toward conventional writing, they transition to phonetic spelling,
representing words based on their sounds. This period also marks the
introduction of punctuation, with writers experimenting with constructing
sentences. Children in the partial alphabetic phase are typically found in
kindergarten or first grade (Ehri, 2023). At this stage, they are familiar with
letter names and some letter sounds but have not yet received systematic

instruction on how letters correspond to sounds. It's worth noting that
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older struggling readers may also find themselves in this phase, indicating a
need for additional instruction and practice (Ehri).

4. Full alphabetic: In this phase, children provide a letter for each sound of a
word, introducing medial short vowels, as seen in "botl" for "bottle." To
progress to the full alphabetic phase, children must grasp the fundamental
associations between letters and sounds in the writing system (Ehri, 2023).
Acquiring decoding skills, such as sounding out letters and blending sounds
to form words, is crucial. Phonics, a type of reading instruction, plays a
significant role in helping children master these skills. Systematic phonics
instruction involves teachers following a structured scope and sequence,
guiding students in learning major letter-sound relations, segmenting
sounds, decoding words, and developing spelling skills (Ehri). Effectively
implemented phonics instruction can accelerate students' transition from
the partial alphabetic phase to the full phase, often achieved by the end of
kindergarten or in first grade.

5. Consolidated alphabetic: In this stage, approximately two-thirds of words
are written correctly, featuring one-to-one spelling correspondence,
exemplified by "bottle" for "bottle" (Gurjar & Meacham). As readers
progress through the full phase, they accumulate a growing vocabulary and
start recognizing spelling patterns; in the consolidated phase, recurring
combinations of letter sounds are consolidated into multi-letter spelling
units, encompassing syllables (e.g., li-ber-ty in liberty), prefixes (e.g., unin
unless), and suffixes (e.g., tion in education) (Ehri, 2023). Children can
leverage these units to establish connections between the spellings of
multisyllabic words and their pronunciations, facilitating smoother and
more confident reading and spelling.

This nuanced understanding of children's writing development aids educators in
tailoring instruction to scaffold each child's unique journey in mastering the art of

written expression.
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The Connection Between Reading & Writing

The connection between reading and writing development is intricate and
symbiotic, with each skill influencing and reinforcing the other (Douma, 2023).
Understanding this dynamic relationship is crucial for educators seeking to foster
comprehensive literacy skills in students. Here are key aspects of the connection

between reading and writing development:

e Shared Cognitive Processes: Both reading and writing engage common
cognitive processes, such as decoding, encoding, and comprehension
(Farrell et al., 2023). When children learn to read, they decode written
symbols to understand meaning. In writing, they encode their thoughts into

written symbols for others to decode.

e Phonemic Awareness: Phonemic awareness, the ability to recognize and
manipulate individual sounds in words, plays a crucial role in both reading
and writing (Farrell et al., 2023). Children who develop strong phonemic
awareness through reading instruction are better equipped to apply these

skills when spelling words in writing.

e Alphabetic Principle: Learning the alphabetic principle is foundational for
both reading and writing. Understanding the correspondence between
letters and sounds is essential for decoding words in reading and encoding

thoughts into written symbols in writing (Farrell et al.).

e Vocabulary Development: Reading exposes children to a rich and varied
vocabulary, influencing their ability to express ideas in writing (MasterClass,
2021). Conversely, engaging in writing allows students to actively use and
reinforce their vocabulary, contributing to a deeper understanding of word

meanings.
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Sentence Structure and Grammar: Exposure to well-constructed sentences
and grammatical structures in reading contributes to better writing skills
(MasterClass). As students encounter various writing styles in their reading,
they internalize sentence structures and grammatical conventions, which

they can then apply to their own writing.

Comprehension Skills: Reading comprehension skills, such as understanding
main ideas, drawing inferences, and making connections, transfer to
writing. When students comprehend what they read, they are better
equipped to express complex ideas and arguments coherently in their

writing.

Motivation and Engagement: Success and enjoyment in one skill often
enhance motivation and engagement in the other. For example, a child who
discovers the joy of reading may be motivated to write stories or essays,
and a student passionate about creative writing may seek out diverse

reading materials.

Feedback Loop: Reading and writing create a feedback loop. Reading well-
written texts exposes learners to effective writing styles, which they can
emulate in their own writing. In turn, the act of writing allows students to

practice and refine the skills they've acquired through reading.

In summary, the connection between reading and writing development is

multifaceted. Both skills draw upon common foundational aspects of language,

cognition, and literacy. Recognizing and leveraging this interplay allows educators

to design integrated and effective literacy instruction that nurtures well-rounded

readers and writers.
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Conclusion

Section 1 has delved into the foundational elements shaping the literacy
development of elementary students, providing a comprehensive exploration of
the stages that lay the groundwork for proficient reading and writing. By offering
an in-depth overview of literacy development stages, this section equips
educators with essential insights into the intricate journey of young learners.
Moreover, it highlights the symbiotic relationship between reading and writing,
emphasizing the need for educators to craft targeted approaches that leverage
this interplay. Understanding the multifaceted connection between these
fundamental aspects of literacy allows teachers to create a holistic learning
experience for elementary students. As we move forward into subsequent
sections, it is imperative to carry these foundational understandings, recognizing
the nuanced stages of literacy development and the dynamic interrelationship
between reading and writing, to inform effective instructional strategies and

support the growth of proficient readers and writers.

Section 1 Key Terms

Alphabetic Principle - The understanding of the correspondence between letters

and sounds, foundational for both reading and writing.

Cognitive Processes - Mental operations involved in thinking, understanding, and

learning, common to both reading and writing.

Decoding - The process of translating written symbols into understandable

language, crucial in reading.

Early Literacy Development - The foundational process of learning words, sounds,

and language, occurring in infancy and early childhood.
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Encoding - The process of translating thoughts and ideas into written symbols,

essential in writing.

Feedback Loop - The reciprocal relationship between reading and writing, where

skills acquired in one area reinforce those in the other.

Literacy Development Stages - Distinct phases in the progression of reading and

writing skills, spanning from emergent literacy to critical literacy.

Matthew Effect - A phenomenon where early success in literacy contributes to

later success, highlighting the importance of early intervention.

Phonemic Awareness - The ability to recognize and manipulate individual sounds

in words, influencing both reading and writing.

Phonics - A type of reading instruction that involves learning the relationships

between letters and sounds, crucial in the development of reading and spelling.

Section 1 Reflection Questions

1. How can an understanding of the stages of literacy development inform

your teaching practices to better support students at different levels?

2. Reflect on the role of family engagement in early literacy. How can you
foster meaningful interactions that support literacy development beyond

the classroom?

3. Consider the Matthew Effect in literacy. How might early intervention
strategies mitigate the potential achievement gap among students with

varying literacy backgrounds?

4. Consider the interconnectedness of reading and writing skills. How can you

leverage this relationship to enhance both sets of skills simultaneously?
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5.

6.

Reflect on the significance of early literacy for a child's success in school and
life. How can you advocate for the importance of literacy development

within your educational community?

How do you currently address the diverse needs of students in different

stages of writing development within your classroom?

Section 1 Activities

1.

Integrate Mentor Texts: Choose a children's book aligned with your
curriculum. Analyze its language, themes, and writing styles. Identify
sentences with noteworthy structure and style. Reflect on their impact on
literacy development. Incorporate the book and selected sentences into

your literacy lesson plan.

Literacy Environment Audit: Evaluate your classroom's literacy
environment. Assess the presence of print materials, reading corners, and
other literacy-rich elements. Identify areas for improvement and brainstorm

creative ways to enhance the literacy atmosphere.

Literacy Development Goal Setting: Set personal and professional goals
related to literacy development. These goals could be focused on specific
skills you want to enhance in your students or approaches you want to try

in your teaching practice.

Literacy Assessment Critique: Critique an existing literacy assessment tool
for early childhood. Evaluate its effectiveness in measuring key components

of literacy development discussed in the section.

Teacher Observations: Reach out to a colleague and suggest a quick
observation swap. Spend 20-30 minutes observing each other's classes,

paying particular attention to how literacy development strategies are
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implemented. Share immediate feedback and brainstorm ways to refine

practices.

6. Literacy Action Research Project: Design and initiate a small action research
project related to literacy development. Focus on a specific aspect you want
to investigate or improve. Document your process, findings, and

implications for future instruction.

Section 2: Instructional Strategies for Effective
Writing

This section will take a comprehensive exploration of instructional strategies
meticulously crafted to foster effective writing skills among students. Recognizing
the complexity of writing, this section seeks to offer educators a diverse range of
practical and flexible strategies crafted to cater to the needs of all learners and
address the various challenges students might face in their writing endeavors.
Grounded in research and pedagogical insights, the goal is to equip teachers with
a toolkit of approaches that not only enhance writing proficiency but also instill a
love for expression and creativity. As we navigate through this rich array of
instructional strategies, educators will discover methods to guide students at
various stages of writing development, creating an inclusive and supportive
learning environment that nurtures every child's unique journey toward becoming

a proficient and confident writer.

Common Challenges in Writing

While literacy is a fundamental skill crucial to academic success, the journey of
acquiring proficient reading and writing abilities can be complex, marked by

diverse challenges that some children encounter. Various risk factors, including
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but not limited to poverty, disabilities, English language learning (ELL) status, and
language disorders, can significantly contribute to difficulties in both reading and
writing (Kelley, 2021). These challenges underscore the importance of identifying

and addressing factors that may hinder a child's literacy development.

Understanding the nature of these challenges is pivotal for educators and
caregivers as they seek effective strategies to support children in literacy. While
external factors may present obstacles, it's essential to recognize that proactive
interventions, such as a robust preschool literacy program and collaborative
efforts with families, can play a crucial role in mitigating the effects of these
challenges, particularly in the realm of literacy development (Kelley, 2021). This
section explores the specific challenges some children face in developing their
writing skills, exploring ways in which educators and caregivers can provide
tailored support to nurture and enhance children's writing abilities. These

challenges, as outlined by Willard (2023), encompass a range of issues:

Learning Disabilities

Children grappling with underlying processing challenges may face difficulties in
both reading and writing, necessitating additional structure, support, and
tutoring. Dyslexia and Dysgraphia are two common learning disabilities that

children face.
Dyslexia

Students experiencing dyslexia, a common reading disability, frequently encounter
challenges in writing as well. This connection between dyslexia and writing
difficulties is unsurprising, given the theoretical premise that reading plays a
pivotal role in writing development according to some cognitive models (Hebert et

al., 2018). The writing struggles observed in students with dyslexia manifest in
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various ways, including deficient spelling, poor legibility, limited vocabulary

diversity, underdeveloped ideas, and organizational issues.

The co-occurrence of dyslexia and writing difficulties can be chalked up to two
primary reasons. First, there exists a reliance on related underlying processes in
both reading and writing (Hebert et al., 2018). Dyslexia, characterized by
challenges in processing phonological information crucial for word decoding,
aligns with the need for encoding phonological information in writing.
Consequently, the impact of dyslexia on these shared underlying processes
contributes to the prevalence of writing difficulties in students with dyslexia.
Second, reading functions as a subskill integral throughout the writing process.
Writers often engage in reading source materials prior to composing their own
text and rely on reading and rereading to identify issues like spelling errors,
grammar mistakes, and organizational lapses (Hebert et al.). The presence of
reading difficulties further complicates these tasks, particularly if students also
grapple with poor handwriting skills, intensifying the challenge of reviewing and

comprehending their own written work.
Dysgraphia

Dysgraphia is a condition that affects the ability to write letters by hand, leading to
difficulties in writing (Endo, 2022). Dysgraphia involves symptoms such as slow
writing speed, poor dexterity, difficulty forming letters, challenges with working
memory, and visual storage issues (Willard, 2023). It can be present in students
with or without dyslexia and may coincide with other learning disabilities as well.
The absence of a formal dysgraphia diagnosis may result in students not receiving
the necessary instructional support to address challenges in handwriting, spelling,

and overall writing skills.

Consequently, it is essential to offer explicit instruction and scaffolded support to

students with dyslexia showing writing difficulties and those identified with
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dysgraphia throughout their writing development (Endo, 2022). Early
identification and intervention are crucial, as diagnosis and service labels in

schools typically occur later than reading and math evaluations.

Attention Challenges

Children with attention difficulties or ADHD may struggle with managing the time,
steps, and focus required for writing tasks, particularly for complex assignments
like essays (Willard, 2023). ADHD is a neurodevelopmental disorder characterized
by persistent patterns of inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity that
significantly impact daily functioning or development. Additionally, problems in
metacognition, task initiation, planning, and task completion may contribute to
writing challenges. Studies, including one focused on middle-school students,
revealed approximately 1 in 5 children with ADHD had a writing impairment,
paralleled by similar challenges in reading and math (Wright, 2022). The link
between ADHD and writing struggles is attributed to deficits in working memory
and attention. Handwriting weaknesses are also directly associated with ADHD.
Despite these challenges, individuals with ADHD do not lack creative ideas; in fact,
research from 2020 suggests a potential connection between ADHD and
heightened creativity, though further studies are needed to substantiate this
information (Wright, 2022).

Language Disorders

Language disorders significantly impact children’s ability to express themselves
both orally and in writing. When children struggle with an expressive language
disorder, they may find it challenging to articulate their thoughts, ideas, and
emotions verbally; this difficulty naturally extends to written expression, where
the act of translating thoughts into written words becomes a complex task
(Willard, 2023).
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Expressive language, a crucial component of effective communication, involves
the ability to convey one's thoughts, feelings, and intentions coherently. Children
with language disorders may experience challenges in forming complete and well-
structured sentences, leading to difficulties in both spoken and written
communication (Willard). The link between oral and written expression is integral,
as the skills required for effective communication are interconnected across these

modalities.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD)

Students with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) often encounter challenges in
developing effective writing skills. One notable difficulty lies in narrative
coherence, where the struggle to tell coherent stories can significantly impact
their written expression; this challenge is particularly pronounced in children with
ASD, as they may face obstacles in perspective-taking, leading to tangential or
incomplete narratives (Willard, 2023). Additionally, rigidity poses a hindrance to
engaging in open-ended writing tasks, as individuals with ASD may insist on having
every detail clarified before initiating the writing process. This inflexibility further
complicates their ability to navigate creative or exploratory aspects of writing,
underlining the distinct challenges that students with ASD may face in the realm

of written communication.

ELL Status

Moses & Mohamed (2019) delineate several challenges faced by English Language
Learners (ELL) students in mastering writing skills. These impediments, ranging
from limited vocabulary and grammar difficulties to poor spelling, readiness
challenges, insufficient exposure to reading materials, and lack of motivation,

collectively hinder students from producing proficient written work.
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A crucial hindrance to effective writing skills is the lack of an extensive vocabulary.
Vocabulary serves as the foundational element for constructing sentences,
forming the core of proficient writing (Moses & Mohamed, 2019). Students who
grapple with limited vocabulary find it challenging to articulate their thoughts
effectively. Remedial measures involve employing electronic dictionaries and

engaging in increased reading activities to broaden the vocabulary repertoire.

Grammar plays a pivotal role in writing, providing the structure that conveys the
detailed meaning of the writer to the reader (Moses & Mohamed, 2019). Some
elementary school students encounter challenges with grammar, leading to
difficulties in constructing sentences with correct grammatical structures.
Common errors include mistakes in subject-verb agreement, pronouns, tenses,
articles, prepositions, and basic sentence structures. Activities such as reading and
dedicated grammar exercises are recommended for improving grammar

proficiency.

Inaccurate spelling poses a significant obstacle to the development of writing skills
for ELL students as well. Students who struggle with spelling find it impedes their
progress in writing (Moses & Mohamed, 2019). Common issues include spelling
based on pronunciation, resulting in errors such as adding or omitting letters.
Memorization of correct spellings is suggested as a means to enhance spelling

proficiency.

Student readiness, encompassing both physical and mental preparedness, is
essential for successful task completion (Moses & Mohamed, 2019). Lack of
readiness can manifest as students being mentally unprepared to engage in the
learning process, hindering their ability to write effectively. Strategies to address
this challenge involve creating a classroom environment that motivates and

captures students' attention.
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A lack of access to books and reading materials poses a significant challenge for
elementary school students (Moses & Mohamed, 2019). The scarcity of significant
information sources hampers students' ability to gather ideas and build
vocabulary essential for writing. Reading and writing are interconnected, and
students benefit from exposure to diverse reading materials to enhance language

awareness.

The absence of motivation emerges as a substantial challenge for ELL students
(Moses & Mohamed, 2019). A lack of interest in the learning process can impede
progress. Teachers are encouraged to employ motivational strategies, such as
positive reinforcement through phrases like "Good job!" and "Keep it up," to

inspire students and propel them further in their learning journey.

Poverty

Children from low-income families often face significant challenges in language
development, which can, in turn, impact their writing skills. Research spanning
decades indicates that these children are more likely to enter school with poorer
language proficiency, scoring approximately two years behind on standardized
language development tests (Harken, 2018). The achievement gap may begin as
early as 18 months, with a notable six-month gap in language proficiency by the
age of two. This difference continues to widen, making it necessary for these
children to attend additional schooling to catch up, and as mentioned previously
exacerbates “The Matthew Effect.” According to the Annie E. Casey Foundation
(as cited in UWA), troubling statistics highlight the impact of the Matthew Effect

and a lack of literacy proficiency on academic outcomes:

e 82 percent of fourth-graders from low-income families did not reach
"proficient" levels in reading on the National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP), with 84 percent facing the same challenge in high-poverty
schools.
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e The graduation failure rate for children unable to read proficiently and
experiencing at least one year of poverty is 26 percent, more than six times

the rate for proficient readers.

¢ In high-poverty areas, 14 percent of good readers fail to graduate,
compared to only 2 percent to 4 percent of good readers in affluent or

middle-income neighborhoods.

Factors contributing to this trend include the critical period for language
development from birth to age three, during which parents from less educated
backgrounds may not consistently use language with their babies, leading to
delays in early language skills (UWA). Financially struggling parents may also lack
the time and resources to devote to reading, impacting a child's emerging literacy
skills. The significant vocabulary gap between children from different income
levels is linked to exposure at home, with children from poor families hearing

substantially fewer utterances than their wealthier counterparts.

Strategies to address this achievement gap include early education and
intervention, emphasizing high-quality preschool programs and empowering
families through education. Encouraging parental engagement, promoting reading
to children, and building vocabulary in meaningful contexts can positively impact
literacy and language skills, offering a pathway for children from low-income

families to overcome language challenges.

Understanding these causes of writing challenges is essential for educators,
parents, and caregivers to implement targeted interventions and support
mechanisms, ensuring that each child receives the assistance needed for

successful writing development.
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Instructional Strategies to Support All Writers

In addressing the diverse spectrum of challenges students may encounter in
writing, educators can employ targeted strategies to support and enhance their
writing development. This section outlines effective approaches for teachers to
consider when working with all writers, including students facing various writing
difficulties.

The following strategies compiled by Wright (2022) provide practical solutions,
acknowledging the diverse needs of learners. Several instructional strategies
designed for students with challenges also have universal benefits that extend to
all learners. Furthermore, these approaches, essential for supporting struggling
writers, prove to be valuable tools for students who may not encounter writing
challenges. From visual organization using the note system to gradual
approaches, graphic organizers, journaling, and the integration of speech and
word-prediction software, each strategy targets specific aspects of the writing

process.

Provide Explicit Instruction on Good Writing

In line with effective instructional practices, initiate the teaching process by
explicitly outlining the characteristics of good writing (Endo, 2022). Exemplify
these traits through engaging and relevant models, encouraging students to
actively analyze and annotate features contributing to the quality of exemplary
paragraphs or essays. Foster an interactive learning environment where students
can collaboratively identify strengths and areas for improvement in both model
and student-generated writing, cultivating a shared understanding of the

elements that constitute effective written communication.

Model and Share Good Writing
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Immersing students in the nuances of good writing involves providing exposure to
diverse mentor texts (Graham, 2018). Drawing from an array of sources such as
published works, professional texts, books, textbooks, teacher-crafted pieces, and
peer samples, students can glean insights into various features of quality writing.
These features encompass text structure, adept utilization of visual aids like
graphs and charts, impactful word selection, and the incorporation of varied

sentence structures.

Present students with exemplary models centered around relevant or captivating
topics. Encourage students to actively engage with these models by highlighting
and annotating the features that contribute to their quality as paragraphs or
essays (Wright). Once students grasp the elements of proficient writing, introduce
a contrasting example that requires enhancement. Collaboratively analyze the
identified shortcomings within the paragraph or essay, working together to
pinpoint areas that necessitate improvement and understanding the reasons

behind these improvements.
Spelling

Facilitating students in becoming proficient spellers involves recognizing the
significance of a relatively small yet impactful vocabulary. Approximately 850
words constitute a substantial 80 percent of the words utilized by elementary-
grade students in their written expressions (Graham, 2018). While many
elementary schools incorporate explicit spelling curricula, the seamless
integration of spelling instruction with writing is imperative. Teachers play a
crucial role in guiding students to learn commonly used words, emphasizing
connections between spelling and writing. Students benefit from proactively
learning words prone to misspelling, along with those integral to their expressive
endeavors. Additionally, teachers should equip students with the skills to generate

and verify plausible spellings independently.
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Sentence Mastery for Fluency, Significance, and Style

Empowering students to craft compelling sentences is foundational to effective
writing that not only conveys intended meaning but also captivates readers.
Sentence-level instruction should pivot around the art of constructing sentences,
prompting students to deliberate on both meaning and syntax in their
compositions (Graham, 2018). Teachers, in this context, play a pivotal role in
explicitly demonstrating how sentence construction synergizes with mechanics
such as punctuation and capitalization, culminating in the creation of robust
sentences. Furthermore, students should receive guidance on deploying a diverse

range of sentence structures, enriching the stylistic dimensions of their writing.
Writing for Different Audiences

Crafting written pieces for distinct purposes inherently involves tailoring the
content to different audiences. Facilitating a nuanced understanding of the
audience's role in writing requires purposeful design of writing activities that
naturally align with various audience types (Graham, 2018). Without such
considerations, students may limit their perception of writing to an audience of
just their teacher. Engaging in discussions about writing purposes, teachers and
students can collaboratively compile a list of potential audiences pertinent to a
specific writing task. Subsequently, students are empowered to select the

audience that most aptly suits their chosen writing topic.
Writing Techniques for Varied Purposes

Facilitating effective writing begins with ensuring students grasp the distinct
purposes associated with various genres—be it descriptive, narrative, informative,
or persuasive/analytical (Graham, 2018). This foundational understanding enables
students to adeptly choose the genre that aligns most fittingly with the

requirements of their writing task. For instance, when crafting a persuasive essay,
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students can employ the TREE technique (Topic sentence, Reasons—three or
more, Ending, Examine). This method involves devising a comprehensive plan for
their paper, encompassing their beliefs, supporting reasons, illustrative examples
for each reason, and a well-crafted conclusion. Such targeted techniques
empower students to navigate distinct writing purposes with precision and

coherence.
Teach the Writing Process

Teach students strategies tailored to each stage of the writing process. It is
essential for students to develop specific techniques for planning, drafting,
revising, and editing. Introduction to fundamental strategies, like POW (Pick ideas,
Organize notes, Write and say more), is recommended in 1st or 2nd grade, while
more advanced techniques, such as peer revising, can be introduced in 2nd grade
or later (Graham, 2018). These strategies serve a dual purpose, aiding students
across multiple components of the writing process. For instance, when planning a
persuasive essay, students can establish writing goals, such as presenting three or
more supporting reasons for their beliefs. They should then create a plan for
periodically evaluating their progress in achieving these goals as they write.
During the evaluation phase, students can revisit their paper, ensuring it aligns
with the initially set objectives. If necessary, revisions can be made to enhance the

alignment of the written work with the established goals.

Strategies to Complement Writing Instruction

Note System Strategy: Organizing Ideas Visually

To assist learners in developing their writing skills, the note system strategy proves
highly effective. Encourage students to record notes about a given topic on
separate sticky notes. Students can then arrange and group together notes with

similar ideas. This approach facilitates the identification of major concepts by

28



observing thematic groupings, enabling the categorization of ideas and providing
a visual and tangible method for structuring their writing. Transitioning from

brainstorming to an outline can further enhance organizational support.
Gradual Start Approach: Managing Overwhelm

A crucial aspect of supporting writers, particularly struggling writers, is
emphasizing a gradual start to the writing process. This approach not only
mitigates feelings of overwhelm but also allows students to build confidence in
their writing abilities by starting with manageable tasks before progressing to
more complex assignments. Breaking down the writing process into incremental
steps fosters a sense of accomplishment and empowers students to tackle larger

writing challenges with greater assurance.
Start at the Sentence Level

Before engaging in more extensive tasks like composing paragraphs or essays,
focus initially on the sentence level. Practice the art of constructing sentences that
clearly distinguish themselves from sentence fragments (Endo, 2022). Emphasize
that completeness in a sentence is not solely determined by its length. Progress
from basic sentences to more complex structures, encompassing compound,
complex, or compound-complex sentences. Encourage students to engage in both
producing and recognizing these various sentence types. Use mentor texts to
expose students to a variety of well-written sentences, and model crafting your
own. Additionally, incorporate exercises where students enhance short sentences
by incorporating descriptive words. For instance, a straightforward sentence like
"It was sunny" could transform into a vivid depiction such as "The sun’s rays

glistened on a humid summer afternoon" (Endo).

Develop Paragraphs Sentence-by-Sentence
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As students venture into diverse genres of writing—whether informational,
narrative, or persuasive—guide them in the step-by-step construction of each
paragraph (Endo, 2022). Break down the process to understand the components
of an effective introductory sentence, the role of a concluding sentence in
summarizing the main idea, and the essential elements within each sentence
comprising the body of the paragraph. Facilitate a gradual approach by dissecting
paragraphs into individual sentences, allowing students to subsequently assemble
them cohesively. Additionally, furnish a list of transition words that serve to
connect sentences seamlessly. This incremental approach promotes better task
management, alleviating the anxiety associated with addressing the entire writing

assignment simultaneously.
Graphic Organizers: Enhancing Memory Recall and Organization

Integration of graphic organizers, such as Venn diagrams or concept maps, offers
significant assistance to students with all types of learning challenges. These tools
aid in memory recall and organizational skills by helping categorize essential topics
and breaking down the writing process into manageable steps. They provide a

structured framework for students to organize their creative ideas.
Assistive Technology (AT)

In modern classrooms, students no longer need to be burdened by physically
writing, thanks to the advent of assistive technology. This technological support
not only alleviates writing difficulties but also opens up new possibilities for
enhanced learning experiences. AT for writing is readily accessible, with various
options integrated into applications within Google Suite or offered as Chrome

extensions.

Word Processing Software
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For students with dysgraphia and other learning disabilities, the act of manual
writing can present a formidable challenge. Permitting students the alternative of
typing their written work, including rough drafts, alleviates the burden associated
with the physical act of writing. This approach allows them to concentrate on
expressing their thoughts without being impeded by the challenges of manual
writing. Additionally, if typing is not an option, avoid penalizing for illegible
handwriting or grammatical errors. Unless an assignment explicitly assesses
handwriting and grammar proficiency, it's advisable to overlook these aspects
when students are exerting effort to recall and express their thoughts (Dendy,
2022).

Speech-Recognition Software: Facilitating Initial Expression

For students finding traditional writing methods challenging, speech-recognition
software offers an alternative. By allowing students to dictate their thoughts, this
technology facilitates the initial expression of ideas. Following transcription,

students can focus on constructing the flow and aligning similar concepts.
Word-Prediction Software: Enhancing Writing Accuracy

The use of word-prediction software, exemplified by tools like Grammarly and
CoWriter, is beneficial for struggling writers. This software assists in spell-checking,
suggests appropriate words, and enhances sentence structures. Serving as a
personal writing assistant, word-prediction software supports students in
maintaining correct punctuation and grammar, ultimately contributing to the

refinement of their writing skills.

Conclusion

Section 2 has explored instructional strategies meticulously designed to enhance

students' writing skills, and overcome diverse challenges. These strategies,
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adaptable to various needs, aim to equip educators with a comprehensive toolkit.
From addressing learning disabilities, attention challenges, language disorders,
and the impact of poverty, this section emphasizes the importance of
understanding these challenges and knowing the best strategies to implement.
The introduced instructional strategies are not only designed to support specific
groups but also serve as universal tools. From explicit instruction on good writing
to teaching spelling, sentence construction, and writing for different audiences,
these approaches foster creativity and expression in every student. As educators
navigate this rich array of strategies, they are empowered to guide students at
various writing development stages, creating an inclusive and supportive learning
environment. The implementation of these strategies holds the promise of
enhancing writing proficiency and instilling confidence in every child's unique

journey toward becoming a proficient writer.

Section 2 Key Terms

ADHD - A neurodevelopmental disorder characterized by persistent patterns of
inattention, hyperactivity, and impulsivity that significantly impact daily

functioning or development.

Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) - A developmental disorder that may lead to

difficulties in narrative coherence and perspective-taking, impacting written

expression.

Dysgraphia - A condition affecting the ability to write letters by hand, resulting in

challenges like slow writing speed, poor dexterity, and difficulty forming letters.

Dyslexia - A common reading disability that may manifest in writing challenges,
including deficient spelling, poor legibility, limited vocabulary diversity, and

organizational issues.
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Expressive Language Disorder - A condition significantly impacting a child's ability

to express thoughts, ideas, and emotions coherently, both orally and in writing.

Language Disorders - Conditions significantly affecting a child's ability to express

themselves both orally and in writing.

Poverty - Socioeconomic condition leading to challenges in language

development, impacting writing skills, and contributing to the achievement gap.

Speech-Recognition Software - Technology allowing students to dictate their

thoughts, facilitating the initial expression of ideas, followed by transcription and

refinement.

Word-Prediction Software - Software assisting struggling writers by providing

spell-checking, suggesting appropriate words, and enhancing sentence structures.

Writing Process - The stages involved in writing, including planning, drafting,

revising, and editing.

Section 2 Reflection Questions

1. Explore your current strategies for teaching writing techniques for varied
purposes. How can you ensure that students grasp the distinct purposes
associated with different writing genres and effectively choose appropriate

techniques for each purpose?

2. Reflect on your awareness of the impact of external factors like poverty on
students' language development. In what ways can you integrate strategies

to support students from low-income families in your writing instruction?

3. Consider the relationship between dyslexia and writing difficulties outlined
in the section. How might you adapt your teaching strategies to provide

explicit instruction and scaffolded support for students with dyslexia?
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4.

How do you currently foster a love for expression and creativity in your
writing instruction? Are there additional strategies you could incorporate to

make the writing process more engaging for students?

. Consider your methods for teaching spelling and sentence construction.

How can you integrate explicit instruction on spelling and diverse sentence

structures to enhance students' writing skills?

Section 2 Activities

1.

Lesson Plan Redesign: Select a writing lesson from your current curriculum
and redesign it, incorporating at least two instructional strategies discussed
in the section. Reflect on how these changes could better support diverse

learners in your classroom.

Case Study Analysis: Choose one of the student profiles mentioned in the
section (e.g., dyslexic student, ELL student) and develop a hypothetical case
study based on a student in your class. Identify potential challenges they

might face and brainstorm strategies to address these challenges.

Peer Collaboration Exercise: Collaborate with a fellow teacher to exchange
and review writing lessons or activities. Provide constructive feedback on

how each of you could incorporate more inclusive instructional strategies.

Student Profile Investigation: Choose a student in your class who faces
challenges in writing. Conduct a brief interview with the student (if
appropriate) or observe the student’s writing behaviors. Use this
information to tailor your instructional strategies to better meet the

individual’s needs.

. Classroom Environment Assessment: Evaluate your classroom environment

for its inclusivity regarding writing instruction. Identify areas where changes
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or enhancements could better support students with various challenges in

their writing development.

6. Reflection Journaling: Maintain a reflection journal over the next month,
documenting your experiences implementing some of the instructional
strategies discussed in the section. Reflect on the effectiveness of each

strategy and any observed changes in your students' writing abilities.

Conclusion

"Literacy Fundamentals: Helping Elementary Students Write Effectively" offers a
comprehensive exploration of the vital aspects essential for nurturing robust
writing skills in elementary students. Through this course, educators have gained
foundational knowledge, practical strategies, and innovative approaches to
establish a dynamic and supportive environment for young writers. By diving into
the intricacies of literacy development and understanding the interconnected
elements shaping effective writing, educators are well-equipped to unravel the
threads connecting reading and writing skills. The practical instructional strategies
explored underscore the universality of these tools, addressing common
challenges encountered by students in their writing endeavors. With these
insights and skills, educators are empowered to inspire and guide the next
generation of proficient writers, fostering a love for expression and creativity in

their students' writing journeys.

Case Example

Mrs. Palazzo leads a 7th-grade writing class, overseeing a dynamic mix of student
abilities that includes those with dyslexia, attention difficulties, and English

Language Learner (ELL) status, alongside students performing at grade level. The
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challenges faced by struggling students take diverse forms, spanning from spelling
and grammar issues to difficulties articulating cohesive thoughts in their writing.
Acknowledging the pressing need to support these students, Mrs. Palazzo is trying
to be proactive in addressing their unique struggles by implementing focused
instructional strategies such as dedicated grammar exercises, modeling and
sharing good writing, promoting visual organization using the note system, using

journaling, and integrating speech and word-prediction software.
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Introduction

Teachers at all grade levels need the skills and tools necessary to cultivate literacy
excellence in their classrooms. The focus of this course is resolute: to dismantle
barriers, elevate literacy access, and instill a lifelong love for learning. This course
is a beacon for educators committed to nurturing literate, informed, and engaged
citizens. Let's delve into the intricate tapestry of literacy education, beginning with

a comprehensive exploration of its fundamental significance.

Section 1 commences with an examination of literacy—its definition and vast
scope. From the profound impact on personal development to its pivotal role in
societal progress, it sets the stage for an immersive exploration into the
multifaceted dimensions of literacy. Section 2 lays the groundwork for effective
literacy instruction. Early literacy fundamentals, coupled with dynamic reading
instruction methods and the strategic infusion of technology, form a robust

foundation.

In Section 3, participants will confront the hurdles that hinder universal access to
high-quality literacy including socioeconomic, cultural, and learning barriers.
Recognizing these impediments is the first stride toward creating an inclusive,
equitable literacy environment. Section 4 follows up by exploring strategies
tailored for accessibility. This section will discuss strategies that are universal, with
a focus on diverse learners, such as English Language Learners (ELLs) and students
with learning disabilities, focusing on Universal Design for Learning (UDL),
ensuring that no learner is left behind. Incorporating UDL principles further
enriches these strategies by emphasizing the creation of flexible and accessible

learning environments that cater to the diverse needs of all students.

Hopefully, Increasing Access to High-Quality Literacy in Schools serves as a catalyst
for educators determined to cultivate literacy excellence in their classrooms. This

course is a dedicated endeavor to break down barriers, enhance literacy access,



and instill a lasting love for learning. Let this course be a driving force for
educators committed to nurturing literate, informed, and engaged citizens,
ensuring that the knowledge gained transforms into tangible actions within their

educational realms.

Section 1: Literacy and Its Importance

In this section, participants will embark on a crucial exploration of literacy and its
importance. Participants will dive into the very essence of literacy, deciphering its
definition and scope, understanding its profound impact on personal and societal
development, and acknowledging its instrumental role in academic success and
lifelong learning. This section serves as the foundation for the course, laying the
groundwork for a comprehensive understanding of why literacy is not merely a
skill but a transformative force with far-reaching implications for both individuals

and society.

1.1 Definitions and Scope of Literacy

Literacy is the cornerstone of our society, and the ultimate goal of education;
however, it is difficult to generate a comprehensive definition. The conventional
definition, "the ability to read and write," does not cover literacy in all of its
complexity, prompting questions about the mastery of these skills, measurement
criteria, the role of digital proficiency, the inclusion of numeracy, and
considerations of community values and cultural practices in the assessment
(Peterson, 2020). Despite its complexity, literacy serves as a global metric to
evaluate community health and competence, correlating with improved access to

economic opportunities, better nutrition, and environmental sustainability.



Definitions from Different Perspectives

UNESCO's definition of literacy emphasizes that it is "a means of identification,
understanding, interpretation, creation and communication in an increasingly
digital, text-mediated, information-rich and fast-changing world" (as cited in
Peterson, 2020). This definition aligns with UNESCO's commitment to advancing
global literacy, recognizing its foundational role in achieving the 2030
Sustainability Goals, including gender equality, sustainable infrastructure, and
poverty and hunger eradication. The emphasis on literacy as a tool for significant
involvement in society is logical. With the population growing and technology
dismantling increasing barriers among us, the importance of communicating and
interacting with those around us becomes even more pronounced. As such,
Peterson suggests that literacy, at its core, is the means by which individuals
interact with the world, shaping and being shaped by it. It encompasses various
forms of communication, including reading, writing, speaking, listening, and

creating, serving as a declaration of one's presence in the world.

In the Program for International Assessment of Adult Competencies (PIAAC), The
Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD) defines literacy
as “the ability to understand, evaluate, use and engage with written texts to
participate in society, to achieve one’s goals, and to develop one’s knowledge and
potential” (as cited in NCES, 2019). The American Library Association (ALA) (2019)
has also adopted this definition. This description reflects a contemporary
understanding of literacy that aligns with the multifaceted demands of our
society. The OECD’s definition extends beyond basic reading and writing to involve
comprehension, critical evaluation, and practical application of these skills in real-
life contexts. Moreover, literacy is viewed as a dynamic tool for active participation
in society, allowing individuals to navigate societal structures, achieve personal
and professional goals, and contribute to the broader community. The OECD's

definition also underscores the ongoing development of knowledge and potential



through literacy, emphasizing its role as a dynamic process rather than a static
skill. In the contemporary context of rapid technological advancements and
information abundance, OECD’s comprehensive definition of literacy reflects the

evolving demands of our interconnected and information-driven society.

The Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act (WIOA) defines literacy as “an
individual’s ability to read, write, and speak in English, compute, and solve
problems, at levels of proficiency necessary to function on the job, in the family of
the individual, and in society” (as cited in Beecher, 2023). This expansive definition
recognizes the multifaceted nature of literacy, acknowledging its critical role not
only in professional settings but also within the familial and societal spheres. The
Act's emphasis on functionality underscores the practical application of literacy
skills in various contexts, aligning with the diverse demands.individuals face in

their jobs, family life, and engagement with society at large.

1.2 Literacy Statistics

The latest test data from UNESCO (2023), reveals that over 86 percent of the
global population possesses reading and writing skills, a substantial increase from
the 68 percent recorded in 1979. However, despite this progress, a staggering 763
million adults worldwide, predominantly two-thirds of whom are women, still lack
the ability to read and write. Additionally, 250 million children are struggling to
acquire fundamental literacy skills. The onset of the COVID-19 pandemic, causing
unparalleled disruptions to education, exacerbated the situation further, with 617
million children and teenagers failing to attain minimum reading proficiency levels

before the pandemic unfolded.

In 2013, the OECD published findings from its Survey of Adult Skills, a
comprehensive study encompassing non-institutionalized individuals aged 16-65

across more than 40 countries. Disturbingly, the findings reveal that 36 million



U.S. adults lack proficiency in reading, writing, and basic math beyond a third-
grade level (As cited in ALA, 2023). Despite higher levels of education among U.S.
adults compared to counterparts in other surveyed countries, those with a high
school education or below exhibit lower basic skills, resulting in an unfavorable
international comparison. Furthermore, the survey identifies that one-third of
low-skilled adults in the U.S. are immigrants, with over half being black or
Hispanic. These results underscore the need for targeted interventions to address
literacy and basic skills deficiencies, particularly among specific demographic

groups.

1.3 Demographics and Inequality in Education

Understanding the demographics and inequalities prevalent in the American
education system is crucial in addressing the issue of illiteracy. According to
Haderlie and Clark (2018), illiteracy disproportionately affects Hispanics, older
individuals, and those incarcerated, with racial and socioeconomic disparities

playing a significant role.

Demographics

Hispanic and Older Adults: Hispanics exhibit the highest percentage of low
literacy scores, followed by Blacks, Others, and Whites (Haderlie & Clark, 2018).
This is indicative of racial segregation and the prevalence of non-native English
speakers, factors linked to low literacy rates. Additionally, older adults across all
racial groups, particularly those aged 66-74, are more likely to struggle with low
literacy, potentially due to limited access to education over time and the challenge

of maintaining literacy skills after formal education.

Incarceration: llliterate adults are overrepresented in U.S. prisons, with estimates
ranging from 29% to 60% (Haderlie & Clark, 2018). The intersection of racial



inequality, poverty, age, and incarceration exacerbates the problem, reflecting a
high economic cost associated with maintaining prisons and administering justice

systems.

Contributing Factors and Consequences

Several contributing factors intertwine to create and perpetuate illiteracy, with
education playing a pivotal role. The quality of education significantly impacts
literacy skills, and the U.S. ranks 24th out of 35 developed countries in reading
scores. Socioeconomic and racial inequalities, concentrated in urban areas,
further compound educational disparities. This section will briefly introduce these

contributing factors, while section 2 will examine them in greater detail.

Socioeconomic and Racial Inequality in Education: The dependence of public
school funding on local property taxes results in unequal funding, fewer resources,
and a shortage of teachers in low-income schools (Haderlie & Clark, 2018). This
directly affects literacy development, leading to lower average literacy and
academic performance. Racial inequality continues to impact student
achievement, with black and Hispanic students underperforming compared to
their white counterparts. The historical legacy of racial discrimination also

influences the literacy levels of older adults.

Poverty: The cyclical relationship between poverty and low literacy is evident,
with 43% of low-literate adults living in poverty. Poverty limits literacy
development at all stages, affecting a child’s exposure to language, vocabulary,
and early literacy experiences. Low literacy limits employment opportunities,

perpetuating the cycle of poverty.

Non-Native English Speakers: Many non-native English speakers, including

immigrants and refugees, face low English literacy levels, contributing to the



overall illiteracy challenge. Limited English proficiency, often linked to poverty,

creates barriers to learning and economic opportunities (Haderlie & Clark, 2018).

Learning Disabilities: Learning disabilities, correlated with poor reading skills,
contribute significantly to low literacy. Approximately 60% of adults struggling
with literacy have undiagnosed or untreated learning disabilities, emphasizing the

need for recognition and support (Haderlie & Clark, 2018).

Crime: While low literacy does not cause criminal behavior, factors contributing to
illiteracy, such as racial inequality, poverty, and education, increase vulnerability to
both crime and illiteracy (Haderlie & Clark, 2018). Estimates suggest that a
significant percentage of incarcerated adults are low literate, creating challenges
upon release, including limited employment opportunities and increased chances

of reoffending.

Intersecting Factors: These factors often intersect, creating complex challenges
that span generations. Poverty, incarceration, racial discrimination, and
educational disparities are interlinked, forming vicious cycles that contribute to

the persistence of illiteracy (Haderlie & Clark, 2018).

Recognizing and addressing these demographic and inequality-related challenges
is essential for educators to develop targeted interventions and create an inclusive

and equitable educational environment.

1.4 The Impact of Literacy & llliteracy

The impacts of both literacy and illiteracy extend significantly to both individuals
and society, influencing economic, social, and health domains. UNESCO (2023)
emphasizes that the impact of literacy is transformative, offering empowerment
and liberation to individuals. Beyond its fundamental role in education, literacy

serves as a catalyst for enhanced opportunities, thereby mitigating poverty,



increasing participation in the labor market, and contributing positively to health
and sustainable development (UNESCO). Further, the empowerment of women
through literacy creates a ripple effect across various developmental facets.
Women equipped with literacy not only expand their own life choices but also
exert an immediate influence on the well-being and education of their families,

especially contributing to the education of young girls.

Economic

The economic impact of literacy is profound, with a direct link between literacy
struggles and socioeconomic challenges. According to the National Institute of
Literacy, 43 percent of adults possessing the lowest literacy skills live in poverty.
(Gunn, 2018; Rea, 2020). Furthermore, Project Literacy has found that individuals
facing literacy difficulties are more likely to experience poverty, lack educational
opportunities, and miss out on full participation in both society and the workforce
(As cited in Gunn). The Brookings Institute's statistics highlight a concerning trend,
revealing that less than half of children living in poverty are prepared for school at
age five, compared to 75% of children from middle to high-income families (as

cited in Gunn).

Generational literacy challenges create a cycle of disadvantage, where adult
poverty has a direct impact on children's literacy development. In low-income
families, 61 percent lack children's books, hindering a child's ability to acquire
essential reading skills (Rea, 2020). The Annie E. Casey Foundation reveals that 68
percent of fourth graders in the U.S. read below a proficient level, and a striking
82 percent of them come from low-income households. This cycle begins early;
the American Library Association notes that a child who struggles with reading by
the end of first grade has a 90 percent likelihood of continuing to face difficulties
at the end of fourth grade (As cited in Rea, 2020). Thus, the generational

transmission of low literacy exacerbates educational challenges, perpetuating a
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cycle where limited literacy skills persist across generations due to the adverse

effects of poverty on access to books and early literacy experiences.

Dr. William C. Wood's studies, utilizing data from the National Assessment of Adult
Literacy (NAAL), also indicates that low literacy is linked to unfavorable labor
market outcomes (As cited in Gunn, 2018). Notably, individuals with the lowest
literacy scores are 16.5 times more likely to have received public financial aid in
the past year and are more likely to be in the lowest measured wage group,
working full-time but earning less than $300 per week (As cited in Gunn). Dr.
Stephen G. Peters, an International Literacy Association board member and
superintendent of schools in Laurens County Schools District 55 in South Carolina,
emphasizes the link between literacy and poverty, describing literacy as the
vaccine for poverty; illiteracy, he notes, paves the way for negative pathways

affecting multiple generations and society as a whole (As cited in Gunn).

From a global perspective, illiteracy and low literacy levels impose a substantial
cost on the global economy, amounting to over £800 billion each year, which is
equivalent to over $1 trillion (World Literacy Foundation, 2018). In the United
Kingdom alone, the economic burden of illiteracy reached around £80 billion in
2018, contributing to welfare costs, unemployment expenses, reduced
government tax revenue, and diminished productivity. As the global economy
shifts toward knowledge-based structures, literacy becomes a crucial skill for
individuals and nations to effectively participate and compete. A deficiency in
literacy skills among a significant portion of the adult population results in

unfulfilled job positions and, consequently, slower long-term GDP growth.

Social

When an individual grapples with literacy, the social repercussions are significant.
The inability to read can lead to low self-esteem and evoke emotions like shame,

fear, and powerlessness (Gunn, 2018). Students facing literacy challenges often
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feel excluded from academic environments, avoid situations where their struggles
might be exposed, and find themselves unable to actively participate in societal
and governmental matters. Literacy profoundly influences all aspects of life,
shaping the way we learn, work, and socialize; it plays a crucial role in informed
decision-making, personal empowerment, and community engagement, forming
the foundation of communication and connection in our interactions with the

world (Gunn).

The consequences of illiteracy extend to various areas of life, hindering an
individual's ability to understand their rights, vote, secure employment, pay bills,
and find housing (Gunn, 2018). This intricate struggle has a far-reaching impact,
affecting not only the individual but also future generations and society at large.
Leigh A. Hall, a professor at the University of Wyoming, emphasizes that illiteracy
undermines an individual's opportunities to fully engage in a democratic society,
influencing not only the person's life but also the overall health and well-being of

the country (as cited in Gunn).
Multigenerational Impact

The cycle of illiteracy often persists across generations, even if children attend
school. According to a report by UNESCO, “Many children around the world attend
school but do not learn to read, write, or calculate ... Many of these adults
experienced such frustration as children . . . When they have children of their
own, they tend to communicate their negative feelings toward literacy and
schooling to their children, and thus perpetuate an intergenerational cycle of
illiteracy” (As cited in Gunn, 2018). The lack of literacy proficiency perpetuates a
cycle of disadvantage through generations, as seen in the tendencies of
functionally illiterate parents to prioritize work over education, set lower
expectations for schooling, and pass these patterns onto their children (Miranda,
2021).

12



Numerous studies support this connection between parental education and their
children's literacy. The U.S. Department of Education's research indicates that
children that are read to at least three times a week by a family member are
almost twice as likely to score in the top 25% in reading (As cited in Gunn, 2018).
Similarly, research in Social Stratification and Mobility found that children growing
up in homes with many books receive three years more schooling than those from
bookless homes, regardless of their parents' education and occupation (As cited in
Gunn). Strong literacy skills among parents contribute positively to their children's
lives, enabling effective support in schoolwork and communication with teachers.
Disrupting the cycle of poverty and illiteracy empowers children to overcome the
limitations of the previous generation, enabling them to lift themselves out of
poverty, reduce healthcare costs, secure sustainable employment, and ultimately

transform their lives.

Health

Low literacy levels exert profound effects on health, creating barriers to accessing,
comprehending, and applying health-related information. This limitation
manifests in suboptimal household and personal health, hygiene, and nutrition
practices (Cree et al., 2022). Particularly, illiterate individuals, notably mothers, are
more prone to adopting inadequate nutritional and hygiene practices,
contributing to heightened rates of diseases, accidents, and health issues. This, in
turn, escalates the demand for medical services and results in job absenteeism,
either due to the illness of the parent or their children, potentially leading to
permanent disability or death if unchecked. In developing countries, the
significance of maternal literacy becomes evident, with a child born to a literate
mother being 50 percent more likely to survive past the age of five (Cree et al.).

Literate individuals, in contrast, demonstrate improved hygiene practices, access

13



to preventive health measures like vaccinations and medical check-ups, and a

better understanding of nutrition to provide for their families.

Low health literacy also correlates with higher hospital admission rates, limited
engagement with health services like cancer screening, and a lack of
understanding and adherence to medical advice (Miranda, 2021). The recent
global COVID-19 pandemic has further underscored the critical role of health
literacy, as many struggled to comprehend and apply health information provided
by professionals and governments. Adequate health literacy is vital for
understanding and correctly applying health information, playing a crucial role in

disease prevention and transmission reduction.

llliteracy also correlates with high-risk sexual behavior due to a lack of awareness
about sexual and reproductive health, coupled with inadequate or no use of
contraception (Cree et al., 2022). Literate women, in one study, were found to be
three times more likely than illiterate counterparts to be aware that seemingly
healthy individuals could be infected with HIV. Moreover, the lack of awareness
about contraceptive methods increases the likelihood of unplanned and
adolescent pregnancies, subsequently reducing the chances of young mothers

pursuing further education or entering the workforce.

Furthermore, illiteracy among employees raises the risk of work-related accidents,
as illiterate individuals may struggle to read or comprehend written health and
safety regulations, warnings, or machinery operation instructions (Cree et al.,
2022). This not only jeopardizes their own safety but also poses risks to their co-
workers, increasing the need and cost of medical services, leading to higher
absenteeism, and damaging long-term productivity. The pervasive impact of
illiteracy on health underscores the multifaceted challenges it poses, ranging from

individual well-being to broader societal and economic implications.
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Crime

The correlation between illiteracy and crime is evident, as studies conducted in
multiple countries reveal a predominant presence of poor literacy skills among
prison inmates; particularly among juvenile delinquents, up to 85% exhibit
functional illiteracy (World Literacy Foundation, 2022). Across various nations,
estimates indicate that a substantial percentage, ranging from 60% to 80%, of
prisoners possess reading and writing skills below basic levels. It is also alarming
that those who remain illiterate upon release face a heightened likelihood of re-
offending. This perpetuates a significant economic burden, encompassing the
costs associated with maintaining prisons, administering courts, and sustaining
the justice system as a whole. The societal impact of illiteracy extends beyond
individual consequences, affecting broader aspects such as criminal justice

administration and economic resources.

A pilot program for literacy in prisons, the Dyspel Project, was initiated in
response to findings that over half of 150 inmates in London prisons had dyslexia;
within the first two years of the project's implementation, positive outcomes were
observed (World Literacy Fund, 2018). Only five inmates re-offended, while
thirteen resumed their education, and four secured employment. Through such
prison case studies, it was recognized that various factors contributed to
prisoners' illiteracy, including social deprivation, lack of motivation, or previous
school-related challenges. Interestingly, addressing literacy challenges, including
reading and numerical comprehension, played a crucial role in boosting prisoners'
confidence (World Literacy Fund, 2018). Many prisoners with dyslexia had a
history of being labeled as "stupid," which led to apathy and a lack of effort in
school. The key factor identified was confidence, and enhancing functional literacy
skills significantly impacted prisoners' lives. Notably, one in three individuals who
improved their functional literacy in prison subsequently pursued higher

education (World Literacy Fund).
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In adulthood, while a low level of literacy itself doesn't directly determine criminal
convictions, there is a recognized link between poor literacy, high dropout rates,
and involvement in criminal activities (Literacy Mid-South, 2023). People with
below-average education levels are disproportionately represented in the prison
population. The National Adult Literacy Survey reveals that 70% of incarcerated
adults lack the reading skills to navigate everyday tasks or secure anything beyond
lower-paying jobs, contributing to their susceptibility to crime. The Department of
Justice emphasizes the link between academic failure, delinquency, violence, and
crime, particularly tied to reading failure. llliteracy limits legal means of

succeeding in society, making it a significant factor in criminal behavior.

Early signs of educational challenges leading to criminal involvement can be
observed in childhood (Literacy Mid-South, 2023). The Annie E. Casey Foundation
notes that the process of dropping out often begins in-middle school, triggered by
factors such as grade retention, which can result from an inability to read
proficiently by fourth grade (as cited in Literacy Mid-South). Proficiency in reading
by the end of third grade is a critical milestone, as studies show these early
reading scores can help predict high school graduation rates. According to
researchers, students not reading proficiently by the end of third grade are four
times more likely to drop out of school than proficient readers (as cited in Literacy
Mid-South). While this group with the lowest reading scores constitutes only a
third of students, they represent over 63% of those who do not graduate from

high school.

1.5 Conclusion

Section 1 has provided a comprehensive exploration of literacy and its profound
importance in personal, societal, economic, and health contexts. The section

began with an analysis of diverse definitions of literacy, acknowledging its
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complexity and multifaceted nature. UNESCO's perspective highlighted literacy as
a tool for significant involvement in an information-rich world, aligning with global
goals for sustainable development. The OECD and the Workforce Innovation and
Opportunity Act contributed nuanced definitions that emphasize literacy's

dynamic nature and its critical role in personal, professional, and societal spheres.

Additionally, the section looked into literacy statistics, revealing both progress and
persistent challenges. While global literacy rates have improved, a significant
number of adults and children continue to face barriers to acquiring fundamental
literacy skills. The COVID-19 pandemic further exacerbated these challenges,
emphasizing the need for targeted interventions and adaptability in education

systems.

Demographic and inequality considerations uncovered disparities in literacy,
particularly impacting Hispanic and older adults, incarcerated individuals, and
those facing socioeconomic challenges. The interplay of factors such as race,
poverty, and inadequate educational resources highlighted the complex
challenges faced by specific demographic groups, necessitating tailored

interventions for a more equitable educational environment.

The impacts of literacy and illiteracy were thoroughly explored across economic,
social, health, and criminal dimensions. Economic implications reveal a direct link
between literacy struggles and poverty, emphasizing the role of literacy in
enhancing employment opportunities and economic growth. Socially, literacy
plays a pivotal role in shaping self-esteem, community engagement, and informed
decision-making, while also perpetuating generational cycles of disadvantage.
Health implications illuminate the connection between low literacy levels and
inadequate health practices, ranging from nutrition to healthcare access. The
correlation between illiteracy and crime is evident, with studies revealing high

proportions of illiteracy among prison inmates. Addressing literacy challenges in
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prison settings demonstrated positive outcomes, noting the potential for literacy

interventions to break the cycle of criminal behavior and reoffending.

In summary, this section serves as a robust foundation for the course, laying bare
the intricate tapestry of literacy, its definitions, challenges, and transformative
impacts. The insights gained pave the way for deeper exploration into targeted
interventions, policy considerations, and the development of a holistic
understanding of literacy as an essential force for individual empowerment and
societal progress. As this course proceeds, the focus will shift toward exploring the
essential components for high-quality literacy instruction, identifying specific
barriers to literacy access, and exploring effective strategies to address literacy

challenges and promote a more literate, equitable, and thriving global society.

Section 1 Key Terms

Cultural Practices - Shared behaviors, beliefs, traditions, and customs within a

specific community or society, influencing the way individuals interact with and

interpret the world.

Demographics - Statistical data relating to the population and particular groups

within it, including age, gender, ethnicity, income, education, and other relevant

characteristics.

Digital Proficiency - The ability to use and navigate digital technologies effectively,
encompassing skills such as digital literacy, online communication, and the

utilization of digital tools.

Generational Literacy - The transmission and perpetuation of literacy skills or

challenges from one generation to the next, often influenced by socioeconomic

factors, educational opportunities, and cultural contexts.
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llliteracy - The inability to read and write proficiently, often leading to limitations

in various aspects of life, including education, employment, and civic engagement.

Inequality in Education - Disparities and uneven distribution of educational

resources, opportunities, and outcomes, often influenced by factors such as

socioeconomic status, race, and geographic location.

Literacy - The ability to read, write, speak, listen, and comprehend information,
extending beyond basic skills to include critical thinking, interpretation, and

effective communication.

Poverty - The state of being extremely poor, often characterized by a lack of
resources, limited access to education, and reduced opportunities for social and

economic advancement.

WIOA (Workforce Innovation and Opportunity Act) - A U.S. federal law that

focuses on workforce development, including a comprehensive definition of
literacy that emphasizes proficiency in reading, writing, speaking, computing, and

problem-solving.

Section 1 Reflection Questions

1. Compare and contrast the definitions of literacy provided by UNESCO,
OECD, and WIOA. Reflect on how these definitions align with your current
understanding and practice of literacy instruction.

2. Reflect on the intersection of poverty, incarceration, racial discrimination,
and educational disparities across generations.

a. How can educators disrupt these interlinked factors to reshape

societal structures and promote equity?
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b. In what ways can literacy instruction contribute to dismantling
systemic barriers and creating opportunities for future generations on

a societal level?
3. Consider the relationship between literacy and educational choices.

a. How can literacy skills influence the educational trajectories of your

students?

b. In what ways can you support students who may be struggling with

literacy to prevent long-term educational challenges?

4. Reflect on the challenges posed by misinformation in the information-

driven society.

a. How can literacy instruction equip students with the critical thinking

skills needed to navigate and discern credible information?

b. In what ways can educators foster media literacy and digital
discernment, enabling students to contribute to a more informed and

responsible global discourse?

Section 1 Activities

1. Literacy Profile Analysis: Conduct a comprehensive analysis of your
student’s literacy profiles (including test scores, grades, and any other data).
Consider factors such as language background, socio-economic status, and
learning preferences. Use this analysis to tailor literacy instruction to the

diverse needs of your students.

2. Literacy Environment Audit: Conduct a thorough audit of your own
classroom's literacy environment. Evaluate the availability of diverse

reading materials, literacy-focused displays, and the overall literacy-rich
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atmosphere. Identify areas for improvement and develop an action plan to

enhance the literacy environment.

3. Literacy PLC: Establish an interactive PLC focused on literacy. Engage in
discussions about recent literacy research, share successful practices, and
collaboratively address challenges. Foster a supportive community where

teachers can continuously learn and grow in their literacy instruction.

4. Family Literacy Resources: With a team of educators, or by yourself,
develop a set of literacy resources for your students and their families. This
could include creating reading guides, vocabulary lists, or interactive
activities. Compile the resources into a shared repository for all teachers to

access and use.

5. Literacy Assessment Evaluation: Critically evaluate existing literacy
assessment tools used in your school or district. Explore alternative
assessment methods that may provide a more comprehensive

understanding of students' literacy skills.

Section 2: Components of High-Quality Literacy
Instruction

The pursuit of high-quality literacy instruction stands as a cornerstone for
fostering academic success and lifelong learning. As we jump into Section 2, our
focus shifts from exploring impacts to illuminating the essential components that
constitute effective literacy instruction. Guiding educators on a comprehensive
exploration, this section aims to provide a nuanced understanding of the
multifaceted nature of literacy and unveil practical strategies to elevate

instructional practices.
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Literacy, encompassing reading, writing, and language skills, serves as the bedrock
upon which academic achievements are built. To equip educators with the tools
necessary for creating vibrant and inclusive learning environments, we will dissect
key components of high-quality literacy instruction. From foundational elements
like phonemic awareness and phonics to the intricate realms of reading
comprehension and writing skills, each segment offers insights, strategies, and

activities tailored to enhance instructional approaches.

As we embark on this exploration, educators are encouraged to view literacy as a
dynamic and evolving landscape, requiring continuous adaptation and
commitment to best serve the diverse needs of students. This section unfolds as a
valuable resource, offering practical insights, evidence-based strategies, and a
roadmap for educators to enhance their literacy instruction, laying the
groundwork for a future where every learner has equitable access to the

transformative power of literacy.

2.1 The Science of Reading

As educators, the urgency to redefine our approach to reading instruction has
never been more apparent. Alarming statistics from the Nation's Report Card
indicate that, in 2022, only 33% of fourth-grade students and 31% of eighth-grade
students performed at or above Proficient in reading (Lexia, 2023). However,
amidst this challenge, a ray of hope emerges—95% of students possess the
capability to achieve proficient reading when guided by curricula rooted in the

science of reading.

Over the past two years, a groundswell of change has seen almost 20 states,
including pioneers like California, Ohio, and Georgia, acknowledge the imperative
to overhaul literacy curricula because it is just not working (Lexia, 2023). This

movement underscores a pivotal shift toward evidence-based practices grounded
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in the science of reading. Yet, the implementation of this science requires
educators to grasp a comprehensive understanding of its intricate frameworks.
The science of reading isn't a mere collection of components. Instead, it
represents decades of gold-standard research unraveling the neurological
intricacies of how the human brain learns to read (Lexia). Dispelling the notion of
discrete components, our focus shifts to four interconnected frameworks and

models that provide a holistic perspective on the science of reading.

The Frameworks

To demystify the science of reading, there are four frameworks and models that

serve as guiding beacons for educators:

1. The Five Pillars of Reading Instruction: Also known as the five pillars of
early literacy, this framework, endorsed by the National Reading Panel,
encompasses key components—phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary,
fluency, and comprehension. The National Reading Panel asserts that these
five fundamental concepts form the foundation of any successful reading
instruction program. Understanding these pillars is paramount for educators
striving to fortify their students' reading proficiency. Lexia (2023) describes

each pillar:
1. Phonemic Awareness

e Definition: The ability to identify, manipulate, and distinguish

individual sounds (phonemes) in spoken words.

e Importance: Involves understanding that words are composed of
separate sounds, with effective instruction focusing on phoneme

manipulation with letters in small groups.

2. Phonics
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e Definition: The relationship between letters and sounds in

language.

e Importance: Understanding how letters represent sounds is crucial
for decoding written words during reading and encoding words
during writing. The SoR emphasizes that teaching whole word
memorization has limitations (Ordetx, 2023). On the other hand,
learning phonics empowers students exponentially. If a child
memorizes ten words, then that child can read only ten words.
However, understanding the sounds of ten letters opens the door

to reading thousands of words.
3. Fluency

e Definition: The ability to read text accurately, quickly, and with

proper expression.

e |mportance: Encompasses automaticity in word recognition,
comprehension, and prosody. Strong oral fluency skills serve as a

bridge between decoding words and comprehending text.
4. Vocabulary

e Definition: The words students must know to communicate

effectively through reading and writing.

e Importance: Involves understanding word meanings and usage in

various contexts, contributing to effective communication skills.
5. Comprehension

e Definition: The ability to understand and derive meaning from

reading.
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e |mportance: Requires a combination of background knowledge,
decoding skills, vocabulary, and critical thinking strategies. It is the
main goal of reading, and its components can be dissected using

the Simple View of Reading and Scarborough’s Reading Rope.

Research in cognitive psychology, linguistics, and neuroscience has provided
evidence-based strategies for developing each pillar (Lexia, 2023).
Understanding the science behind these components empowers educators
to design effective instruction, increasing the likelihood of their students

becoming proficient readers.

. The Simple View of Reading: The Simple View of Reading (SVR), developed
in 1986, offers a clear and potent model that dissects the act of reading into
two fundamental components: word recognition and language
comprehension (Lexia, 2023). Acting as a guiding compass for educators,
this model underscores the vital interplay between decoding skills and
comprehension, symbolized as a multiplication equation (Decoding x
Language Comprehension = Reading Comprehension). The components of

decoding, as outlined in the SVR, are as follows:

e Phonology: The study of the sound system of language, including the

recognition and manipulation of phonemes.

e Orthography: Understanding written symbols and spelling
conventions, facilitating the translation of written symbols into

meaningful language.

e Morphology: Exploring the structure and formation of words, aiding
in deciphering the meaning of complex words through an

understanding of their root words and affixes.

The components of language comprehension in the SVR are as follows:
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e Syntax: Mastery of sentence structure and grammar, enabling the

comprehension of the relationships between words in a sentence.

e Semantics: Interpretation of meaning in words and sentences,
involving understanding the significance and nuances of individual

words.

e Pragmatics: Understanding language in context and social use,
enabling readers to grasp the intended meaning behind

communication in different situations.

e Discourse: Comprehension of larger units of language, such as
paragraphs and extended texts, essential for understanding the

broader context and flow of written communication.

The SVR visually represents the interdependence of these skills,
emphasizing that neither alone is adequate for robust reading

comprehension.

. Scarborough’s Reading Rope: Scarborough's Reading Rope, developed in
2001, provides a comprehensive overview of the interconnected skills
essential for proficient reading (Lexia, 2023). The model presents a visual
representation of two main categories: word recognition and language
comprehension, akin to the Simple View of Reading (SVR). Within these
categories, various skills are depicted as strands that must be interwoven
for effective reading. Word Recognition comprises three crucial

components:

e Phonological Awareness: Involves understanding and manipulating

the sounds of language.

e Decoding: The process of translating printed words or letters into

spoken equivalents.
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¢ Sight Recognition: Recognition of words at a glance, without

decoding each letter individually.

Decoding, a fundamental element, plays a pivotal role in connecting the
elements of word recognition. It begins with an understanding of the
language sound system and progresses to grasp the writing system through
knowledge of phonology, orthography, and morphology (Lexia). On the
other hand, Language Comprehension, forming the top half of
Scarborough's Reading Rope, involves the integration of several key

components:

e Background Knowledge: Information and experiences individuals

bring to the reading process.
e Vocabulary: Understanding the meaning of words.
e Language Structures: Mastery of sentence structures and grammar.

e Verbal Reasoning: The ability to understand and evaluate the logic of

various types of arguments.
e Literacy Knowledge: Understanding of written language conventions.

While these components differ somewhat from the SVR, which includes
semantics, pragmatics, syntax, and discourse, both models emphasize the
critical skills necessary for understanding language and sentence structure.
The strands in Scarborough's Reading Rope collectively contribute to the
development of reading fluency and comprehension, underscoring the
interdependence of word recognition and language comprehension in the

reading process.

. Structured Literacy: Structured Literacy (SL) is HOW educators should

teach. SL stands out as a highly effective method for teaching reading, as
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advocated by the International Dyslexia Association (IDA) (Lexia, 2023). This

approach is designed to benefit all students, regardless of their background

or proficiency level. Key characteristics define the SL approach to teaching

reading:

1.

Explicit
e Concepts and skills are directly taught and practiced.

e No assumptions are made about students learning principles of

literacy on their own or through exposure alone.
e Immediate feedback is provided to prevent incorrect learning.
Systematic and Cumulative
e Each concept builds on the previous one in a logical order.

e Teachers explain how each new lesson fits into the broader

context.

e Progression is from simple to complex, allowing students to

develop automatic reading skills.
Hands-On, Engaging, and Multimodal
e Recognizes that students learn best when actively engaged.

¢ Involves listening, speaking, reading, and writing to enhance

language comprehension skills.
e Emphasizes interactive and engaging learning experiences.
Diagnostic and Responsive

e Educators assess individual student progress continuously.
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e Teaching is adjusted based on students' needs, adapting pacing,

presentation, and practice.

e Ensures personalized support for every student, allowing for

effective literacy skill development.

Incorporating the skill components identified by the National Reading Panel, the
Simple View of Reading, and Scarborough's Reading Rope, a structured literacy
approach follows an explicit, systematic, and responsive methodology, ensuring all
students acquire essential reading skills effectively. The Science of Reading has
affirmed that a Structured Literacy approach is vital for reading success. Some

common SL programs include Orton Gillingham, Wilson, and Direct Instruction.

2.2 Conclusion

In this exploration of Section 2, the focal point shifted from understanding the
impacts to unveiling the core components essential for effective literacy
instruction. Literacy, a complex amalgamation of reading, writing, and language
skills, serves as the cornerstone for academic success and lifelong learning. Our
journey dissected key elements, from foundational skills like phonemic awareness

to the intricacies of reading comprehension and writing.

Educators are urged to perceive literacy as a dynamic landscape, necessitating
continuous adaptation to meet diverse student needs. This section acts as a guide,
providing practical insights and evidence-based strategies to enhance literacy
instruction, ultimately aiming for a future where every learner has equitable

access to the transformative power of literacy.

Amid the urgency to redefine reading instruction highlighted by alarming
statistics, there is a beacon of hope—95% of students can achieve proficiency

when guided by curricula rooted in the science of reading (Lexia, 2023). This
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transformative movement, embraced by numerous states, underscores a shift
toward evidence-based practices grounded in decades of research, unraveling the

neurological intricacies of reading.

Four interconnected frameworks—The Five Pillars of Reading Instruction, The
Simple View of Reading, Scarborough’s Reading Rope, and Structured Literacy—
serve as guiding beacons for educators. The Five Pillars lay the foundation,
emphasizing key components like phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary,
fluency, and comprehension. The Simple View of Reading dissects reading into
word recognition and language comprehension, emphasizing their
interdependence. Scarborough’s Reading Rope provides a comprehensive
overview of interconnected skills for proficient reading. Structured Literacy
emerges as a transformative teaching methodology, explicit, systematic, and

responsive.

Structured Literacy, as the "how" of teaching, ensures every student, irrespective
of background, acquires essential reading skills. Embracing programs like Orton
Gillingham and Wilson aligns with evidence-based practices, creating classrooms
where literacy becomes an empowering journey for every learner. The Science of
Reading affirms that Structured Literacy is not just an approach; it's a vital
foundation for reading success, paving the way for a future where literacy opens

doors to limitless possibilities for all.

Section 2 Key Terms

Comprehension - The ability to understand and derive meaning from reading.
Requires a combination of background knowledge, decoding skills, vocabulary,

and critical thinking strategies.

Decoding - The process of translating printed words or letters into spoken

equivalents.
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Discourse - Comprehension of larger units of language, such as paragraphs and
extended texts, essential for understanding the broader context and flow of

written communication.

Fluency - The ability to read text accurately, quickly, and with proper expression.

Encompasses automaticity in word recognition, comprehension, and prosody.

Morphology - Exploring the structure and formation of words, aiding in
deciphering the meaning of complex words through an understanding of their

root words and affixes.

Orthography - Understanding written symbols and spelling conventions,

facilitating the translation of written symbols into meaningful language.

Phonemic Awareness - The ability to identify, manipulate; and distinguish

individual sounds (phonemes) in spoken words.

Phonics - The relationship between letters and sounds in language. Understanding

how letters represent sounds is crucial for decoding written words during reading

and encoding words during writing.

Phonology - The study of the sound system of language, including the recognition

and manipulation of phonemes.

Pragmatics - Understanding language in context and social use, enabling readers

to grasp the intended meaning behind communication in different situations.

Five Pillars of Reading Instruction - Endorsed by the National Reading Panel, this

framework encompasses key components—phonemic awareness, phonics,

vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension—that form the foundation of successful

reading instruction.
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Simple View of Reading - A model that dissects the act of reading into two

fundamental components: word recognition and language comprehension.

Emphasizes the interdependence of decoding skills and comprehension.

Structured Literacy - A highly effective method for teaching reading, characterized

by explicit, systematic, hands-on, engaging, and diagnostic instruction.

Syntax - Mastery of sentence structure and grammar, enabling the comprehension

of the relationships between words in a sentence.

Section 2 Reflection Questions

1.

Reflect on your school’s literacy curriculum and instruction. In what ways
does it follow the research in the SoR? In what ways can you tailor the

materials and your own instruction to align with the research?

Reflect on your understanding of the science of reading. In what ways might
a deeper comprehension of the neurological intricacies of reading enhance

your teaching?

Reflect on your comprehension instruction. In what ways do you address
the combination of background knowledge, decoding skills, vocabulary, and

critical thinking strategies in your teaching?

Consider the importance of fluency in reading. How can you help students

develop automaticity in word recognition, comprehension, and prosody?

Consider the importance of background knowledge in reading
comprehension. How do you integrate students' diverse backgrounds into

your literacy instruction?
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Section 2 Activities

1.

Classroom Literacy Audit: Perform a literacy audit in your classroom.
Evaluate the presence and effectiveness of each of the five pillars—

phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension.

Structured Literacy Program Review: Explore the Structured Literacy
programs mentioned (e.g., Orton Gillingham, Wilson), or another one of
your choice. Research and evaluate how these programs align with your

school’s goals and your current teaching methods.

Observation of Colleagues: Arrange to observe a colleague's literacy
instruction, or record one of your own, focusing on how they integrate the

science of reading and structured literacy into their teaching.

Comprehension Strategy Compilation: Compile a list of comprehension
strategies that address background knowledge, decoding skills, vocabulary,

and critical thinking, aligning with the section's recommendations.

. Assessment and Adaptation: Review your current assessment methods for

literacy. Identify areas where assessments can be more diagnostic and

responsive to individual student needs.

Reflection Journal: Maintain a reflection journal throughout the
implementation of new literacy strategies. Document observations,

challenges, and successes.

Collaborative Literacy Resource Compilation: Collaborate with colleagues
to compile a shared resource bank of literacy materials, incorporating

evidence-based practices discussed in the section.
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Section 3: Identifying Barriers to Literacy Access

In the landscape of modern education, the goal to impart high-quality literacy
instruction extends far beyond the confines of traditional classrooms. Educators
today find themselves at the forefront of not only teaching foundational skills but
also navigating a complex web of challenges that impede equitable access to
literacy. Section 2 of this course dives into the critical exploration of these
impediments, aiming to equip teachers with a profound understanding of the

barriers that hinder literacy access.

As educators committed to shaping the future, it is imperative to recognize that
access to literacy is not a uniform journey for all learners. Taking part in this
exploration, educators will gain insights into the impact of socioeconomic status
on literacy development, the influence of cultural dynamics on language
acquisition, the varied learning barriers that shape individual experiences, and the
persistent gender disparities that continue to shape literacy landscapes. Through a
nuanced understanding of these barriers, teachers will be better prepared to
foster an environment that not only imparts knowledge but dismantles obstacles,

ensuring that literacy becomes an accessible realm for every student.

3.1 Socioeconomic Barriers

The impact of socioeconomic status (SES), namely poverty, as a key perspective for
examining the challenges that students may face during their literacy
development is a crucial consideration in educational research. SES is a
comprehensive measure that considers a child's access to both financial and social
resources, elements that are closely intertwined and often manifest in the home,
school, and neighborhood environment of a child (Romeo et al., 2022). To
accurately calculate SES, various data points are considered, encompassing

household size, family income, parental occupation, and parental education level
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(Bradley, 2022). For instance, a common criterion for measurement is that
children are classified as impoverished if their guardians earn less than $25,926.00
per year. On a global scale, SES is assessed by considering the education and
occupation of the child's parents or guardians, along with the number of books

present in the home.

While various characteristics of individual students play a role in the process of
learning to read, environmental factors wield significant influence and can reliably
predict reading achievement throughout a student's academic journey (Romeo et
al., 2022). SES indirectly affects multiple aspects crucial to reading outcomes, such
as a student's access to educational resources, early literacy experiences,
exposure to language, academic skills, psychological factors, and more. The
intricate web of factors includes the brain systems responsible for processing both
oral and written language, as well as contextual elements associated with

socioeconomic disadvantage, such as stress.

This section examines the connection between SES and literacy development in
the U.S. educational context. It further explores the specific factors linking SES to
reading achievement, reviews research findings on the neurobiological systems
supporting reading, and discusses how these systems are influenced by SES and
early environmental variations. Finally, the information underscores the
importance of principles, programs, and actions that educators and other
stakeholders can implement to enhance reading outcomes for vulnerable
students. The goal is to provide insights that contribute to the improvement of

reading skills among students facing socioeconomic challenges.

Impact of Economic Disparities on Access to Quality Education

Economists, sociologists, developmental psychologists, and neuroscientists
highlight diverse perspectives on how poverty may impact children's

development. There are two primary theorized mechanisms to explain these

35



processes: One focuses on the material aspect, examining how poverty hampers
parents' capacity to acquire goods and services essential for children's
development, and the other underscores the harmful effects of exposure to
environmental stressors on families as a critical pathway through which poverty
adversely affects children's development (National Academies of Sciences,

Engineering, and Medicine, 2019).
Poverty Statistics & Measurement

The National Institute of Literacy reveals that 43 percent of adults with the lowest
literacy levels are living in poverty (Rea, 2020). In 2018, the official poverty rate, as
reported by the U.S. Census Bureau, was 11.8 percent, showing a slight decrease
from 2017. However, the poverty rates for specific ethnic groups were significantly
higher, with 17.6 percent of Hispanic individuals and 20.8 percent of African
Americans classified as living in poverty (Rea). These figures are notably above the

national average, and both groups experienced an increase from 2017.

In American public education, particularly for considerations like Title | funding,
poverty is gauged by the eligibility for free and reduced-price lunch (FRPL), serving
as a practical indicator of household income (Bradley, 2022). This method provides
a reliable measure at the school level, offering more accessibility than direct data
on poverty rates, income levels, or parents' occupations. Students qualify for free
lunch if their family income is 130% or below the poverty level, while eligibility for
reduced lunch falls between 130-185% of the poverty level (Bradley). For the
2021-2022 school year, the federal poverty guideline was set at an annual income

of $26,500.00 for a family of four.

It's important to acknowledge the limitations of FRPL as a proxy for poverty
measurement. In some instances, students living above the poverty rate may still
be eligible for free or reduced lunch, such as those in foster programs, with

disabilities, or attending schools providing free meals for all students (Bradley,
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2022). Furthermore, during the COVID-19 pandemic, federal lunch eligibility was
extended to all schoolchildren. Despite these considerations, FRPL remains a
widely used measure in national statistical analyses and academic studies. FRPL
eligibility also serves to assess the poverty level of public schools. A school is
classified as high poverty when 75% or more of its student population qualifies for

free or reduced lunch.

Within the broader context of economic disparities and their impact on access to
quality education, the relationship between SES and reading achievement takes
center stage. SES significantly shapes the accumulation of experiences crucial for
reading acquisition, influencing language development, access to print, and social
scaffolding, both within home and school environments (Romeo et al., 2022). This
connection is notably observed in key areas, including the pervasive “achievement
gap,” special education enrollment, language exposure, and the availability of

books in the home.
The Achievement Gap

The term “achievement gap” signifies average differences in reading achievement
among student subgroups, often linked to factors such as gender, race/ethnicity,
or family income (Romeo et al., 2022). These differences in performance
frequently indicate disparities in educational opportunities and experiences,
reflecting unwarranted constraints on the realization of students' potential. The
National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) in the United States monitors
achievement gaps by assessing whether a child qualifies for free or reduced-price
lunch, serving as an indicator of family income below 185% of the poverty line.
Data reveals enduring discrepancies in reading scores for 4th, 8th, and 12th
grades, a pattern that has remained consistently significant since the aggregation

of data commenced in 1998 (As cited in Romeo et al.). This emphasizes the critical
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intersection of economic disparities and literacy as an equity consideration within

the broader educational landscape.

Further, research findings indicate that students from lower-income backgrounds
consistently exhibit poorer academic performance, scoring approximately 1
standard deviation lower on academic tests, equivalent to lagging behind by about
3 academic years (Bradley, 2022). Moreover, as they enter high school, students
with low SES typically possess literacy skills that are on average 5 years behind
their higher SES peers. In both reading and math proficiency, low SES students trail
behind by 20-26 percentage points compared to their high SES counterparts. The
success rate of low SES students in STEM fields is notably lower than that of high
SES students. Additionally, students with lower SES backgrounds face higher rates
of disciplinary actions and suspensions, alongside lower attendance rates. This
socioeconomic achievement gap has also been associated with increased dropout
rates (7.2% for low SES students compared to 3.6% for mid SES and 3.9% for high
SES students), a reduced likelihood of college graduation (14% compared to 60%),

and an elevated likelihood of incarceration (Bradley).

The impact of SES on literacy development becomes evident at the outset of
formal education, as variations in language-based precursors to reading
acquisition emerge based on students' SES backgrounds (Romeo et al., 2022).
Children from lower-SES households exhibit slower trajectories of literacy growth
in the early school years, and SES remains a robust predictor of reading
achievement throughout a student's academic journey (Romeo et al.). Meta-
analyses indicate that SES accounts for approximately 10% of the variance in
children's reading skills. Notably, children from lower-SES backgrounds face a
disproportionate identification with learning disabilities, including reading
disabilities, sparking essential inquiries into the factors contributing to these

disparities.
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In the context of economic disparities influencing access to quality education, it is
paramount to understand the underlying factors giving rise to SES differences in
children's early literacy development. While the specific causes of these
discrepancies remain unclear, recognizing and addressing them are essential steps
for educators committed to fostering equitable literacy outcomes, irrespective of
students' socioeconomic backgrounds. This underscores the broader imperative to
tackle economic disparities to ensure all students have equal access to a quality

education.

Evolution of the SES Achievement Gap. The socioeconomic status (SES)
achievement gap, present since the Industrial Revolution and officially
documented since the late 1930s, faced delayed attention due to racial biases and
prejudices, given the strong correlation between race and low SES (Bradley, 2022).
Until as recently as 1995, certain scholars incorrectly attributed lower academic
performance to biological differences among races and ethnicities. Monitoring the
SES achievement gap over the years, a study of a 1950s cohort found that low SES
children were consistently 4 years behind their high SES peers (Bradley).

Current research presents differing views on whether the SES achievement gap is
static or expanding, but there is unanimous agreement that it is not diminishing
(Bradley, 2022). Noteworthy evidence of its stability is seen in research showing
minimal variation in student performance within each socioeconomic class from
1954 to 2001. A working paper by the American Research Institutes highlighted
that 34 out of 50 states demonstrated no statistically significant change in the SES
achievement gap from 2003 to 2017 (Bradley).

While some data indicates a consistent gap, additional findings reveal that in 14
states, the gap is notably widening (Bradley, 2022). Only two states, New Mexico

and Tennessee, exhibited significant decreases in the SES achievement gap.
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Despite varied perspectives, most reports suggest that the SES achievement gap

has largely persisted without significant increase since the 1950s.

Developmental Factors Linked to SES

Living in poverty significantly impacts various aspects of child development, with
profound effects on both physical and cognitive well-being. Chronic exposure to
poverty-related stressors can impede normal brain development, hindering a
child's ability to learn and excel academically (Bradley, 2022). The persistent
stressors associated with poverty, such as chronic household noise and family
conflicts, can trigger a shift in the brain's functioning, particularly in the creativity
domain; this shift is often described as entering a "survival mode" mindset, and it
is recognized as "toxic stress" by the National Scientific Council of the
Development of the Child (Bradley). Toxic stress, experienced over an extended
period, can lead to lasting physiological effects on the brain and other organ

systems, including the immune system.

Research indicates that the impact of poverty on cognitive development becomes
apparent early in a child's life (Bradley, 2022). By the age of 5, as children enter
school, those living in poverty already exhibit significant differences in cognitive
skills compared to their wealthier counterparts. A longitudinal study from the
National Institutes of Health (NIH) discovered that lower-income infants and
toddlers had a significantly smaller amount of gray matter in their brains over
time, a region crucial for thinking processes, memory, and motor control
(Bradley). This reduction in gray matter is associated with lower cognitive
function, impaired memory, and diminished motor skills. Furthermore, another
study revealed that children ages 4-18 from impoverished backgrounds not only
had the least gray matter but also experienced the greatest delay in brain
development, resulting in poorer academic achievement compared to their more

affluent peers (Bradley, 2022). These findings underscore the long-term
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consequences of poverty on both the physical and cognitive dimensions of a

child's development.
Reading Development

Exploring the intersection of neuroscience and reading development reveals that
while the fundamental structure of the brain's reading network is generally
consistent across individuals, there exists considerable variation (Romeo et al.,
2022). Numerous studies have established connections between individual
differences in brain structure/function and disparities in reading skill. Research
indicates that the early environment, particularly SES, may influence both the
structure and function of the reading brain (Romeo et al.). Children from lower-
SES backgrounds, during phonological processing tasks, demonstrate differences
in how their brains are activated and connected compared to children from higher
SES families. In simpler terms, the way their brains respond to language-related
activities is not the same. Additionally, SES seems to moderate the relationship
between reading proficiency and neural patterns, suggesting nuanced interactions

between SES and neural activation during reading-related tasks.

Beyond SES, variations in the home literacy environment play a significant role in
activating left hemisphere reading networks (Romeo et al, 2022). Childrens’ early
experiences with oral language also correlate with the structure and function of
reading networks, extending from infancy through elementary school. These
neural mechanisms partially explain SES-related differences in language and
reading skills. While much research focuses on early childhood, during critical
"sensitive periods" for brain development, there is a need for further exploration
into how SES continues to shape reading-related brain development in later
childhood and adolescence. Longitudinal studies are especially crucial for
understanding the dynamic relationship between SES and the brain's reading

networks across the lifespan.
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Environmental Factors Linked to SES

Because socioeconomic status (SES) involves a mix of financial, educational, and
social resources, it can impact a child's cognitive and academic growth in various
ways (Romeo et al., 2022). The bioecological model of development, as suggested
by Bronfenbrenner and Ceci and Bronfenbrenner and Morris, explains that SES
acts as a distant environmental factor (as cited in Romeo et al.). Instead of directly
shaping development, it does so indirectly through a child's immediate
surroundings—encompassing daily experiences at school and home. In simpler
terms, SES influences children's learning and development through the
environments, opportunities, and experiences they encounter regularly. These
day-to-day factors contribute to the differences in reading achievement associated
with SES.

Home Life

The concept of the poverty cycle is well-recognized in the United States, reflecting
the intricate connection between economic circumstances and societal structures.
Less known, however, is the closely interwoven cycle of literacy, which, like the
cycle of poverty, underscores how one's early circumstances can significantly
shape future life outcomes. Individuals born into poverty often face limited
opportunities and encounter challenges in raising their SES (Blanchard, 2023).
Much like the likelihood of remaining in poverty for those born into impoverished
families, individuals born into low-literacy families are predisposed to having weak
literacy skills themselves (as cited in Blanchard). This is logical, as parents with
limited comfort in literature are less likely to engage with it, leading to reduced
exposure for their children. Unfortunately, the presence of poverty increases the
likelihood of illiteracy, entangling children in a challenging cycle that makes it
difficult to break free from both the shackles of poverty and the constraints of

illiteracy.
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Early literacy experiences significantly impact a child's development. The Home
Literacy Environment (HLE), encompassing factors like book availability, reading
frequency, and parental efforts in teaching print-related concepts, influences a
child's reading achievement (Romeo et al., 2022). Studies show socioeconomic
differences in HLE, with children from lower-SES backgrounds facing reduced
access to reading resources, leading to disparities in reading development. Low
SES often creates conditions where parents may not feel comfortable or confident
in engaging with literature, and this can have cascading effects on their ability to
teach literacy skills to their children (Blanchard, 2023). This reduced engagement

may stem from discomfort or lack of familiarity and access to reading materials.

Moreover, parents who are not confident in their own literacy skills may feel
uncertain about teaching their children how to read or write effectively. This lack
of confidence can lead to a limited home-literacy foundation for their children,
putting them at a disadvantage in terms of developing strong literacy skills
(Blanchard, 2023). Essentially, as discussed in Section 1, the cycle perpetuates
itself: parents with lower SES may have lower literacy levels, leading to reduced
interaction with literature. This, in turn, can result in a diminished ability to
provide a robust home-literacy environment for their children. Consequently, the
children are more likely to face challenges in developing essential literacy skills,
setting the stage for a cycle of lower literacy levels within the family. Addressing
this issue requires recognizing and addressing the multifaceted challenges
associated with low SES to break the cycle and promote literacy development in

children from economically disadvantaged backgrounds.

In addition, children's oral language exposure, especially child-directed speech,
plays a vital role. SES-related disparities affect the quality and quantity of language
experiences, impacting language development and, subsequently, literacy skills.
Structural inequities, such as economic hardships and environmental stress,

contribute to these differences. Lower-SES families may face challenges in
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providing cognitive stimulation, affecting early literacy environments. Additionally,
parents may lack confidence in teaching reading and writing, depriving their
children of a solid home-literacy foundation and contributing to lower literacy
levels (Blanchard, 2023).

Fewer Educational Resources

Students in poverty face considerable challenges in achieving academic success
due to disparities in resources. The allocation of school funding, often derived
from local property taxes, contributes to significant differences in financial support
between schools in areas with lower-income families and those in wealthier
neighborhoods (Bradley, 2022). Despite the notion that education serves as a
great equalizer, research indicates significant variations in the quality of education
between different levels of SES, particularly in the United States (Romeo et al.,
2022). These variations, termed "opportunity gaps," involve uneven access to
essential educational resources like libraries, technology, and high-quality
instruction (Romeo et al.). Children from lower-income families often reside in
neighborhoods and attend schools with limited resources, including under-

resourced libraries and after-school programs.

In poorly funded school districts, challenges such as teacher shortages and
behavioral issues can impede crucial aspects of literacy development, causing
students to lag behind their counterparts in better-funded schools (Blanchard,
2023). High teacher turnover rates are prevalent in these schools, and less-
experienced, cost-effective teachers often fill positions, further contributing to the
socioeconomic achievement gap. Research suggests that teachers with multiple
years of experience are more effective in helping these students perform well, but
teachers with this experience are less likely to work in impoverished districts
(Bradley, 2022).
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Even when disadvantaged children are granted equal access to modern libraries,
those from higher-SES neighborhoods tend to utilize these resources more for
literacy-related activities (Romeo et al., 2022). Moreover, students in lower-SES
neighborhoods may encounter less advanced literacy-supporting language in
classrooms, and teachers in such schools may have less explicit knowledge of
linguistic elements contributing to literacy. This situation can lead to the adoption
of non-evidence-based instructional practices. Collectively, these gaps in literacy
instruction during school years may worsen existing disparities, creating enduring
socioeconomic differences in reading achievement. Teachers play a vital role in
recognizing and addressing these challenges to foster a more equitable learning

environment.

Moreover, disparities extend to the high school level, where lower-income schools
offer fewer Advanced Placement (AP) courses (Bradley, 2022). Students from low
SES backgrounds also face challenges accessing information about college,
hindering their ability to plan for higher education. Low SES schools exhibit
significant deficiencies in library resources, including a scarcity of full-time
librarians and fewer books added annually, which further limits students'
educational opportunities. These observations underscore the intricate ways in
which literacy and poverty are interconnected, with many individuals from
impoverished backgrounds experiencing lower literacy levels due to the reciprocal

influence of poverty on literacy and vice versa (Rea, 2020).

Inadequate Teacher Training. Public school teachers often lack specific training to
address the unique needs of students from lower SES, contributing to the
perpetuation of the achievement gap (Bradley, 2022). Lower SES students require
tailored support such as specialized tutoring, increased classroom staffing, and
active parent intervention. While teacher qualifications are typically measured by
degrees and certifications, there is no mandated training requirement specifically

addressing poverty-related challenges. Poverty training, which primarily involves
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addressing teachers' biases and dispelling poverty myths, is not a compulsory part

of teacher preparation.

Although some nonprofit organizations offer accreditation in poverty training, the
absence of a requirement diminishes the motivation for teachers to seek such
training (Bradley, 2022). This means that a teacher may be considered highly
qgualified without any preparation for the distinctive needs of low socioeconomic
students. The lack of cross-cultural communication compounds the issue, creating
dissonance between lower-income students and teachers, whose perspectives
often stem from a middle-class demographic (Bradley). In the 2017-2018 school
year, 58% of public school teachers held a post-baccalaureate degree, with an
average base salary of $57,900.00; however, many low SES students come from
families with limited formal education, making it challenging for them to relate to

their teachers' expectations.

A 2019 interview with teachers in Pennsylvania revealed that although these
educators acknowledged indirect factors contributing to poor academic
achievement in low SES students, such as insufficient access to food or poor
hygiene, they consistently downplayed more critical factors, including parent
involvement and home life (Bradley, 2022). Many teachers express feeling ill-
prepared to teach in low-income schools, lacking both time and resources to
provide the necessary attention to lower-income students. Even in Title | schools,
where a majority of students are considered impoverished, few teachers adapt
their curriculum to better suit the needs of their lower-income students. This
highlights a crucial gap in teacher training and practices that must be addressed to

promote more equitable educational opportunities for all students.
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3.2 Cultural Barriers

Embracing cultural diversity in the classroom is an increasingly vital aspect for
educators, as American classrooms become more diverse each year. This shift
necessitates a proactive approach from educators who are recognizing and
embracing diversity to foster culturally inclusive learning environments that
support the success of every student. Cultural factors play a pivotal role in shaping
individuals' attitudes, beliefs, and practices related to literacy, influencing their
engagement with educational opportunities. This section aims to define and
explore these cultural barriers, shedding light on the various dimensions that
contribute to disparate literacy access. By understanding these complexities,
educators, policymakers, and stakeholders can work collaboratively to address
cultural barriers and pave the way for a more inclusive educational landscape

where literacy thrives for all.

What is Culture?

The New York State Education Department [NYSED] (2019) recognizes culture as
the diverse components of one's identity, encompassing aspects such as race,
economic background, gender, language, sexual orientation, nationality, religion,
and ability. Culture goes beyond traditional practices like cuisines and
celebrations, extending to ways of thinking, values, and expressions that are ever-
changing. Schools serve as a convergence of various cultures, housing individuals
with multiple facets of their identity, along with unique experiences and

perspectives.

In this context, effective learning is rooted in the lives and experiences of
individuals, cultivated through meaningful activities. When teaching lacks this
connection to students' lives, their learning is compromised, and biases may take
hold, reinforcing deficit perspectives throughout our schools and classrooms,

unfairly attributing failure to students (NYSED, 2019). The school community
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reflects a tapestry of cultures, influencing how students experience educational
settings. The intentional framework acknowledges the crucial link between culture
and education, presenting a multi-tiered systems approach for cultural inclusion
that challenges the privileging of certain ethnic groups, classes, sexualities, and

abilities in traditional education.

Research indicates that students whose cultures align more closely with the
"cultural fabric" of schools often receive praise and are perceived as more
dedicated (NYSED, 2019). Educators committed to understanding diverse cultures
can shift their perspective, viewing students' cultures not as "deficiencies to
overcome" but as valuable assets with vibrant realities and rich reservoirs of
knowledge. By valuing all cultures, we position our students' diverse backgrounds
as strengths, laying the foundation for empowering, rigorous, and innovative

learning experiences.

Cultural Barriers to Learning

Understanding cultural barriers is essential for educators, as it significantly
influences students' learning experiences. Culture encompasses customs,
languages, values, beliefs, and achievements, shaping how individuals
comprehend the world and their own identities. As learners, students bring their
cultural backgrounds and lived experiences into the educational setting, making
these aspects integral to their identity. As stated by Emily Style, former co-director
of the National SEED Project, "Half the curriculum walks in the door with the
students" (Will & Najarro, 2022).

Cultural barriers to learning in U.S. classrooms can encompass a range of factors
that hinder effective communication, understanding, and engagement for

students from diverse backgrounds. Some of these barriers include:

Mismatched Cultural Representations
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The issue arises when teaching staff, curriculum, textbooks, and instructional
materials fail to adequately represent the rich cultural diversity of students. This
mismatch can lead to students feeling disengaged or undervalued as their own
cultures are either overlooked or misrepresented in educational materials (Will &
Najarro, 2022).

Teachers. Despite more than half of public school students being students of
color, the organizational structure of most schools reflects the mainstream culture
of white Americans (Will & Najarro, 2022). This misalignment often results in
students' home and community cultures being underrepresented at school or
presented in stereotypical ways. A significant aspect contributing to cultural
barriers is the demographic composition of the teaching workforce, where

approximately 80 percent of teachers are white (Will & Najarro).

Curriculum. In the realm of children's literature experiences, Rudine Sims Bishop
introduced the widely embraced concept of "mirrors and windows," a notion still
relevant in research and education (Armstrong, 2022). "Mirrors" in this context
pertain to materials that resonate with students' everyday experiences, offering
connections through familiar circumstances, shared personalities, hobbies,
common heritages, and aspects of social identity like race, ethnicity, and gender.
When educational materials act as mirrors, students tend to engage more
positively in their learning, actively participating by asking questions and

completing assignments (Armstrong).

Culturally responsive materials, functioning as mirrors, have the potential to
elevate students' engagement levels, enhance academic achievement, and foster
the development of written and oral language skills as well as reading
comprehension (Armstrong, 2022). Significantly, materials serving as mirrors can
also act as bridges to materials that function as "windows," exposing students to

different contexts, perspectives, and cultures. Students appreciate the
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opportunity to learn about individuals facing diverse circumstances, enriching

their understanding of the world (Armstrong).

Educational materials are sometimes referred to as the "societal curriculum" by
researchers, as they indirectly impart lessons about cultures, languages, attitudes,
behaviors, and societal expectations and values associated with different social
identity markers (Armstrong, 2022). Characters within these materials play a
pivotal role in shaping children's racial/ethnic and gender identity development,

influencing their perceptions of various racial, ethnic, and gender groups.

Under & Misrepresentation. In the examination of "windows and mirrors"
representing different racial, ethnic, and gender groups in educational materials,
research underscores a persistent underrepresentation and the prevalence of
limited and narrow character portrayals within certain social groups, despite some

incremental progress (Armstrong, 2022).

Studies focused on children's books reveal a predominant presence of White
characters, ranging from half to 90 percent of illustrations, while characters
representing Black, Indigenous, and people of color (BIPOC) communities are
depicted in about 10 percent of illustrations or fewer, with some ethnic and racial
groups featured at a mere 1 percent (Armstrong, 2022). Similar trends are
observed in textbook analyses, where European White Americans are showcased
in half or more of illustrations (sometimes exceeding 80 percent), while BIPOC
individuals are featured less frequently, with some groups represented as low as 1

percent—a departure from U.S. Census demographics (Armstrong).

Gender representation, often assessed through a female/male binary lens,
exhibits fluctuations across time, with some periods favoring male characters
(sometimes twice as much) and others achieving a balance (Armstrong, 2022).
Notably, studies on gender representation in award-winning books found a lack of

nonbinary characters, while those focusing on LGBTQ-themed books did identify
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transgender characters. Disparities in gender representation extend to
educational software, where males are presented at times twice as much or more
than females, and one study notes a gradual decrease in female character
representation from pre-K to 12th grade (Armstrong). Intersectionality of racial/
ethnic and gender identities reveals a tendency for characters of color to be

predominantly male, while female characters are often White.

Researchers also identify patterns of narrow and problematic portrayals, alongside
promising and positive depictions that vary with each racial and ethnic group
(Armstrong, 2022). For instance, Native Americans may be portrayed with
elements from various tribal groups, and Asian Americans might be depicted in
lifestyles from several centuries in the past. Educational texts sometimes adopt a
"heroes and holiday" approach to recognize different heritages, emphasizing
celebrations and historical figures (Armstrong). However, some texts erroneously
portray members of specific U.S. communities as non-American, and others
contain inaccurate or incomplete information regarding people, events, and

cultures.

Female characters, historically depicted as passive, dependent, and engaged in
stereotypical activities like shopping, cooking, and caretaking, are experiencing a
shift toward more active and diverse roles. Nonbinary and transgender characters
remain infrequently portrayed, and those with intersectional racial/ethnic and
gender identities may face limiting and problematic depictions, with occasional

affirming portrayals (Armstrong, 2022).
Teacher Bias and Stereotypes

A challenge emerges when teachers unintentionally harbor biases or stereotypes
based on the cultural backgrounds of their students (Will & Navarro, 2022). These

biases can significantly impact expectations, interactions, and evaluations,
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creating disparities in how students are treated and the opportunities they are
afforded.

Research indicates that teachers, like individuals in other professions, can harbor
racial biases that influence their expectations and classroom management
approaches. This bias can manifest in various ways, such as white teachers having
lower expectations for Black students compared to their white counterparts (Will
& Najarro, 2022). These expectations, when internalized by students or acted
upon by teachers, can become "self-fulfilling prophecies," affecting academic

outcomes (Will & Navarro).

Furthermore, studies reveal that teachers' racial biases may impact their
evaluation of student work, as seen in cases where poorly written essays by
students of color received more praise than similar work by white students
because of the low expectations (Will & Najarro). These biases can extend to
educational opportunities, resulting in decreased access to advanced coursework
and higher suspension rates for certain student groups. Recognizing and
addressing these cultural barriers is crucial for fostering an inclusive and equitable

learning environment.
Language Barriers

Language becomes a barrier for students from non-English-speaking backgrounds,
posing challenges in both understanding and their ability to express themselves
(World TESOL Academy, 2023). One notable challenge is the students' limited
vocabulary, which can impede their understanding of spoken and written English,
as well as their ability to express themselves. Limited language proficiency can
hinder academic achievement and impede social integration, affecting the overall

educational experience.
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Moreover, the repercussions of language barriers extend into the realm of parent-
teacher communication, creating additional complexities. The limitations in
language proficiency make collaborative efforts between parents and teachers
more challenging, hindering the establishment of a cohesive support system for
the student. Effective communication is vital for fostering a conducive learning
environment, and language barriers pose a substantial obstacle to this essential

aspect of the educational process.

The impact of language barriers is not confined to academic domains alone; it
permeates into the social sphere, impeding the process of social integration for
these students. Navigating a linguistically unfamiliar environment can be isolating,
affecting the students' ability to connect with their peers and engage in
meaningful social interactions. This, in turn, contributes to a broader impact on

the overall educational experience of students facing language barriers.
Cultural Norms in Classroom Behavior

Cultural variations in acceptable classroom behavior may lead to
misunderstandings or misinterpretations among students. This can result in
disciplinary actions or misunderstandings, especially when student behavior is
judged against unfamiliar cultural norms. The challenge lies in the potential clash
between the expectations of behavior ingrained in students through their cultural

backgrounds and the norms prevalent in the educational environment.

Understanding the cultural and ethnic backgrounds of students is crucial for
educators to comprehend their behaviors and actions within the classroom. For
instance, Hispanic children may exhibit a reluctance to speak out in class, viewing
it as a sign of disrespect; similarly, students who have experienced violence and
instability in their home countries may be hesitant to actively participate in class

discussions due to intimidation (Deschel, n.d.). Furthermore, while maintaining
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eye contact in the United States signifies attentive listening, cultures such as Japan

and Korea view direct eye contact as impolite and confrontational.

Teachers, armed with the understanding of behavior nuances based on individual
circumstances can adapt their approaches to behavior management, tailoring

strategies that align with the cultural nuances of their students.
Testing and Assessment Bias

The problem arises when standardized tests and assessment methods lack cultural
neutrality. Unintentional biases in assessments can contribute to the
misrepresentation of students' abilities and potential, affecting their educational

trajectories.

Testing bias, as outlined by Lynch (2022), is a critical concern for educators,
particularly in the context of diverse student populations in public schools where
tests play a central role in assessing individual success and access to
opportunities. A test bias manifests as a negative interpretation of an evaluation,
placing specific groups of students, such as those from lower-income
backgrounds, students of color, or those not fluent in certain cultural traditions, at
a disadvantage. Identifying test bias requires a thorough examination of why

certain student groups perform differently on a specific test compared to others.

Construct-validity bias is one category of test bias, focusing on whether a test
appropriately assesses what it was designed to measure (Lynch, 2022). For
example, on an intelligence test, students learning English might face unfamiliar
words, reflecting deficits in their language skills rather than their intellectual
abilities. Content-validity bias, another category, arises when a test's content is
disproportionately challenging for a specific group due to unequal opportunities
to learn or linguistic and cultural differences (Lynch). Item-selection bias, a sub-

category, involves using test items more suitable for the language and cultural
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experiences of one group. Predictive-validity bias assesses the accuracy of a test in
predicting the future performance of specific student groups. A test is considered

unbiased if it equally predicts future academic success for all groups.

Understanding these categories of bias is crucial for educators to advocate for fair
and inclusive assessments. Lynch's (2022) insights underscore the need for
educators and test developers to scrutinize test characteristics, including content,
design, and environmental factors, to ensure equitable evaluation processes for all
students, regardless of their backgrounds or characteristics. As the role of tests in
educational outcomes becomes increasingly significant, addressing bias becomes
paramount for fostering fairness and equal opportunities in the educational

landscape.
Cultural Insensitivity in School Policies

School policies may inadvertently ignore cultural differences, leading to
unintentional exclusions. This can result in students feeling marginalized or
excluded by policies that do not consider or accommodate their cultural practices

and needs.

This type of oversight can manifest in policies that are not culturally responsive,
ultimately making certain students feel marginalized or excluded. Some examples
include when schools do not acknowledge or accommodate the celebration of
diverse cultural or religious holidays, or policies that disproportionately target
natural hairstyles commonly worn by students of African descent, such as afros,
braids, or locs. Harte (2023) conducted a study in 2020, randomly selecting and
auditing dress codes at schools across the United States; around 70 percent of the
schools mentioned hair in the dress code, with 20 percent forbidding students to
wear their hair in Afros, and around 20 percent forbidding students to wear their

hair in braids.
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Collaborative efforts involving school administrators, teachers, and community
stakeholders are essential to identify and rectify cultural insensitivities in policies
and practices. By actively engaging in these efforts, schools can move toward
cultivating an environment where every student feels respected, included, and has
equal access to educational opportunities. Ongoing reflection, evaluation, and
adaptation of policies and practices are key components of a sustained

commitment to addressing cultural barriers in education.

3.3 Learning Barriers

Understanding and addressing learning barriers is paramount to fostering effective
educational environments. This section specifically explores the intricacies of
learning disabilities and the concept of neurodiversity, shedding light on how
these factors significantly impact literacy acquisition. From specific challenges
faced by individuals with learning disabilities to embracing the diversity of
cognitive profiles within the framework of neurodiversity, our exploration aims to
foster a comprehensive understanding of the hurdles learners may confront on
their path to developing proficient literacy skills. Through insightful examination
and discussion, educators can gain valuable insights into tailoring instruction to
accommodate diverse learning needs and create an inclusive learning

environment for all.

Cognitive Barriers

As educators, understanding and addressing cognitive learning barriers is crucial in
providing effective literacy instruction. These barriers encompass a range of
limitations in cognitive functioning, including conceptual, social, and practical
skills, all directly impacting students' educational engagement (room305 &
Inclusive Education Class, 2021). While every student possesses the capability to

learn, those with cognitive learning barriers often require additional
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accommodations and modifications to grasp and develop certain skills. The

severity of these barriers may determine the extent of what can be learned.

Cognitive learning barriers manifest diversely, encompassing challenges related to
memory, problem-solving, attention, reading, linguistic and verbal
comprehension, math comprehension, and visual comprehension (room305 &
Inclusive Education Class, 2021). Some of these challenges are specific, such as
dyslexia or ADHD, while others are associated with general cognitive learning
barriers, including clinical diagnoses like Autism Spectrum Disorder, Down

Syndrome, or Traumatic Brain Injury.

Recognizing that learning needs exist on a continuum, varying across subjects and
situations, is vital (room305 & Inclusive Education Class, 2021). Students with
cognitive learning barriers may find it challenging to keep pace with their peers,
despite teachers employing differentiation strategies. The range of these barriers
can be from mild to severe, affecting specific or multiple areas of learning.
Therefore, it is imperative to view all students as individuals with unique strengths
and challenges, offering tailored support and resources to facilitate learning at

each individual’s pace.
Specific Learning Disabilities

According to the American Psychiatric Association (2021), specific learning
disorders, often diagnosed in early school-aged children, manifest as persistent
impairments in reading, written expression, and/or math. Approximately 5 to 15%
of school-age children grapple with a learning disability, with about 80% of cases
involving an impairment in reading, commonly known as dyslexia (American
Psychiatric Association). Dyslexia, affecting 20% of the population, is prevalent and
equally distributed among males and females. Often co-occurring with other
neurodevelopmental disorders like ADHD and anxiety (discussed in more detail

below), specific learning disorders impact various specific skills, including word

57



reading accuracy, spelling, grammar, and calculation. Challenges in fluency in
reading and mathematics may also be observed, leading to difficulties in subjects
like history, math, science, and social studies, affecting daily activities and social

interactions.

The severity of learning disorders is categorized as mild, moderate, or severe, with
corresponding accommodations and support services tailored to facilitate
effective functioning (American Psychiatric Association, 2021). If left unrecognized
and unmanaged, learning disorders can extend beyond lower academic
achievement, posing risks of increased psychological distress, poorer overall

mental health, unemployment, underemployment, and school dropout.

Terminology nuances include "specific learning disorder" as a medical diagnosis,
often interchangeably referred to as "learning disorder" (American Psychiatric
Association, 2021). "Learning disability" is a term used by both educational and
legal systems, not precisely synonymous with specific learning disorder but
offering legal recognition as a federally recognized disability, qualifying individuals
for accommodations and services in school under the Individuals with Disabilities
Education Act [IDEA]. Alternatively, the term "learning difference" has gained
popularity, especially when communicating with children about their difficulties,

aiming to avoid labeling them as "disordered" (American Psychiatric Association).
Dyslexia

Dyslexia, as defined by the International Dyslexia Association and the United
States National Institute of Child Health and Human Development, is a specific
learning disability of neurobiological origin, characterized by challenges in
accurate and/or fluent word recognition, along with poor spelling and decoding
abilities; these difficulties stem from a deficit in the phonological component of
language, often unexpected relative to other cognitive abilities and despite

effective classroom instruction (Odegard, 2019). Secondary consequences may
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include issues in reading comprehension and a diminished reading experience,

hindering vocabulary growth and background knowledge.

The definition is specific in highlighting dyslexia's characteristics, particularly
deficits in word recognition and spelling (Odegard, 2019). It notes that word
recognition deficits can manifest as inaccuracy and/or inefficiency, implicating
deficient phonological decoding, a critical reading skill. The specificity of the
definition contrasts with earlier, broader definitions of learning disabilities.
Dyslexia, in this context, is unexpected underachievement, denoting a profound
inability to develop proficiency in word recognition and spelling despite
demonstrated learning capacity and exposure to validated reading instruction.
The concept echoes historical roots, emphasizing the unexpected nature of
dyslexic difficulties and the failure to respond to effective reading instruction
(Odegard).

Dyslexia & Reading Comprehension. The impact of dyslexia extends beyond word
recognition and spelling, influencing reading comprehension to varying extents
(Odegard, 2019). Despite challenges in word recognition and spelling, some
individuals with dyslexia may perform proficiently on reading comprehension
measures, which may not immediately flag concerns or trigger additional
instructional support. The skills needed for understanding language—like making
inferences and processing discussions—are connected but operate independently
of those directly tied to recognizing words. This independence leads to different
forms of specific reading disabilities. Some children may struggle with word

recognition (dyslexia), while others face challenges in comprehension (Odegard).

Recent research confirms that word recognition and comprehension are
interconnected but distinct (Odegard, 2019). This insight supports the idea of
categorizing reading disabilities into different forms, a key aspect of the current

definition of Dyslexia. So, even though a child might struggle to recognize words
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accurately, that individual could still perform well in understanding the meaning of
a passage. It's crucial to highlight that challenges in comprehension can
occasionally stem from difficulties in decoding words, a distinct issue from
struggles directly related to comprehension. Recognizing these nuances is crucial
in tailoring support for students with dyslexia, acknowledging their unique

strengths and challenges.

While these forms of reading disability are independent, they can co-occur.
Children with dyslexia may struggle with word recognition but excel in
comprehension, especially with considerable background knowledge (Odegard,
2019). The concept of text dependence in reading comprehension measures
further complicates the relationship between word recognition and
comprehension. It acknowledges that, at times, a child may answer
comprehension questions correctly despite struggling with word recognition
within the text. Protective factors, such as extensive background knowledge, play
a significant role in supporting individuals with dyslexia to succeed despite deficits

in word recognition (Odegard).
Reading Comprehension Deficit / Hyperlexia

Hyperlexia distinguishes itself from precocious reading by manifesting as a
condition where individuals exhibit advanced word recognition skills but face
significant challenges in listening and reading comprehension (NIH, 2020). It goes
beyond simply reading at an early age, as it encompasses difficulties in various
aspects of comprehension. These challenges may include not only advanced word
recognition skills but also issues with reading fluency. Moreover, individuals with
hyperlexia might encounter difficulties in social, cognitive, or linguistic skills that
contribute to their comprehension deficits. This multifaceted nature of hyperlexia

emphasizes the need for a comprehensive understanding that goes beyond early
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reading abilities to address the broader spectrum of challenges associated with

comprehension.
Neurodiversity

Literacy acquisition challenges are not exclusively attributed to learning
disabilities, as various factors such as anxiety, depression, emotional trauma, and
other conditions like ADHD can significantly impact concentration and hinder the
learning process (Kemp et al., 2023). It's important to recognize that conditions
like ADHD and autism may also co-occur or be mistakenly identified as learning
disabilities, further emphasizing the need for a holistic understanding of the
diverse factors that can affect a student's educational experience. By considering a
broad range of potential challenges, educators and support professionals can
better tailor interventions and support systems to address the specific needs of

each student.
ADHD

ADHD, a prevalent neurodevelopmental disorder, can manifest in various
challenges with reading, impacting both children and adults. While ADHD itself
does not affect reading or literacy development, the way that it manifests in a
person can impact reading. The effects on reading comprehension are

multifaceted, involving difficulties in several key areas (Mandriota, 2021):

e Focusing: Individuals with ADHD may struggle to sustain attention, making
it challenging to focus on reading material consistently. This can lead to the
need for repeated readings, burnout and a lack of engagement with the

text.

e Memory and Retention: Memory and retention issues associated with
ADHD can hinder the ability to remember and recall information from the

text, affecting comprehension.

61



e Processing Information: ADHD can affect the processing of information,
making it harder for individuals to grasp and internalize the content they
read. This can contribute to difficulties in understanding and interpreting

textual information.

o Sitting Still: The characteristic difficulty in remaining still or maintaining a
seated position can add physical challenges to the act of reading, impacting

overall reading experience.

e Managing Time: Individuals with ADHD may struggle with time
management, leading to difficulties in allocating appropriate time for

reading tasks, potentially affecting the quality of comprehension.

¢ Managing Distractions: Distractions, whether internal (e.g., distracting
thoughts) or external (e.g., environmental stimuli), can significantly impede
the ability to concentrate on reading, affecting both speed and

comprehension.

According to experts, individuals with ADHD often find themselves rereading
passages due to a lack of focus and increased susceptibility to distractions
(Mandriota, 2021). The challenges with sustained attention may also impact visual
tracking and the retention of information, ultimately influencing both reading
speed and comprehension. Additionally, there is a noted association between
ADHD and reading disabilities, often occurring concurrently. Comorbid learning

disorders can further exacerbate reading difficulties in individuals with ADHD.

Similarities to Dyslexia. ADHD and dyslexia, despite being distinct conditions—
one characterized by impaired attention and/or impulse control and the other by
a reading disorder—often exhibit significant overlap, leading to confusion
between the two. Both conditions share commonalities in symptoms, and their

co-occurrence is not uncommon. The challenges associated with ADHD and
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dyslexia manifest in areas such as inattention, reading difficulties, and writing
challenges (Chase, 2023).

In terms of inattention, individuals with both ADHD and dyslexia may struggle with
focusing and paying attention. For those with ADHD, these difficulties persist
across various settings, while individuals with dyslexia tend to experience these
challenges specifically when faced with heightened reading and language
demands (Chase, 2023). In a classroom, for instance, a student with dyslexia may
appear similar to a student with ADHD as they both exhibit signs of inattention,

potentially tuning out during lectures or reading tasks.

Reading challenges further contribute to the confusion between ADHD and
dyslexia. Both conditions can lead to poor reading comprehension, albeit for
different reasons. Individuals with dyslexia may struggle with phonological
processing and fluency, affecting their ability to accurately and effectively read
words; on the other hand, ADHD-related deficits in working memory can hinder
the connection of information within a text, leading to comprehension issues
(Chase, 2023). Guessing at words is another shared challenge, with ADHD
individuals impulsively guessing to advance quickly, while dyslexic individuals do
so due to difficulties in decoding words. Writing challenges also present
similarities, with both conditions complicating the writing process, from
organizing thoughts to proofreading. Dyslexia tends to introduce more spelling
problems than ADHD, and writing samples can aid evaluators in distinguishing the

source of these challenges (Chase, 2023).

Resistance during evaluations further adds complexity to the differentiation
between ADHD and dyslexia. A child with ADHD may struggle to comply during a
dyslexia evaluation, potentially exhibiting symptoms of inattention and
impulsivity; conversely, a dyslexic child with undiagnosed ADHD might resist

executive function testing during an ADHD evaluation (Chase, 2023). Evaluators
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must carefully interpret such resistance, considering the context and nature of the

tasks involved. For instance, more opposition during reading activities may

indicate dyslexia, while pervasive struggles across all activities could suggest signs

of ADHD. In essence, a comprehensive evaluation that thoroughly examines each

symptom cluster is imperative to ensure accurate identification and provide

appropriate support for individuals with either or both conditions.

Considerations for Evaluations. Evaluating individuals for both ADHD and dyslexia

requires a comprehensive approach due to the substantial overlap in symptoms.

To conduct an effective evaluation, the following considerations should be taken

into account:

Evaluator Expertise: Seek an evaluator with expertise in both ADHD and
dyslexia. Look for affiliations with reputable organizations such as the
International Dyslexia Association (IDA), the Learning Disabilities
Association (LDA), and/or CHADD (Chase, 2023). Openly inquire about their
experience in diagnosing both ADHD and co-occurring dyslexia. If one
condition is already diagnosed, but there are suspicions of additional issues,

particularly related to reading difficulties, prompt further evaluation.

Phonological Processing Testing: Include assessments of phonological
processing, going beyond standard reading comprehension evaluations
(Chase, 2023). Phonological processing deficits, involving the ability to
distinguish sound structures in language (e.g., differentiating between "cat,"
"hat," and "mat"), are crucial indicators of dyslexia. Tests like the
Comprehensive Test of Phonological Processing (CTOPP) can expedite
evaluations, but alternative assessments are also available. Additionally,
evaluating rapid naming, another potential dyslexia indicator, should be

part of the assessment.
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e Multisession Testing: Conduct testing over several sessions, especially for
individuals, particularly children, displaying signs of inattention and
impulsivity (Chase, 2023). Schedule evaluations before midday when
cognitive sharpness tends to be optimal. If the individual is on ADHD
medication, it's advisable to take the medication on the testing day, and

arrangements should be clarified in advance.

A thorough evaluation that encompasses these elements is essential for
accurately identifying and understanding the nuances of both ADD and dyslexia.
This approach ensures that individuals receive appropriate support tailored to
their specific needs, considering the overlapping challenges associated with both

conditions.
Auditory Processing Disorder (ADP)

Auditory Processing Disorder (APD) encompasses various challenges related to
processing auditory information, and it significantly influences multiple aspects of
life, including literacy development (Forrest, 2018). Although many children with
learning difficulties may not receive a formal APD diagnosis, its impact on
language mastery, a fundamental aspect of learning, makes undiagnosed auditory
processing delays more prevalent than often recognized. It's essential to
understand that auditory processing isn't about physical hearing; while children
with hearing problems might experience delays in auditory processing skills due to
reduced exposure to listening and processing, APD goes beyond the act of hearing

itself (Forrest).

When learning to read, a crucial skill is the ability to decode words by recognizing
and understanding individual phonemes. For individuals with APD, accurately
hearing and processing these phonemes becomes difficult (Forrest, 2018). This
can lead to a distorted perception of words, hindering the development of

phonemic awareness. Phonemic awareness involves recognizing and manipulating
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individual sounds in spoken words, which is fundamental for connecting spoken
language to written words. According to Forrest, in the context of reading, APD

may lead to the following challenges:

e Phonemic Recognition: Difficulty in hearing and distinguishing individual
phonemes within words, making it challenging to recognize words

accurately.

e Decoding Challenges: Inefficient decoding of words as individuals may
resort to memorizing whole words rather than understanding the phonetic

components.

e Reading Comprehension: Automatic decoding is essential for fluent
reading, and individuals with APD may struggle to achieve this, impacting

overall reading comprehension.

e Alternative Learning Strategies: Due to difficulties in phonemic processing,
individuals with APD may develop alternative, less efficient strategies for
learning to read, which may falter as reading demands become more

complex.

Overall, the impact of APD on the early stages of language processing and
phonemic awareness can create persistent challenges throughout a person's

reading development, affecting both accuracy and comprehension.
Autism

Children with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) often face unique challenges in
literacy development. While some individuals with ASD may exhibit strengths in
alphabet knowledge and word reading, these strengths may not necessarily
translate into proficient reading comprehension (Solari, 2020). The difficulty in
understanding and inferring the social content embedded in stories poses a

significant challenge for many adolescents with ASD.
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The challenges in reading comprehension may be attributed, in part, to difficulties
in social communication and theory of mind—issues commonly associated with
ASD (Solari, 2020). The struggle to comprehend narrative texts, especially those
with intricate social nuances, underscores the impact of social communication
deficits on literacy. Furthermore, Solari points out that vocabulary and oral
language, crucial components for reading comprehension, are often areas of
difficulty for individuals with ASD. These language-related challenges can further

impede their ability to comprehend written texts.
Comorbidities

The comorbidity of learning disabilities with Attention-Deficit/Hyperactivity
Disorder (ADHD), ADP and the intersection of ADHD with autism present
significant statistical insights into the complexity of neurodevelopmental
disorders. Research indicates a notable overlap between learning disabilities and
ADHD, with 25-40 percent of individuals with ADHD also having dyslexia (Chase,
2023). The prevalence of comorbidity underscores the intricate relationship
between these conditions and the challenges in disentangling their distinct
characteristics. Similarly, the coexistence of ADHD and autism is a subject of
considerable attention, with studies revealing 50 to 70 percent of people with
autism also have ADHD (Hours et al., 2022). Understanding the statistical
prevalence of these comorbidities is vital for developing nuanced interventions
and support strategies that address the unique needs of individuals navigating the

complexities of multiple neurodevelopmental conditions.

Moreover, the research findings indicate a significant overlap between dyslexia
and Auditory Processing Disorder (APD), emphasizing the coexistence of these
conditions in a substantial number of individuals. Approximately 70% of
individuals diagnosed with dyslexia are reported to have an underlying auditory

processing disorder, highlighting the intricate connection between these two
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neurodevelopmental issues (Auditory Processing Center, 2023). Data from the
National Institutes of Health further underscore the prevalence of Auditory
Processing Disorder, revealing that in children referred for learning difficulties,
approximately 43% exhibit symptoms indicative of APD (Auditory Processing
Center). Further, when assessing children for learning disabilities, 25% were found
to have both Auditory Processing Disorder and dyslexia concurrently (Auditory

Processing Center).

It is noteworthy that dyslexia and Auditory Processing Disorder manifest many
similar symptoms, contributing to the challenge of accurate diagnosis. However,
despite the symptom overlap, these are distinct disorders with unique
characteristics, necessitating different treatment approaches. Recognizing the
coexistence of dyslexia and APD is crucial for providing comprehensive and
tailored interventions that address the specific needs associated with each

condition (Auditory Processing Center).

3.4 Conclusion

Section 3 of this course has explored the multifaceted barriers that impede
equitable access to literacy. The modern educational landscape demands that
educators not only impart foundational skills but also navigate complex
challenges. Recognizing that literacy access is not a uniform journey for all
learners, this section has provided insights into the impact of socioeconomic
status on literacy development, the influence of cultural dynamics on language
acquisition, the varied learning barriers shaping individual experiences, and the

persistent gender disparities affecting literacy landscapes.

The examination of socioeconomic barriers has highlighted the intricate
connections between socioeconomic status (SES) and various factors crucial to

reading outcomes. The impact of economic disparities on access to quality
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education, developmental factors linked to SES, and the home literacy
environment underscore the pervasive influence of SES on literacy development.
Moreover, inadequate teacher training and disparities in educational resources
contribute to the perpetuation of the achievement gap, emphasizing the role of

educators in recognizing and addressing these challenges.

Cultural barriers have been dissected, emphasizing the importance of
understanding and embracing cultural diversity in the classroom. The concept of
culture, the impact of cultural norms on classroom behavior, teacher bias and
stereotypes, language barriers, and testing and assessment biases have been
explored. Culturally insensitive school policies have also been identified as
potential obstacles to inclusive education, emphasizing the need for collaborative

efforts to rectify cultural insensitivities.

Finally, this section has addressed learning barriers, focusing on cognitive barriers
and learning disorders that encompass a spectrum of limitations in cognitive
functioning. By acknowledging the diverse nature of cognitive learning barriers,
including challenges related to memory, attention, reading, and comprehension,
educators can better tailor instruction to accommodate the unique needs of each

student.

The insights gained into socioeconomic, cultural, and learning barriers lay the
foundation for our journey into Section 4, where we will shift our focus to
actionable solutions and interventions. In the upcoming section, educators will
embark on a practical exploration of strategies that they can employ to address
these identified barriers effectively. From evidence-based teaching methodologies
to inclusive practices that cater to diverse cultural backgrounds and learning
needs, we will explore the tools and approaches that empower educators to

create truly inclusive literacy environments.
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Section 3 Key Terms

Achievement Gap - Signifies average differences in reading achievement among
student subgroups, often linked to factors such as gender, race/ethnicity, or family

income.

Culture - Diverse components of one's identity, encompassing aspects such as
race, economic background, gender, language, sexual orientation, nationality,

religion, and ability.

Dyslexia - A specific learning disability of neurobiological origin, characterized by
challenges in accurate and/or fluent word recognition, poor spelling, and decoding

abilities.

Home Literacy Environment (HLE) - Encompasses factors like book availability,

reading frequency, and parental efforts in teaching print-related concepts,

influencing a child's reading achievement.

Hyperlexia - A condition where individuals exhibit advanced word recognition

skills but face significant challenges in listening and reading comprehension.

National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) - Monitors achievement gaps

by assessing whether a child qualifies for free or reduced-price lunch, serving as

an indicator of family income below 185% of the poverty line.

Opportunity Gaps - Variations in access to essential educational resources like

libraries, technology, and high-quality instruction based on socioeconomic status.

Poverty Cycle - The cyclical relationship between economic circumstances and

societal structures that perpetuates the challenges of poverty across generations.

SES (Socioeconomic Status) - A comprehensive measure considering a child's
access to both financial and social resources, including household size, family

income, parental occupation, and parental education level.
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Specific Learning Disabilities - Persistent impairments in reading, written

expression, and/or math, often diagnosed in early school-aged children.

Toxic Stress - Prolonged exposure to stressors associated with poverty that can

lead to lasting physiological effects on the brain and other organ systems.

Windows and Mirrors - A concept in children's literature experiences, referring to

materials that resonate with students' everyday experiences (mirrors) and expose

them to different contexts, perspectives, and cultures (windows).

Zone of Proximal Development (ZPD) - The range of tasks that a child can perform

with the help of a more knowledgeable person but cannot perform alone.

Section 3 Reflection Questions
1. Reflect on the demographics of your classroom.

a. How can you address potential disparities in literacy levels among

diverse student groups?

b. How does your teaching practice contribute to or alleviate
inequalities in literacy, especially considering the impact of

socioeconomic factors?

2. If you had the opportunity to redesign the literacy program at your school
from scratch, what fundamental changes would you propose to ensure that

it addresses socioeconomic and cultural barriers effectively?

3. How do the cultural representations in your curriculum, textbooks, and
instructional materials align with the diverse backgrounds of your students?
Are there specific changes you would propose to ensure that cultural

representations are not only accurate but also empowering for all students?
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4. How can you address language barriers in your classroom to ensure that
students from non-English-speaking backgrounds feel supported in both
academic and social contexts? Can you envision language support strategies
that extend beyond traditional language acquisition, fostering a sense of

belonging for multilingual students?

5. Reflecting on your own biases, how might unintentional biases influence
your expectations, interactions, and evaluations of students, and how can

you work to mitigate these biases?

a. Think of a specific situation when unintentional biases made you act
a certain way in your classroom. What were the biases? What could

you have done differently?

6. How can you advocate for more equitable access to essential educational
resources, such as libraries, technology, and high-quality instruction, within
your school community? Are there collaborative initiatives or partnerships
that could amplify the impact of your advocacy efforts, addressing systemic

resource disparities?

7. How do historical factors contribute to the educational disparities
discussed, and what implications do these historical trends have on current

educational practices in your school?

Section 3 Activities

1. Socioeconomic Impact Analysis: Conduct an in-depth analysis of the
socioeconomic factors affecting students' literacy development in your
school. Identify specific challenges and potential interventions or resources

to address disparities.
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2. Diverse Cultural Repository: Establish a comprehensive repository of
culturally diverse resources, delving into a variety of mediums. Develop a
guide that not only includes materials but also outlines strategies for

integrating them effectively into the curriculum.

3. Empowerment Strategies Toolkit: Develop a toolkit encompassing a range
of strategies to empower students affected by the poverty cycle. Include
mentorship programs, resource-sharing initiatives, and resilience-building

activities.

4. Literacy Initiative Exploration: Conduct an in-depth exploration of
successful literacy initiatives. Analyze the nuances of their strategies,
considering adaptability and feasibility for implementation in your unique

educational context.

Section 4: Inclusive Literacy Strategies

Section 4 will dive into the subject of inclusive literacy strategies, a crucial
dimension in fostering equitable and enriching educational environments. This
section, with a focus on culturally responsive literacy practices, addressing the
needs of English Language Learners (ELLs), and supporting learners with learning
disabilities, aims to provide a comprehensive synthesis of key insights within each
barrier category. Emphasizing the commitment to an equitable learning
experience for all students, Universal Design for Learning (UDL) will be a central
focus throughout this exploration. The goal is to equip educators with practical
guidance on recognizing, addressing, and mitigating diverse barriers to literacy
access, ensuring that no learner is left behind. Throughout the section,
participants will unravel a tapestry of strategies meticulously designed to assist
teachers in creating inclusive and supportive literacy environments within their

classrooms. By integrating the principles of UDL, the aim is to foster an
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atmosphere where all students can not only participate but also thrive in their

unique literacy journies.

4.1 Universal Design for Learning (UDL)

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) serves as a framework aimed at enhancing
and optimizing the teaching and learning experience for all individuals, including
English Language Learners (ELLs) and students with disabilities, rooted in scientific
insights into human learning processes (CAST, 2018). In contrast to prevalent one-
size-fits-all pedagogies, UDL addresses the limitations of traditional teaching
methods, which often favor students without significant barriers to conventional
learning, perpetuating privilege instead of prioritizing learning, autonomy, and

empowerment (Novak, 2021).

One of the significant drawbacks of traditional approaches is their tendency to
exclude learners, as they do not cater to everyone's needs. UDL, however, offers
an alternative approach, focusing on designing learning experiences that provide
students with options for how they learn, the materials they use, and how they
demonstrate their learning (Novak, 2021). This approach supports educators in

creating meaningful and inclusive learning experiences for every student.

The ultimate goal of UDL is to offer accessible and challenging learning
opportunities for each learner. The UDL Guidelines, as outlined by CAST (2018),
are not intended as a rigid prescription but rather a set of suggestions that
educators can adapt to reduce barriers and maximize learning opportunities for
all. Teachers are encouraged to selectively apply components based on their
specific goals and objectives, allowing for a tailored and flexible implementation

of UDL principles.

The core beliefs of a UDL practitioner, according to Novak (2021), encompass

variability, firm goals with flexible means, and the cultivation of expert learners.

74



Recognizing and planning for learner variability is a foundational aspect of UDL,
emphasizing that students may need diverse approaches, materials, and ways of
demonstrating their learning to achieve common goals. UDL practitioners
maintain that all students can work toward firm goals and grade-level standards
when provided with adequate challenge and support. The focus is on removing
barriers through thoughtful design to ensure that each student has opportunities

to become an expert learner.

Principles of UDL

CAST (2018) developed three UDL principles for teachers to keep in mind when
designing lesson plans: 1) engagement, 2) representation, and 3) action and

expression.
Engagement: The Motivation Behind Learning

The inception of the UDL framework revolves around how students engage with
both the classroom environment and the subject matter; in essence, children vary
in how they can be engaged and are motivated to learn. Central to this principle is
the notion of motivation, emphasizing the importance of tapping into students'
interests (Prodigy, 2023). Engagement in UDL extends beyond mere participation;
it seeks to make learning meaningful by demonstrating the relevance of acquired
knowledge to students' lives. Moreover, it involves cultivating self-motivation by
employing rubrics that facilitate self-reflection and the establishment of personal
learning goals. Ultimately, the goal of engagement within UDL is to instill purpose

and motivation in students' learning endeavors.

Choice and Autonomy. In an educational context, optimizing individual choice and
autonomy is crucial for fostering a sense of self-determination and
accomplishment among learners. While it may not be suitable to offer a choice in

the learning objective itself, providing options in how that objective is pursued,
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the context in which it is achieved, the available tools or support systems, and
similar aspects is often appropriate (CAST, 2018). This approach aims to cultivate a

connection between learners and their educational journey.

The provision of choices in learning not only allows individuals to tailor their
experiences but also contributes to the development of pride and a heightened
sense of engagement (CAST, 2018). It is essential to recognize that people vary in
their preferences for the extent and nature of choices. Therefore, offering
alternatives alone is insufficient; it is imperative to identify the right type of choice
and level of independence to optimize engagement. Learners can be granted
autonomy in various aspects, such as determining the perceived challenge level,
selecting types of rewards or recognition, choosing the context or content for
practicing and assessing skills, deciding on tools for information gathering or
production, and even influencing visual elements like color, design, or graphics.
Additionally, learners can be given the flexibility to manage the sequence or

timing of completing subcomponents of tasks.

To enhance autonomy further, involving learners in the design of classroom
activities and academic tasks is beneficial. Whenever possible, encouraging
students to participate in setting their own academic and behavioral goals
contributes to a more personalized and empowering learning experience (CAST,
2018).

Relevance & Authenticity. Capturing individuals' engagement in an educational
setting hinges on the relevance and value of information and activities to their
personal interests and goals (CAST, 2018). While it is not imperative for situations
to mirror real life, as fiction can be just as compelling as non-fiction, the key is to
ensure that the content is meaningful and authentic in connection to learners'
individual and instructional objectives. Learners tend to be disinterested in

information and activities that lack relevance or value.
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Teachers play a pivotal role in sparking interest by emphasizing the practicality and
significance of learning and demonstrating this relevance through authentic,
meaningful activities. Recognizing that learners have diverse interests and goals, it
is crucial not to assume universal relevance or value in the same activities or
information (CAST, 2018). To engage all learners effectively, providing options
becomes critical to optimize what is personally relevant, valuable, and meaningful
to each learner. To achieve this, CAST suggests that activities and information

sources should be diversified to be:

e Personalized and contextualized to learners' lives: Tailoring content to

align with learners' personal experiences and contexts.

e Culturally relevant and responsive: Acknowledging and incorporating

cultural aspects that resonate with learners' backgrounds.

e Socially relevant: Connecting learning to social contexts and issues that

matter to learners.

e Age and ability-appropriate: Ensuring that activities and information are

suitable for different age groups and varying abilities.

e Appropriate for different racial, cultural, ethnic, and gender groups:

Avoiding biases and ensuring inclusivity across diverse demographics.

Designing activities with authentic learning outcomes that communicate to real
audiences and reflect a clear purpose is essential. Tasks should encourage active
participation, exploration, and experimentation. Moreover, activities should invite
personal responses, evaluations, and self-reflection on both content and activities.
Lastly, incorporating tasks that stimulate imagination to solve novel and relevant
problems or make sense of complex ideas in creative ways enhances the

authenticity and value of the learning experience.

77



Minimizing Threats and Distractions. Fostering a secure learning space is
paramount for educators, necessitating the minimization of potential threats and
distractions in the educational environment. Beyond ensuring physical safety,
addressing subtler threats and distractions is equally crucial, considering the
diverse needs and backgrounds of learners (CAST, 2018). An environment that
allows learners to focus on the learning process, rather than basic needs or
negative experiences, is optimal for effective education. CAST provides key

strategies to minimize threats and distractions and create a safe learning space:

e Create an accepting and supportive classroom climate: Cultivate an
atmosphere where learners feel accepted and supported, promoting a

sense of security.

e Vary the level of novelty or risk: Introduce a balance of new and familiar

elements to keep learners engaged without overwhelming them.

o Utilize charts, calendars, schedules, visible timers, and cues: Enhance
predictability in daily activities and transitions, providing learners with a

clear understanding of what to expect.

e Establish class routines: Consistent routines contribute to a sense of

stability, reducing anxiety and potential disruptions.

e Use alerts and previews: Help learners anticipate and prepare for changes

in activities, schedules, and novel events through proactive communication.

e Offer options to maximize the unexpected: Provide opportunities for
surprise or novelty within highly routinized activities, catering to varying

preferences.

e Vary the level of sensory stimulation: Consider the impact of background
noise, visual stimulation, and the number of items presented, adjusting

these factors to accommodate diverse sensory needs.
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Vary the pace of work, length of work sessions, and breaks: Recognize and
accommodate differences in pacing, work session duration, and the need

for breaks to optimize learning conditions.

Adjust the timing or sequence of activities: Be flexible in structuring

activities to suit the individual preferences and requirements of learners.

Vary the social demands for learning: Recognize and accommodate
differences in the perceived level of support, protection, and the

requirements for public display and evaluation.

Involve all participants in whole-class discussions: Foster inclusivity by
encouraging the active participation of all learners in discussions, ensuring a

supportive learning community.

Examples of Engagement. Teachers can enhance engagement in the classroom by

employing strategies that cater to diverse interests, motivations, and learning

styles. Prodigy (2023) and CAST (2018) provide examples of things teachers can do

to provide multiple means of engagement:

Set Clear Learning Goals:

o Clearly articulate learning objectives and goals so that students

understand the purpose of the lesson.

o Use student-friendly language to communicate objectives and

outcomes.
Provide Options for Student Choice:

o Offer choices in assignments or projects to allow students to explore

topics of interest.
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o Incorporate elements of student autonomy by providing options for

how they demonstrate understanding.
e Foster a Positive Classroom Climate:

o Create a supportive and inclusive classroom environment where

students feel valued and respected.

o Establish clear expectations for behavior and encourage positive

interactions among students.
e Use Varied Instructional Strategies:

o Employ a mix of teaching methods, including lectures, discussions,

group activities, and hands-on projects.
o Vary the pace and structure of lessons'to maintain student interest.
e Incorporate Multimedia and Technology:

o Integrate multimedia resources, educational videos, and interactive

simulations to make lessons more dynamic.

o Utilize educational technology tools that align with students'

preferences and learning styles.
e Implement Project-Based Learning:

o Introduce project-based learning experiences that allow students to

apply knowledge in real-world contexts.

o Encourage collaborative projects to foster teamwork and

engagement.

e Provide Opportunities for Student Reflection:
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o Incorporate reflection activities that allow students to connect their

learning to personal experiences.

o Use journals, blogs, or class discussions to encourage self-reflection.

e Integrate Real-World Connections:
o Relate classroom content to real-world scenarios and applications.

o Invite guest speakers or organize field trips to demonstrate the

practical relevance of the material.

e Offer Hands-On Learning Experiences:

o Incorporate hands-on activities and experiments to engage students

in experiential learning.

o Use manipulatives and interactive materials to enhance

understanding.

e Tap into Students' Interests:

o Incorporate topics and examples that align with students' interests

and hobbies.

o Allow opportunities for students to share their own experiences and

perspectives.

e Gamify Learning:

o Introduce elements of gamification to make learning more interactive

and enjoyable.

o Use educational games and quizzes to reinforce concepts in a fun and

engaging manner.
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e Provide Timely Feedback:

o Offer constructive and timely feedback on student performance to

guide their learning.

o Celebrate achievements and progress to motivate continued

engagement.

By integrating these strategies, teachers can create a learning environment that
caters to the diverse needs and preferences of students, fostering a sense of

engagement and motivation.
Representation: Varied Approaches to Learning

The second principle, representation, advocates for the diversification of methods
through which students absorb information (Prodigy, 2023). Customization plays a
pivotal role here, encompassing the provision of multiple avenues for assimilating
subject material, such as textbooks, audio files, digital books, images, and graphs.
This principle underscores the significance of adaptability and flexibility within
these formats to cater to diverse learning styles. By offering such flexibility, UDL
ensures that students can access material in a way that aligns with their individual
needs. This adaptability is particularly beneficial for students with conditions like
dyslexia and proves advantageous for those who thrive better with auditory
instruction than traditional reading. The primary objective of representation in

UDL is to empower students with resourcefulness and knowledge.

Perception. “Learning is impossible if information is imperceptible to the learner,
and difficult when information is presented in formats that require extraordinary
effort or assistance” (CAST, 2018). Facilitating effective learning hinges on the
perceptibility of information, rendering it imperative to address barriers that
impede accessibility. CAST’s key strategies to enhance perceptibility and minimize

learning barriers include:
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o Utilizing Multiple Modalities: Presenting essential information through
various modalities—such as vision, hearing, or touch—ensures that learners
with diverse sensory preferences can access and comprehend the content

effectively.

e Enabling Adjustability: Offering information in formats that users can adjust
enhances adaptability. For instance, providing text that can be enlarged or
sounds that can be amplified caters to individual preferences and

accommodates different learning needs.

By incorporating these approaches, not only can information become accessible to
learners with specific sensory or perceptual disabilities, but it also becomes more
easily comprehensible for a broader range of individuals, fostering an inclusive

learning environment.

Language & Symbols. Individual learners possess varying levels of proficiency with
different forms of representation, encompassing both linguistic and non-linguistic
modalities (CAST, 2018). What may serve to sharpen and elucidate concepts for
one learner could appear obscure and unfamiliar to another. For instance, a
vocabulary term that enhances understanding for one student might be
perplexing to another. Images or pictures conveying specific meanings can be
subject to diverse interpretations, especially among learners from varying cultural

or familial backgrounds.

The emergence of inequalities occurs when information is uniformly presented to
all learners through a solitary form of representation (CAST, 2018). To address this,
a crucial instructional approach involves ensuring the provision of alternative

representations. This not only facilitates accessibility but also promotes clarity and
comprehensibility across a spectrum of learners. Recognizing and accommodating
diverse modes of understanding enhances the inclusivity of educational materials,

contributing to more equitable and effective learning experiences.
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Clarify Vocabulary & Symbols. The components through which information is
conveyed—such as words, symbols, numbers, and icons—exhibit varied
accessibility among learners with diverse backgrounds, languages, and lexical
knowledge (CAST, 2018). To ensure inclusivity, essential vocabulary, labels, icons,
and symbols should be linked to alternative representations of their meanings.
This could involve embedding glossaries or definitions, utilizing graphic
equivalents, or incorporating charts and maps. Additionally, translations should be
provided for idioms, archaic expressions, culturally specific phrases, and slang.

CAST's strategies for variability include:

e Pre-teach Vocabulary and Symbols: Introduce key vocabulary and symbols
in advance, focusing on methods that establish connections to learners'

experiences and prior knowledge.

e Provide Graphic Symbols with Alternative Text Descriptions: Enhance
accessibility by offering graphic symbols accompanied by alternative text

descriptions, ensuring a comprehensive understanding for all learners.

e Highlight Composition of Complex Terms: Emphasize the makeup of
intricate terms, expressions, or equations by breaking them down into

simpler words or symbols, aiding in comprehension.

e Embed Support within the Text: Foster inclusivity by embedding support
for vocabulary and symbols directly within the text. Utilize tools like
hyperlinks or footnotes to provide definitions, explanations, illustrations,

references to previous coverage, and translations.

e Embed Support for Unfamiliar References: Address unfamiliar references
within the text, encompassing domain-specific notation, lesser-known

properties and theorems, idioms, academic language, figurative language,
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mathematical language, jargon, archaic language, colloquialisms, and

dialects.

Understanding Across Languages. In educational materials, the language used is

typically monolingual, which can pose challenges for learners in classrooms with

diverse linguistic backgrounds. Ensuring cross-linguistic understanding becomes

crucial in such scenarios; this is especially pertinent for those who are new to the

dominant language (e.g., English in American schools) or academic language,

where the absence of linguistic alternatives can significantly impede information

accessibility (CAST, 2018). Therefore, providing alternatives, particularly for key

information or vocabulary, plays a vital role in enhancing accessibility. CAST offers

the following strategies to increase accessibility:

Multilingual Accessibility: Ensure that all essential information presented in
the dominant language, such as English, is also made available in learners'
first languages, like Spanish, catering to those with limited English
proficiency. Additionally, provide information in American Sign Language

(ASL) for learners who are deaf.

Link Vocabulary to Definitions and Pronunciations: Facilitate better
comprehension by connecting key vocabulary words to their definitions and
pronunciations in both the dominant language and learners' heritage

languages.

Define Domain-Specific Vocabulary: Clarify domain-specific vocabulary, for
instance, terms used in social studies like "map key," by using both domain-
specific language and common terms to ensure a comprehensive

understanding.
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o Utilize Electronic Translation Tools: Improve accessibility by incorporating
electronic translation tools or offering links to multilingual glossaries on the

web, assisting learners in overcoming language barriers.

e Embed Visual, Non-Linguistic Supports: Strengthen vocabulary clarification
through visual and non-linguistic aids, such as pictures, videos, and other

multimedia elements.

Support Decoding Skills. Fluently decoding various forms of encoded information,
such as visual symbols representing text or Braille symbols for touch, requires
practice for all learners; however, the speed at which learners achieve
automaticity in decoding can vary (CAST, 2018). To comprehend and effectively
use symbols, learners need consistent and meaningful exposure to them. The lack
of fluency increases the cognitive load associated with decoding, reducing the
capacity for information processing and comprehension. To ensure equitable
access to knowledge, particularly when decoding is not the primary focus of
instruction, it is essential to provide options that mitigate the barriers posed by
decoding for learners who may be unfamiliar or dysfluent with certain symbols.

Strategies include:

e Utilize Text-to-Speech: Allow the use of Text-to-Speech technology,
enabling learners to listen to the content, which can be especially beneficial

for those who may struggle with decoding symbols visually.

¢ Implement Automatic Voicing with Digital Mathematical Notation: Use
automatic voicing features with digital mathematical notation, such as Math
ML, to provide auditory support for learners interacting with mathematical

expressions.
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¢ Incorporate Digital Text with Human Voice Recording: Utilize digital text
accompanied by human voice recordings to offer an auditory component

that supports learners in understanding encoded information.

¢ Facilitate Access to Multiple Representations: Provide flexibility and easy
access to multiple representations of notation where appropriate, including
formulas, word problems, and graphs. This caters to diverse learning

preferences and supports a deeper understanding.

o Clarify Notation through Key Term Lists: Offer clarification of notation by
providing lists of key terms, helping learners familiarize themselves with the
symbols used in the content. This additional support reduces barriers for

those who may find certain symbols challenging.

Examples of Representation. Teachers can employ various strategies to provide
multiple means of representation in the classroom, catering to diverse learning

styles and preferences. Some examples include:
e Use Visual Aids:

o Incorporate visual elements such as charts, graphs, diagrams, and

illustrations to reinforce concepts.

o Provide images or videos that illustrate key points, making the

content more accessible.
e Utilize Multimedia Resources:

o Integrate multimedia resources like educational videos, animations,

and interactive simulations to enhance understanding.

o Leverage educational software and online platforms that offer a

variety of media formats.
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e Offer Text Alternatives:
o Provide written transcripts for audio or video content.

o Allow students to access information in text format, supporting those

who prefer reading over listening.
e Use Varied Text Formats:

o Present information through traditional paper books, digital books, or

e-books.

o Allow text-to-speech options for students who may benefit from

auditory learning.
¢ Implement Differentiated or Modified Instruction:

o Differentiate instruction by providing alternative materials that align

with different learning preferences.
o Adjust the level of challenge or complexity to accommodate diverse
abilities.
e Encourage Student Collaboration:

o Promote peer learning and collaboration, allowing students to

explain concepts to each other using varied approaches.

o Facilitate group discussions to foster a shared understanding of the

material.
e Provide Multilingual Support:

o Offer resources in multiple languages to support multilingual

students.
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o Use visual aids and cues to assist in understanding, especially for

students learning in a non-native language.
e Use Graphic Organizers:

o Implement graphic organizers to visually represent relationships

between concepts.

o Mind maps, charts, and diagrams can help students organize and

comprehend information.
e Allow for Flexible Reading Options:

o Permit students to choose between traditional and digital reading

materials.

o Provide options for adjusting font size,'background color, and other

display preferences.
e Utilize Adaptive Technologies:

o Incorporate technologies that allow for customization, such as

adaptive learning platforms and assistive technologies.

o Leverage tools that support accessibility, like screen readers or

speech-to-text software.

By incorporating these strategies, teachers can create a more inclusive learning
environment that accommodates the diverse needs and preferences of their

students.
Action and Expression: Demonstrating Learning

The final UDL principle, action and expression, addresses how students showcase

their acquired knowledge (Prodigy, 2023). Recognizing the diversity in students'
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modes of expression, UDL allows flexibility in how students demonstrate their
understanding. This principle acknowledges that not all students need to convey
their knowledge through traditional tests; instead, they can opt for alternative,
more adaptive expressions that align with their strengths. Action and expression
also encompass the notion of goal-setting, wherein teachers assist students in
establishing learning objectives and guide them through the process of self-
monitoring. Ultimately, the goal of action and expression in UDL is to foster

students' strategic thinking and goal-directed learning.

Physical Action. In educational settings, traditional print textbooks or workbooks,
as well as some interactive educational software, offer restricted methods of
navigation or physical interaction, such as turning pages or handwriting in
designated spaces (CAST, 2018). However, these limited modes of navigation can
pose challenges for certain learners, including those with physical disabilities,
visual impairment, dysgraphia, or those requiring various types of executive
functioning support. The key is to ensure that learning materials cater to the

diverse needs of all learners.

Well-designed curricular materials should offer a seamless interface that is
compatible with common assistive technologies. This inclusivity allows individuals
with movement impairments to navigate and convey their understanding. This
inclusivity extends to interaction with a single switch, voice-activated switches,
expanded keyboards, and other assistive devices, ensuring that everyone can

engage with the educational content effectively.

Expression & Communication. No single medium of expression is universally
suitable for all learners or all types of communication; conversely, certain media
may prove less effective for specific forms of expression and learning (CAST, 2018).
For instance, a learner proficient in storytelling during conversation may

encounter challenges when attempting to convey the same narrative in writing
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due to dyslexia. Offering alternative modalities for expression serves to level the
playing field among learners, enabling them to express knowledge, ideas, and
concepts in a manner that suits their abilities and preferences within the learning

environment.

Educators can employ various approaches to provide ample opportunities for
students to convey their understanding. Kovac (2021) shares strategies to cary

expression and communication:

e Tests featuring different question formats, such as multiple-choice, fill-in-

the-blanks, short answer, analysis questions, and essay questions.
e Oral presentations, either in person or through audio or video recording.
e Written essays to assess students' written communication skills.
e Projects that involve physical construction or hands-on activities.

e Creative assignments that allow students to showcase their imaginative

thinking.
e Assignments focusing on fact recollection or practical application.

Educators can empower students by offering them choices in how they
communicate their knowledge to teachers and peers. For example, students might
choose between an oral presentation and a written essay. While some choices
may be more accessible for certain students, the goal is to ensure that all students
can demonstrate their expanding knowledge in a way that suits their abilities.
Implementing multiple means of action or expression enables teachers to assess

their students using diverse and creative evaluation methods.

Executive Function. In teaching terms, executive functions refer to the advanced
cognitive abilities that help individuals skillfully navigate their actions (CAST,

2018). These functions, primarily associated with the prefrontal cortex, empower
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learners to move beyond impulsive, short-term reactions and instead establish
long-term goals, devise effective strategies, monitor their progress, and adjust
strategies as needed. It's crucial for educators to understand that executive
functions operate within limited capacity influenced by working memory. This
limitation arises when executive functioning capacity is dedicated to managing
non-automatic or less fluent "lower level" skills and responses, thereby impacting
the capacity for "higher level" functions (CAST). Additionally, if there's a higher-
level disability or a lack of fluency with executive strategies, it further reduces

executive capacity.

For educators, the UDL framework aims to enhance executive capacity in two key
ways: first, by providing support for lower-level skills to require less executive
processing, and second, by offering support for refining higher-level executive
skills and strategies to make them more effective and well-developed (CAST,
2018). While previous guidelines focused on scaffolding lower-level skills, this
particular guideline explores approaches to provide scaffolding directly for the

enhancement of executive functions themselves.

Examples of Action & Expression. After absorbing the information, students are
tasked with showcasing their comprehension. While the conventional method
involves assessments, providing students with a range of options for completing
assignments enables individuals to exhibit their knowledge in a manner that

resonates with them (Prodigy, 2023). Several alternatives might include:
e Offer Varied Assessment Options:

o Provide alternatives to traditional exams, such as project-based

assessments, presentations, or portfolios.

o Allow students to choose from different formats like written reports,

oral presentations, or multimedia projects.
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e Encourage Creative Expression:

o Incorporate creative assignments, such as art projects, music

compositions, or drama performances.

o Allow students to express their understanding through creative

writing, poetry, or storytelling.

e Use Technology for Expression:

o Integrate technology tools that support diverse modes of expression,
such as digital storytelling apps, podcasting, or video creation

platforms.

o Allow students to use tools like graphic design software or coding

programs to demonstrate understanding.

e Facilitate Group Projects and Collaboration:

o Encourage collaborative projects that promote teamwork and allow

students to contribute based on their strengths.

o Provide opportunities for peer teaching or collaborative problem-

solving activities.
e Incorporate Choice Boards:

o Develop choice boards that offer a range of activities or assignments

for students to choose from.

o Design boards with options catering to different learning preferences

and skill sets.

e Utilize Different Modalities:
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o Allow students to express themselves through various modalities,

including written, verbal, visual, or kinesthetic means.

o Offer options for students to present information through spoken

word, written essays, visual aids, or hands-on demonstrations.
e Promote Reflective Practices:

o Integrate reflective assignments that prompt students to evaluate

their own learning and growth.

o Encourage students to maintain learning journals or portfolios

showcasing their progress and insights.
e Provide Clear Rubrics and Expectations:

o Offer well-defined rubrics that outline expectations for assignments

and assessments.

o Clearly communicate assessment criteria, allowing students to

understand how they will be evaluated.
e Facilitate Goal-Setting:

o Involve students in setting personal learning goals and tracking their

progress.

o Encourage self-assessment and reflection on areas for improvement

and growth.
e Support Different Learning Paces:

o Allow flexibility in timelines for assignments to accommodate varied

learning paces.
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o Provide extended time for assessments when necessary and consider

individualized pacing.
e Incorporate Peer Feedback:

o Foster a culture of peer feedback where students can review and

provide constructive feedback to their peers.

o Guide students in offering feedback that promotes improvement and

understanding.

For instance, if a history teacher wants students to grasp the events leading to
World War 2, they could offer the choice of taking a written test, creating a video
'report’ on the events, or drawing a comic strip depicting the key events that
triggered the onset of the war. This approach ensures that each student can
approach the assignment in a way that suits them best, while collectively

demonstrating a sound understanding of the topic.

4.2 Culturally Responsive Literacy Practices

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) is a pedagogical approach that acknowledges
the significance of connecting with students on cultural and linguistic levels; this
methodology revolves around placing students at the core of instruction,
validating and confirming their unique identities (Sedita, 2022). Particularly, it
strives to provide an equitable educational experience for students hailing from
historically marginalized communities. By affirming and validating students while
addressing their academic needs, CRT fosters an environment where students are
more likely to feel acknowledged, appreciated for their contributions, and

motivated to engage in learning (as cited in Sedita).

It's important to distinguish Culturally Responsive Teaching from multicultural

education and social justice education; while multicultural and social justice
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education play more of a social supporting role, CRT places a specific focus on the
cognitive development of underserved students (Sedita, 2022). This distinction
highlights the unique role and emphasis of Culturally Responsive Teaching in

addressing the academic needs of students within diverse cultural contexts.

Tenets of CRT

The principles of Culturally Responsive Teaching are multifaceted, and educators
may adopt varying definitions that underscore different facets of this approach.
Nevertheless, a common thread runs through these definitions. Culturally
Responsive Teaching is a pedagogical strategy employed by educators to engage

all students. Sedita (2022) provides that key tenets include:
e Culturally Diverse and Inclusive Practices:

o Recognizing and validating students' home cultures and languages as

valuable assets.
e High Expectations for All Students:

o Communicating and upholding uniform high expectations for every
student, providing instruction to ensure equal access to grade-level

content.
e Linguistic and Dialect Awareness:
o Being cognizant of linguistic and dialect differences among students.
e Culturally Diverse Inclusive Practices and Curriculum:

o Incorporating inclusive practices and curriculum that embrace

cultural diversity.

e Representation in Classroom Materials:
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o Utilizing books and learning resources that enable students to see

themselves represented in the text they read.

These tenets collectively contribute to the creation of an educational environment
that not only acknowledges and respects cultural diversity but also ensures

equitable opportunities for all students to succeed academically.

CRT in Literacy

Applying CRT to literacy instruction is not a rigid formula but rather an approach
shaped by the sociocultural context and characteristics of the learners (As cited in
Sedita, 2022). The following suggestions provide a foundation for integrating
culturally responsive teaching into literacy instruction, emphasizing the

importance of recognizing and celebrating diversity (Sedita):
e Set High Expectations for Reading Skills:

o Establish rigorous literacy learning objectives, communicating a
consistent message to all students that they are expected to achieve

high standards in reading.

o Employ explicit instruction for reading skills, utilizing a gradual
release of responsibility model to ensure students develop grade-

appropriate reading skills.
e Use Culturally Responsive Texts:

o Select reading materials that reflect multicultural experiences,

allowing students to see themselves represented in the text.

o Integrate books that showcase diverse perspectives, validating
students' worth and highlighting the multicultural nature of the

world.
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e Linguistic and Dialect Considerations:

o Cultivate dialect awareness, acknowledging systematic differences

between standard and vernacular language forms.

o Address phoneme differences between Mainstream American English
(MAE) and students' primary dialects respectfully, especially in

phonology, phonics, and spelling instruction.
e Phonology, Phonics & Spelling:

o Recognize phoneme differences in dialects when teaching
pronunciation, being mindful of variations between MAE and Non-
Mainstream American English (NMAE).

o Assist students in understanding the disparities between word
pronunciation and spelling, particularly for graphemes that may not

align with their dialect.
e Vocabulary Instruction:

o Consider pronunciation and morpheme differences that may impact

learning new words.

o Teach vocabulary in context, ensuring students grasp various aspects
of a word, including spelling, phoneme pronunciation, morphemes,

multiple meanings, and related words.
e Syntactic Awareness:

o Acknowledge that dialects are complex, rule-governed systems and
refrain from viewing dialect features related to syntax as grammatical

errors.
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o Provide explicit instruction for developing syntactic awareness,
respecting students' home languages while highlighting differences

between informal dialect and MAE.
e Explicit Instruction for Reading Comprehension Strategies:

o Foster higher-order thinking skills through explicit instruction in
metacognitive reading comprehension strategies and close reading

skills.

o Enable students to monitor their understanding, identify

comprehension challenges, and apply fix-it strategies independently.
e Classroom Participation and Discussion:
o Encourage culturally relevant participation-in discussions about text.

o Set high expectations for participation, offering explicit instruction in
discussion skills, and familiarize yourself with communication styles

prevalent in students' cultures.

Embracing CRT in reading instruction involves a dynamic and inclusive approach
that recognizes the individuality and diversity of learners. By setting high
expectations, using culturally responsive texts, considering linguistic variations,
and addressing specific aspects of literacy instruction, educators can create an
environment where all students feel seen, valued, and empowered in their

learning journey.

4.3 Additional Notable Strategies

In the pursuit of inclusive and enriching literacy instruction, educators
continuously seek strategies that go beyond conventional approaches. These

supplementary approaches are designed to address specific challenges, ensuring a
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comprehensive and adaptable framework for all learners. As we explore these

strategies, the focus remains on fostering an inclusive literacy environment where

all students, regardless of their unique needs, can thrive in the world of literacy.

Design Learning for Student Well-Being

Ensuring an inclusive and supportive learning environment involves thoughtful

consideration of various factors that may impact students' well-being and

engagement. Educators play a crucial role in creating spaces that not only foster

academic growth but also prioritize the mental health and comfort of students.

Washington University (2023) provides practical strategies to incorporate into the

classroom:

Resource Information: Consider integrating information about available
resources, including mental health support, inyour syllabus or on your
Canvas site. This proactive step helps students access the support they may

need and contributes to a culture that values well-being.

Destigmatize Anxiety: Address anxiety openly on the first day of class,
recognizing it as a valid concern. Communicate that you have implemented
strategies to alleviate classroom anxiety and highlight the support services

offered by the school for students dealing with anxiety-related challenges.

Advance Notice of Sensitive Content: Provide advance notice when a

course or class session may contain content that could be distressing to
some students. This allows them to prepare emotionally and seek

additional support if necessary.

Build in Flexibility: Opt for due date "windows" instead of rigid deadlines.
This approach accommodates students who might experience challenges on
specific days, offering them the flexibility to complete assignments without

the need for extensions.
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Leave Passes: Offer students a no-questions-asked leave pass, empowering
them to step out if needed. Acknowledging that anxiety can be related to
the inability to leave, this simple provision supports a more comfortable

and understanding learning environment.

Discussion Questions in Advance: Provide discussion questions ahead of
time, preferably before class. This allows students to reflect, jot down ideas,
and discuss with peers, promoting a more inclusive and participatory

learning experience.

Warm Calling Instead of Cold Calling: Implement "warm" calling strategies,
giving students an opportunity to think about and prepare responses to
guestions. Additionally, allow students the option to "pass" if called on,

respecting their comfort levels.

Written Answers to Questions: Incorporate written responses to questions,
offering students alternative ways to engage. This can include submitting
exit slips or participating in online forums, catering to diverse learning

preferences.

Utilize Brain Breaks

Brain breaks are essential for all students, particularly English Language Learners

(ELLs) and students with disabilities, as they may face challenges in sustaining

focus for extended periods compared to their peers (Samuels, 2021). These breaks

provide crucial opportunities for students to relax their minds, preventing

cognitive fatigue and aiding in the processing of information.

For students with diverse needs, who may need additional support in navigating

the language and content of lessons, brain breaks serve as a simple yet effective

strategy to counter the monotony of continuous instruction (Samuels, 2021).

Incorporating activities such as turn-and-talk, stretches, computer games, music,
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or even changing the learning environment can offer students a well-deserved

pause, reactivating their brains and enhancing overall engagement.

Moreover, brain breaks contribute to deterring fatigue, ensuring that students,
including those with diverse abilities, remain alert and participative in the learning
process (Samuels, 2021). By acknowledging and implementing these pauses in
instruction, educators create an inclusive classroom environment where all
students can thrive. The intentional use of brain breaks aligns with modern
teaching methodologies, allowing students to experience both immediate relief

and long-term cognitive benefits.

Chunking

Chunking is a powerful inclusive teaching strategy that involves breaking down
large amounts of information into smaller, more manageable segments (Samuels,
2021). By organizing content into digestible chunks, educators provide students
with varied learning needs the opportunity to process information more
effectively. This method helps prevent cognitive overload, particularly for students
with attention difficulties or those who may struggle with information retention.
Each chunk serves as a building block, allowing students to grasp and retain
essential concepts before moving on to the next segment. Moreover, chunking
facilitates personalized learning, enabling educators to tailor instruction to meet
individual needs and pacing. This inclusive approach ensures that all students,
regardless of their learning styles or abilities, can engage with the material more

successfully, promoting a more equitable and enriching learning experience.

Specifics for Online Learning

Creating an inclusive remote learning environment has become crucial in the wake

of the Covid-19 pandemic, as many schools continue to offer remote instruction
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options. To enhance inclusivity in virtual classrooms, University of Oxford (2021)

proposes several practical tips:

e Closed Captions: Enable closed captions during virtual sessions to provide

both auditory and written access to spoken words.

e Name and Pronoun Inclusion: Encourage students to share their preferred
names and pronouns in platforms like Zoom or Google Hangouts, respecting

individual identities (e.g., using "Steve" for Stephan with pronouns he/him).

¢ Allowances of Interruptions: Recognize and make allowances for potential
interruptions, including the presence of family members, pets, or others

entering the virtual screen.

e Breakout Rooms for Discussions: Use breakout rooms to facilitate
discussions, acknowledging that some students may find it challenging to

speak in large group settings.

¢ Video Encouragement, Not Requirement: Encourage students to turn on
their video, but avoid making it a requirement. This respects student

preferences and ensures a student-centered approach.

e Clear Text and Visuals: When screen sharing, ensure that text and visuals

are large and clear to enhance visibility for all participants.

While the rationale for these suggestions might be apparent, the recommendation
against mandatory video participation deserves additional consideration. Castelli
and Sarvary (2020) conducted a study to understand why some students were
uncomfortable turning on their cameras during remote learning. Their findings
revealed that concerns about background visibility and weak internet connections
disproportionately affected underrepresented minorities. The authors emphasize
the importance of adopting a student-centered approach, suggesting alternatives

such as discussion boards, polling, and shared documents instead of mandating
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video participation for points. It's crucial to recognize and respect the diverse
living conditions of students, particularly those who may face challenging

circumstances off-campus.

4.4 Conclusion

Section 4 has explored the critical realm of inclusive literacy strategies,
illuminating the multifaceted aspects crucial for cultivating equitable and
enriching educational environments. With a targeted exploration of culturally
responsive literacy practices, attention to English Language Learners (ELLs), and
support for learners with learning disabilities, this section has offered a
comprehensive synthesis of key insights within each barrier category. By keeping
Universal Design for Learning (UDL) at the forefront, the focus has remained on

fostering an equitable learning experience for all students.

The overarching goal has been to empower educators with practical guidance,
enabling them to recognize, address, and mitigate diverse barriers to literacy
access. The unwavering commitment to inclusivity ensures that no learner is left
behind, and the principles of UDL serve as a guiding light throughout this
exploration. The section has provided a variety of strategies, tailor-made to assist
teachers in creating inclusive and supportive literacy environments within their

classrooms.

Through the integration of UDL principles, the ultimate aim is to cultivate an
atmosphere where every student not only participates but also thrives within a
unique literacy journey. By embracing these inclusive literacy strategies, educators
can champion a more accessible and enriching educational landscape for all

learners.
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Section 4 Key Terms

Culturally Responsive Teaching (CRT) - A pedagogical approach that acknowledges
and values students' cultural and linguistic backgrounds, aiming to provide an
equitable educational experience for students from historically marginalized

communities.

Executive Function - Advanced cognitive abilities associated with the prefrontal

cortex that empower learners to set long-term goals, devise effective strategies,

monitor progress, and adjust strategies as needed.

Universal Design for Learning (UDL) - A framework aimed at enhancing and

optimizing the teaching and learning experience for all individuals, including those
with diverse learning needs, through principles of engagement, representation,

and action and expression.

Section 4 Reflection Questions

1. How can you better incorporate choices in the learning process to enhance

student engagement without compromising the learning objectives?

a. In what ways can you involve students in the design of classroom
activities to promote a more personalized and empowering learning

experience?

2. How do you currently address language and symbol barriers in your
classroom, and what strategies can you implement to make content more

accessible?

a. In what ways can you provide support for unfamiliar references

within the text to enhance understanding for all learners?
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3. How do your current classroom practices align with the principles of
Universal Design for Learning (UDL), especially in addressing the diverse

needs and preferences of your students?

4. Reflecting on recent assessments in your classroom, how might you adjust
them to provide more flexibility and inclusivity in demonstrating

understanding?

5. Reflecting on your online teaching practices, how have you prioritized the
well-being of students, especially considering the unique challenges they

may face in remote learning?

6. In what ways can you enhance the accessibility of your online materials to

create a more inclusive virtual learning environment?

7. How do the school-wide practices at your current institution support or
hinder the implementation of Universal Design for Learning and culturally

responsive literacy practices?

a. In what ways can you collaborate with colleagues and school

leadership to align school-wide practices with inclusive principles?

Section 4 Activities

1. Resource Bank: Compile a resource bank with various literacy materials.
This could include books, online platforms, educational apps, and other
tools that cater to various literacy levels and interests. Organize the

resources for easy accessibility by both teachers and students.

2. Technology Showcase: Host a showcase event where teachers demonstrate

how they integrate technology into literacy instruction. Encourage sharing
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of successful practices, explore new digital tools, and discuss the benefits

and challenges of incorporating technology in literacy lessons.

3. Cultural Competence Self-Assessment: Engage in a cultural competence
self-assessment. Identify areas of strength and areas for growth, and create

an action plan for enhancing cultural competence in your teaching.

4. Inclusive Classroom Design Audit: Conduct an audit of your classroom
design and organization. Identify aspects that contribute to or hinder
inclusivity (focus on physical and emotional safety, minimal distractions,
etc.), and make adjustments to create a more supportive learning

environment.

5. Multimodal Lesson Planning: Plan a lesson, or alter an existing one, using
multimodal approaches to accommodate diverse learning styles.
Incorporate visual aids, auditory elements, and hands-on activities to

provide access to literacy for all students.

Course Conclusion

Increasing Access to High-Quality Literacy in Schools has been a comprehensive
course designed to empower educators in fostering accessible literacy excellence
within their classrooms. The journey began with Section 1, diving into the
profound definition and expansive scope of literacy. From its significant impact on
personal development to its pivotal role in societal progress, this section set the

stage for an immersive exploration into the multifaceted dimensions of literacy.

Section 2 provided a robust foundation for effective literacy instruction by
covering early literacy fundamentals, dynamic reading instruction methods, and
the strategic infusion of technology. As educators progress, Section 3 confronted

the hurdles that impede universal access to high-quality literacy. Socioeconomic,
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cultural, and learning barriers undergo scrutiny. Recognizing these impediments is

the initial stride toward creating an inclusive, equitable literacy environment.

Building on this awareness, Section 4 explored strategies tailored for accessibility.
This section addressed universal strategies with a focus on diverse learners, such
as English Language Learners (ELLs) and students with learning disabilities. The
incorporation of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) principles enriched these
strategies by emphasizing the creation of flexible and accessible learning

environments catering to the distinct needs of all students.

As educators embark on the transformative journey outlined in this course, the
hope is that Increasing Access to High-Quality Literacy in Schools serves as a
catalyst for breaking down barriers, enhancing literacy access, and instilling a
lasting love for learning. Let this course be a driving force for educators committed
to nurturing literate, informed, and engaged citizens. The impact of this course is
measured by the positive changes educators bring to their educational realms,
ensuring that the knowledge gained transforms into tangible actions for the

betterment of all learners.

Classroom Example

In a bustling urban school district, Mrs. Diamond, an experienced third-grade
teacher, is faced with the challenge of cultivating literacy excellence in her diverse
classroom. Her students hail from various cultural backgrounds, and the
classroom reflects a mix of English Language Learners (ELLs) and students with
unique learning needs. Mrs. Diamond recognizes the pressing need to address the
diverse needs of her students, each coming with their own set of challenges. The
language barriers faced by ELLs often hinder their literacy development, while
students with unique learning needs require tailored approaches to ensure they

thrive in the literacy-rich environment. The cultural diversity in her classroom adds
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an extra layer of complexity, demanding an inclusive and culturally responsive

teaching approach.
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Introduction

"Introduction to the Science of Reading" is a course designed to provide educators
with essential knowledge and practical strategies for reading instruction rooted in
the science of how students learn, aiming to enhance their instructional practices.
In this dynamic and engaging course, we'll explore the science behind reading,
unraveling its complexities and unveiling evidence-based approaches to foster

literacy development in learners of all ages.

In Section 1, we'll lay the groundwork by understanding the fundamental concepts
of the Science of Reading (SoR). We'll look into the historical context of reading
instruction, examining the evolution of methodologies and the enduring debate
known as the Reading Wars. From there, we'll explore how the brain learns to
read, dissecting the intricate processes involved. Through a comprehensive review
of research and evidence, we'll unravel the key components of the SoR, as well as

common misconceptions surrounding it.

Moving into Section 2, we'll dive deep into the five pillars of science-based reading
instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension. Likewise, we will discuss the Simple View of Reading (SVR) and
Scarborough’s Reading Rope, which are the central models that SoR practices are
based upon. Finally, we'll bridge the gap between theory and practice by
examining the implications of the SoR for teaching. We'll explore practical
instructional approaches, such as Structured Literacy, grounded in evidence-based
principles, empowering educators to apply the science of reading in their

classrooms effectively.

Throughout this course, our aim is not just to impart knowledge but to empower
you as educators to become agents of change in the literacy landscape. By

embracing the science of reading and applying evidence-based practices in your



instructional approach, you'll not only transform the reading experiences of your

students but also ignite a lifelong love for learning.

Section 1: What is the Science of Reading?

Section 1 of this course aims to unravel the mysteries behind one of the most
essential skills in education—reading. In this section, we will explore the intricate
science that underpins reading instruction, exploring its historical context and the
cognitive processes involved. We'll begin by demystifying the SoR, shedding light
on what it entails and why it holds such significance in education today. By
examining the historical evolution of reading instruction, including the contentious
"Reading Wars," we'll gain insights into the diverse methodologies and

philosophies that have shaped the landscape of literacy education.

Next, we'll explore the fascinating journey of how the brain learns to read.
Contrary to popular belief, reading is not a natural skill but rather a complex
cognitive process that requires specific neural pathways to develop. We'll uncover
the intricate mechanisms involved in reading development, including the cognitive
functions of the brain during reading tasks. Through an exploration of models
such as the Simple View of Reading, the Scarborough Reading Rope, and the
Phases of Word-Reading Development, we'll gain a deeper understanding of the
multifaceted nature of reading and the intricate interplay between its various
components. We will conclude Section 1 by discussing some of the common

misconceptions about the SoR, and explaining the facts behind them.



1.1 Understanding the Science of Reading: What it is & Why it
Matters

The Science of Reading (SoR) Defined

The Science of Reading (SoR), as outlined by the National Center on Improving
Literacy (2022), is a body of “research, over time, from multiple fields of study
using methods that confirm and disconfirm theories on how children best learn to
read.” It involves rigorous investigation over many years, utilizing diverse
methodologies to validate and refine theories on optimal reading instruction
methods. At the center of the SoR research is what the National Reading Panel
labeled as the “big five” foundational pillars for literacy development (National

Center on Improving Literacy, 2022; Gewertz, 2020):

e Phonemic Awareness: The ability to recognize and manipulate individual

sounds in spoken words.

e Phonics: Instruction focused on understanding the relationships between
letters and sounds, enabling students to decode words and grasp spelling

patterns.

¢ Fluency: The capacity to read with accuracy, speed, and expression,

encompassing word, phrase, sentence, and story-level reading.

e Vocabulary: Acquiring knowledge of word meanings and usage, facilitating

comprehension and communication.

e Comprehension: The skill of understanding and interpreting written text,

enabling readers to derive meaning and make connections.

Ultimately, the National Reading Panel found that the majority of students will
become better readers “with explicit, systematic phonemic awareness and

phonics instruction, as well as instruction in fluency, vocabulary, and reading



comprehension” (Gewertz). These five key components will be discussed in

length in Section 2.

In addition, the SoR is characterized by its dynamic nature, continually evolving
alongside advancements in research, changes in demographics, and shifts in
instructional approaches (National Center on Improving Literacy, 2022). As
populations diversify and educational paradigms evolve, so too must reading
instruction practices adapt to meet the needs of all learners. However, it is
important to clarify what the SoR is not. It is not a packaged program,
intervention, or product that can be purchased and implemented as a one-size-
fits-all solution. Instead, it represents an evidence-based approach to teaching
reading, informed by decades of research and tailored to address the unique

needs of diverse learners (National Center on Improving Literacy).

Main Tenet of the SoR

Systematic & Explicit. The SoR highlights the critical importance of explicit and
systematic phonics instruction. Systematic phonics programs are characterized by
a structured approach that teaches letter-sound correspondences in a deliberate
sequence, ensuring that students master each phoneme before progressing to the
next (Schwartz & Sparks, 2019). Rather than leaving students to decipher letter-

sound connections independently, teachers explicitly teach these relationships.

In a 2015 study led by Stanford University neuroscientist Bruce McCandliss,
participants were taught three-letter words in a newly created written language
either by focusing on letter sounds or whole words (Schwartz & Sparks, 2019).
Later, they were tested on both the taught words and new words in the language
while their brain activity was monitored with an electroencephalograph. Those
taught to focus on letter sounds exhibited increased neural activity in the left side
of the brain, associated with skilled reading, while those taught whole words

showed more activity in the right side, typically linked to reading difficulties.



Additionally, participants who learned letter sounds were more proficient in

identifying unfamiliar words.

The benefits of systematic phonics instruction are particularly pronounced in early
readers, with improvements observed in decoding ability and reading
comprehension across various student demographics, including those at risk of
reading difficulties, children with disabilities, and English-language learners
(Schwartz & Sparks, 2019).

Why the SoR Matters

The SoR is crucial for ensuring that all children have the opportunity to learn to
read proficiently, and it underscores the need for educators to be equipped with
effective, research-based, literacy instruction strategies. As highlighted by Ellis et
al. (2023), a significant portion of students in the United States—approximately
1.3 million fourth graders—struggle to read at a basic level. The consequences of
not acquiring proficient reading skills are profound and enduring, with far-

reaching implications for individuals' educational and socioeconomic trajectories.

Research indicates that students who are not reading at grade level by fourth
grade are at a significantly higher risk of dropping out of high school, leading to
reduced lifetime earnings, increased rates of unemployment, and heightened
susceptibility to involvement in the criminal justice system (Ellis et al., 2023).
Furthermore, this challenge disproportionately affects students of color, those
with learning differences, and those from low-income backgrounds, exacerbating

existing disparities in life outcomes.

However, the grim reality of the reading crisis is not insurmountable. Research
conducted over five decades has identified scientifically based reading instruction
as the solution to addressing reading difficulties effectively (Ellis et al., 2023). This

evidence-based approach, grounded in the SoR, offers a clear path forward for



educators to mitigate the rate of reading failure. Studies suggest that by
implementing scientifically based reading instruction, over 90% of all students,
including those with reading difficulties, could attain proficiency in reading,
underscoring the potential for transformative change in literacy education (Ellis et

al.).

In essence, the Science of Reading provides a roadmap for educators to deliver
high-quality literacy instruction that empowers all students to achieve reading
success, thereby dismantling barriers to equitable educational opportunities and

fostering brighter futures for generations to come.

Historical Context: Evolution of Reading Instruction (Reading Wars)

Reading is one of the most critical skills for achieving success in life. Despite its
importance, data from the National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
reveals that only approximately 35% of American children demonstrate
proficiency or higher in reading (Lexia, 2022). Even more concerning is the
persistence of these low literacy rates over decades, with little to no improvement
observed in American schools. This long standing issue has sparked intense debate
among educators and policymakers, commonly referred to as "the reading

wars" (Lexia). This clash revolves around two main approaches: "whole language"

and phonics, each advocating for distinct methodologies in teaching reading.
Whole Language Approach

The "whole language" approach to reading traces its roots back to the 1800s,
notably championed by Horace Mann, often hailed as "the father of American
education" (Lexia, 2022). Mann, a prominent politician and advocate for literacy,
expressed concerns about teaching children to decode words letter by letter,

fearing that it would detract from their understanding of the words' meanings.



Consequently, many schools adopted Mann's ideology, emphasizing the

memorization of whole words rather than focusing on phonetic decoding.

Whole language education centered around literature, immersing students in
reading and writing activities under the belief that reading skills would naturally
develop within the context of meaningful texts (Lexia, 2022). By the 1950s, the
whole language approach had become entrenched as the prevailing method for
teaching reading, promoting the idea that children should learn to read for
meaning from the outset. This philosophy manifested in the "look-say" or "whole
word" reading method, exemplified by the popular Dick and Jane books that
dominated American classrooms from the 1940s to the 1960s. In this approach,
students were encouraged to memorize sight words and utilize context and visual

cues from pictures to comprehend texts.

Research supports the notion that whole language instruction emphasizes
comprehension and meaning-making in reading (Lexia, 2022). However, critics
argue that its reliance on memorization and context cues may not adequately
equip students with the phonetic decoding skills necessary for decoding
unfamiliar words independently. Moreover, the efficacy of the whole language
approach has been questioned, particularly concerning its impact on struggling

readers and students from diverse linguistic backgrounds (Lexia).

In recent years, the whole language approach has faced scrutiny, with educators
and policymakers increasingly advocating for a balanced approach that integrates
elements of phonics instruction alongside comprehension-based strategies (Lexia,
2022). This shift reflects a growing recognition of the importance of both decoding

skills and comprehension abilities in fostering proficient reading.



Phonics Approach

The phonics approach to literacy instruction emerged as a counterpoint to the
whole language methodology, advocating for explicit teaching of the relationship
between letters and sounds. Unlike whole language, which emphasizes meaning-
making and context, phonics instruction prioritizes the systematic teaching of
letter-sound correspondences (Lexia, 2022). This approach has deep historical
roots, dating back to the publication of the New England Primer in 1690, making it
older than the whole language approach itself (Lexia). However, phonics faced a
decline in popularity during the 19th century with the rise of the whole-word

method promoted by Horace Mann.

Phonics instruction adopts a bottom-up approach, focusing on building
foundational skills from letters and sounds to words, in contrast to the top-down
approach of whole language (Lexia, 2022). Supporters of phonics advocate for
skill-based instruction, often employing drills to reinforce letter sounds and blends
before advancing to comprehension tasks. Despite the dominance of whole
language instruction in American schools for much of the 20th century, phonics
continued to persist, buoyed by proponents such as author and readability expert
Rudolf Flesch.

Flesch's influential book Why Johnny Can't Read—and What You Can Do About It,
published in 1955, ignited national discourse on literacy education (Lexia, 2022).
Flesch argued that the lack of explicit phonics instruction in American schools
hindered students' ability to read proficiently, citing alarming statistics that many
third-grade students struggled to decode basic vocabulary. This publication
catalyzed the reading wars, a contentious debate between advocates of whole

language and phonics instruction that continues to shape literacy education today.

Enter the SoR

10



The emergence of the Science of Reading can be traced back to the 1960s, as
researchers increasingly scrutinized the effectiveness of literacy instruction
methods (Lexia, 2022). Jeanne Chall, head of the Harvard Reading Laboratory,
played a pivotal role in this movement with her groundbreaking publication
"Learning to Read: The Great Debate" in 1967. Through a comprehensive four-
year study encompassing existing research, interviews with education experts,
and analysis of reading methodologies, Chall concluded that explicit and
systematic phonics instruction surpassed the traditional whole language approach

(Lexia).

Chall's research underscored the importance of phonics instruction, emphasizing
the necessity of a structured and systematic approach to teaching reading (Lexia,
2022). Her subsequent works further reinforced the notion that mastering basic
reading skills through explicit instruction is foundational to later reading

comprehension and academic success.

The findings of Chall and other researchers in fields such as education,
neuroscience, and psychology laid the groundwork for what would eventually be
recognized as the Science of Reading (Lexia, 2022). This interdisciplinary body of
research synthesizes insights from various disciplines to inform evidence-based
literacy instruction practices, marking a significant shift in the approach to

teaching reading.
Whole Language Remains

Despite efforts by advocates of evidence-based instruction such as Chall and
Flesch to promote phonics instruction in the 1960s, the dominance of whole
language persisted in public schools throughout the 1970s and 1980s, leading to
limited improvement in literacy rates (Lexia, 2022). Whole language proponents
like Reading Researcher Kenneth Goodman and Frank Smith played a key role in

maintaining the prevalence of the whole language approach. Goodman famously

11



characterized reading as a "psycholinguistic guessing game," while Smith argued
that reading is a natural process akin to speaking, dismissing the complexity of

phonics rules (Lexia).

In 1967, Goodman proposed the idea that readers rely on three distinct systems
of information to comprehend text, referred to as the three cueing system:
syntactic cues, which involve understanding the structure of sentences and
narratives; semantic cues, which pertain to grasping the meaning conveyed by the
text; and grapho-phonemic cues, which involve deciphering letters and their
associated sounds (Schwartz, 2023). Goodman suggested that attending to all

these sources of information could enhance children's reading proficiency.

During the 1970s, cognitive psychologists approached reading research from a
different angle. They began exploring the cognitive processes underlying skilled
reading through laboratory experiments rather than classroom observations
(Schwartz, 2023). Eye-tracking studies conducted in these controlled settings
aimed to determine whether proficient readers indeed skip letters and words
while reading or if they focus on individual letters. Experimental studies tested
different instructional methods and consistently demonstrated the effectiveness
of explicit, systematic instruction in phonics and phonemic awareness.
Subsequent brain imaging studies further supported the benefits of explicit
decoding instruction, showing that it could positively alter the brain functioning of
struggling readers, aligning their neural activation patterns with those of

proficient readers.

Further research during this time revealed that poor readers, rather than
proficient ones, relied on the context-based word recognition emphasized by the
whole language approach (Lexia, 2022). Contrary to the whole language
philosophy, proficient readers processed all visual information in the text without

skipping unknown words or letters. Additionally, studies indicated the critical
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importance of phonemic awareness skills in developing strong reading abilities.
However, despite these findings being published in scholarly journals and
presented at academic conferences, they had limited impact on educational

practices at the time.
Balanced Literacy Approach

In the 1990s, a new instructional approach emerged known as Balanced Literacy,
originating in California as a response to low reading scores (Lexia, 2022). The
concept aimed to integrate elements from both whole language and phonics
methodologies. Balanced literacy emphasizes providing children with quality
literature and various supports and strategies to foster reading skills, with some
phonics instruction included but not consistently structured (Gewertz, 2020). In
essence, balanced literacy seeks to harmonize different facets of instruction,
including skill-based and meaning-focused activities, as well as reading and writing
tasks, conducted in various settings ranging from whole-group to independent

configurations.

Balanced Literacy brought about a notable change in reading instruction by
introducing a system of leveled readers (Gear, 2021). Leveled readers are
organized into different levels based on factors such as vocabulary complexity,
sentence structure, and content difficulty. The goal of leveled readers is to provide
students with books that are appropriately matched to their current reading
abilities, ensuring that they are neither too challenging nor too easy (Schwartz,
2023c). To determine a child's reading level, assessments are implemented. Based
on these assessments, teachers select leveled books that are appropriately
challenging for each student, promoting continuous progress. These leveled texts
prioritize meaning and frequently incorporate high-frequency words like "said,"

"where," and "out," as well as common syntactic patterns (Schwartz).
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In practice, teachers often group students into leveled reading groups based on
their individual achievement levels. These groups allow teachers to provide
targeted and differentiated instruction that meets the specific needs of each
group of students (Schwartz, 2023c). During guided reading sessions, teachers
work closely with each group, providing support and instruction tailored to the
level of the text.This approach allows students to advance from easier to more

challenging texts as they acquire new skills.

However, the interpretation and implementation of balanced literacy have
become increasingly varied over time, often reflecting the preferences of
individual educators (Lexia, 2022). Generally, it emphasizes personalized
instruction tailored to students' needs while fostering a passion for reading. Since
its inception, balanced literacy has gained widespread adoption in American
schools, with approximately 72% of teachers citing it as their primary instructional

approach (Lexia).

Research. Despite its widespread use, there is little research that proves its
efficacy due to its variation in practice (Schwartz, 2023c). Likewise, increasing
evidence indicates that this method does not effectively enhance the reading skills
of struggling students (Schwartz, 2023c). Research has demonstrated that the
mechanisms used in prevalent leveling systems often fail to precisely assess
students' capabilities. Moreover, segregating students into high and low-
performing groups can exacerbate existing achievement disparities (Schwartz).
The flexible nature of Balanced Literacy programs may not adequately meet the
needs of all students, particularly those with learning disabilities such as dyslexia,
as it often lacks the structured and explicit instruction necessary for their success
(Gewertz, 2020). As a result, while balanced literacy has demonstrated success for
some students, its suitability for all remains uncertain. Despite these findings,
many elementary schools and teacher-preparation programs continue to adhere

to balanced literacy practices (Gewertz).
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Balanced literacy has also been facing increasing criticism as educators observe
persistent reading difficulties reflected in national assessment scores. The 2019
National Assessment of Educational Progress revealed stagnation in reading
proficiency among 4th and 8th grade students over the past decade, with a
decline in reading performance between 2017 and 2019 (Gewertz, 2020).
Alarmingly, only a minority of students demonstrate proficiency in reading,

highlighting the inadequacies of current approaches like balanced literacy.
Continued Research & Structured Literacy

Over the past fifty years, educators and scholars have contributed to the extensive
research body known as the SoR, drawing insights from diverse fields such as
education, literacy, psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience. This ongoing
investigation has shed light on the intricacies of how the brain learns to read and

has provided invaluable guidance for effective reading instruction (Lexia, 2022).

The evolution of the SoR has transcended mere phonics instruction. In 2000, the
National Reading Panel identified five essential components for successful reading
instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension (Lexia, 2022). Building upon this framework, the International
Dyslexia Association introduced the concept of "Structured Literacy,"
encompassing a comprehensive approach to language instruction; Structured
Literacy emphasizes explicit, systematic, cumulative, and diagnostic teaching
methods, covering not only the foundational concepts identified by the National
Reading Panel but also expanding to include word recognition, written expression,
and both listening and reading comprehension (Lexia). Notably, Structured
Literacy has demonstrated effectiveness for all students, particularly those with
dyslexia, making it an indispensable approach in literacy education. Structured

Literacy will be discussed in detail in Section 2.
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Looking Ahead

The SoR is witnessing a surge in legislative activity, reflecting a growing
recognition of the importance of evidence-based reading instruction (Gewertz,
2020). While legislative efforts to improve reading have long been in place across
many states, recent trends indicate a heightened emphasis on research-backed
methodologies. In particular, newer laws are delineating the key components of
effective reading instruction, drawing from seminal reports such as the National
Reading Panel's findings. Additionally, there is a notable focus on enhancing the
entire spectrum of reading instruction, extending beyond just aspiring teachers to
encompass district leaders, principals, and classroom educators. Most initiatives
target K-3 educators, although some extend requirements to K-6 teachers and

even high school instructors.

Collaborative efforts among states are becoming increasingly prevalent, with state
superintendents convening to strategize on holding teacher-preparation programs
accountable for integrating effective reading instruction, advocating for high-
quality, research-based curricula, and supporting districts in fostering skilled
reading teachers (Gewertz, 2020). Furthermore, states are actively sharing
strategies and resources to advance the SoR agenda. Notably, the Foundation for
Excellence in Education has developed model legislation on the Science of
Reading, with 18 states expressing interest in adopting it. These developments
signal a promising trajectory for the future of literacy education, characterized by
a concerted effort to align instructional practices with research-supported

approaches to reading instruction.
States in Action

Arkansas. In Arkansas, recent legislation reflects a comprehensive approach to
implementing the SoR in schools. Beginning with the 2017 Right to Read Act, a

series of laws have been enacted to reform reading instruction across the state
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(Gewertz, 2020). These laws impose new requirements on all facets of the

reading-instruction pipeline.

Colleges of education are mandated to incorporate "scientific reading instruction"
into their curriculum and administer a stand-alone reading test, which aspiring
teachers must pass to obtain licensure (Gewertz, 2020). School districts are
obligated to provide training in evidence-based reading instruction, offering
various pathways for K-6 teachers to demonstrate proficiency, such as taking a test
or undergoing evaluation by an administrator trained in reading instruction

assessment.

Furthermore, educators in all grades and subjects, as well as administrators, must
exhibit "awareness" of the science of reading (Gewertz, 2020). The state was
tasked with developing a list of literacy-curriculum materials aligned with
evidence-based reading instruction, with districts required to purchase from this
list. Implementing these requirements presents significant challenges, with efforts
to train the state's certified teachers underway. Arkansas allocated resources,
including a $1 million annual fund from the governor's rainy-day fund, to support
literacy training initiatives (Gewertz, 2020). While progress is being made, there is
acknowledgment of the need to address skepticism and resistance among

educators accustomed to traditional literacy approaches.

District leaders, like Bruce Orr from Arkansas' Lakeside District, are navigating
these changes by prioritizing face-to-face training and skilled observation methods
for teachers (Gewertz, 2020). Orr himself participated in training alongside K-2
teachers, while principals underwent specialized training to become evaluators of
reading instruction. Despite the challenges, Arkansas remains steadfast in its

commitment to implementing evidence-based reading practices statewide.

Mississippi. Mississippi has emerged as a trailblazer in implementing science-

based reading instruction, setting a precedent for other states to follow. Since
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2003, Mississippi has mandated colleges of education to offer two courses focused
on essential components of effective reading instruction (Gewertz, 2020). Over
time, additional requirements were introduced, including a reading science test
for teacher-candidates and a mandate for elementary schools to certify that their
curricula cover key reading components. The state allocates $15 million annually
for professional development, literacy coaches, and other support services,
demonstrating a significant investment in improving reading instruction

(Gewertz).

The success of Mississippi's initiatives has garnered national recognition, notably
evidenced by its improvement in 4th-grade reading scores, from only 21% scoring
“proficient” on the 2013 NAEP, to 32% on the 2019 NAEP (Gewertz, 2020). This
achievement is particularly remarkable considering that Mississippi was the only
state to see an increase in proficient scores. The state's own 3rd-grade reading

test results have also shown improvement over the years.

Building on this success, Mississippi is now targeting faculty members of educator-
preparation programs, aiming to ensure they possess expertise in the science of
reading (Gewertz, 2020). However, resistance from education school deans has
stalled the implementation of this proposal. Despite growing momentum for
evidence-based reading instruction, challenges persist. Some educators are
hesitant to deviate from traditional methods, and opposition to a shift toward
evidence-based approaches remains. Additionally, skepticism from literacy experts
highlights ongoing debates within the education community regarding the efficacy

and longevity of such instructional movements (Gewertz).

1.2 Theoretical Models Behind the SoR

Understanding the intricate process of reading is crucial for educators and

researchers alike, and three prominent models that shed light on this complexity
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are Scarborough's Reading Rope, the Simple View of Reading, and the Phases of
Word-Reading Development. These models serve as foundational frameworks for
comprehending the SoR research and explaining how the human brain learns to
read. While both models share common ground in identifying various components
that shape reading proficiency, they diverge in their conceptualization and
emphasis on these components. Through exploring these models, we gain
valuable insights into the multifaceted nature of reading development and the

essential factors that contribute to proficient reading skills.

The Simple View of Reading

The Simple View of Reading (SVR), proposed by Gough and Tumner in 1986, offers
a straightforward framework for understanding reading comprehension (Lexia,
2023). According to this model, reading comprehensionis the product of two
essential skills: word recognition and language comprehension. These two
components are depicted as factors in a multiplication equation, emphasizing that
neither skill alone is adequate for proficient reading—both are necessary for

successful comprehension. In essence, the equation reads: Decoding (Word

Recognition) x Language Comprehension = Reading Comprehension.

In the SVR, decoding encompasses three skill components: phonology,
orthography, and morphology, which are integral for recognizing and deciphering
written words (Lexia, 2023). On the other hand, language comprehension includes
various subcomponents such as syntax, semantics, pragmatics, and discourse, all

crucial for understanding the meaning conveyed by written language.

The SVR highlights that struggles with any of these subcomponents can hinder
overall reading comprehension. Therefore, it underscores the importance of
developing both word recognition and language comprehension skills
concurrently to support effective reading comprehension (Lexia, 2023). By

recognizing the interconnectedness of these skills, educators can design

19



comprehensive instructional approaches to address the diverse needs of students

and facilitate their journey toward proficient reading.

The Scarborough Reading Rope Model

Scarborough’s Reading Rope, introduced in 2001, offers a comprehensive
perspective on the interconnected nature of various reading skills and how they
contribute to fluency (Lexia, 2023). Unlike the Simple View of Reading,
Scarborough’s model visualizes the intricate process of reading through the
metaphor of a rope, with different strands representing distinct components

woven together to form skilled reading.

The Reading Rope divides into two main categories: word recognition and
language comprehension, mirroring the core concepts of the SVR. Within these
categories, there are multiple smaller "strands" representing specific skills
essential for proficient reading (Lexia, 2023). These strands are interdependent,

emphasizing the integrated nature of reading skills.

The word recognition strand encompasses phonological awareness, decoding, and
sight recognition (Lexia, 2023). Decoding, in particular, plays a pivotal role in
connecting printed words to their spoken counterparts. It involves understanding
the language sound system and grasping concepts such as phonology,

orthography, and morphology.

On the other hand, language comprehension involves various components such as
background knowledge, vocabulary, language structures, verbal reasoning, and
literacy knowledge (Lexia, 2023). While these components differ slightly from
those in the SVR, they collectively contribute to understanding language and

sentence structures, essential for reading comprehension.

Scarborough’s Reading Rope underscores the importance of recognizing and

developing all these interconnected skills to foster proficient reading (Lexia, 2023).
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By visualizing reading as a complex interweaving of multiple strands, educators

can better understand the dynamic process of reading development and tailor

instruction to address the diverse needs of students.

Phases of Word-Reading Development

The phases of word-reading development, as outlined by Ehri (1996) and Ehri &

Snowling (2004), are crucial in understanding the progression toward fluent

reading; these phases represent a developmental continuum rather than distinct

stages, each supported by specific instructional strategies (Stewart, 2019). Stewart

provides an overview of each phase:

Prealphabetic reading: At this stage, children rely on visual cues to
recognize familiar words without fully grasping the concept that letters
represent speech sounds. They may recognize words by their overall shape

or contextual clues.

Partial alphabetic reading and writing: In this phase, children begin to
develop some letter knowledge and phoneme awareness. They may
recognize and represent some letter-sounds in words but may not have a

complete understanding of sound-symbol correspondences.

Full alphabetic reading and writing: Children in this phase demonstrate
phoneme awareness, understand basic sound-symbol correspondences,
and can sound out words and spell phonetically. They have a foundational

understanding of how letters represent speech sounds.

Consolidated alphabetic reading: At this advanced stage, children have
developed a sight vocabulary and employ strategies to decipher unfamiliar
words. They may segment words into morphological units and can
recognize most words automatically. With word recognition becoming more

automatic, readers can focus their attention primarily on comprehension.

21



These phases illustrate the gradual progression toward fluent word reading and
underscore the importance of providing tailored instruction at each stage to

support children's literacy development (Stewart).

1.3 How the Brain Learns to Read

In the exploration of how individuals learn to read, this section explores the
intricate brain processes involved. Despite the remarkable capacity of the human
brain to acquire language, reading does not come naturally; instead, it is an
acquired skill that requires specialized cognitive mechanisms. Understanding how
reading develops involves deciphering the complex interplay between neural
networks, cognitive functions, and environmental influences. This section
examines the neurological processes involved in reading, shedding light on what

occurs within the brain when individuals engage with written language.

How Reading Develops (Why it’s Not Natural)

Contrary to the common belief that learning to read is a natural process, it is, in
fact, a complex and learned skill that does not occur spontaneously (Colorado
Department of Education [CDE], 2022). While humans are naturally wired for
spoken language acquisition, reading and writing are man-made inventions that
require explicit instruction and practice. Our brains do not have an innate capacity
for reading; instead, the brain adapts and rewires to create neural networks
specifically for reading. Researchers explain that the brain “circuitry” has basically
been repurposed to recognize printed words. Because of something called brain
plasticity, during brain development a range of brain circuits can adapt for new
uses. “When we learn a new skill such as reading, we recycle some of our old
brain circuits” (as cited in Sedita, 2020).
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While immersing children in print-rich environments and fostering a love for
reading are valuable, they alone are insufficient for developing the literacy skills
necessary for proficient reading. Therefore, it is essential to provide explicit and
systematic instruction in reading, along with ample opportunities for practice, to
ensure students acquire the foundational skills needed for successful reading
(CDE, 2022).

Speaking Vs Reading

When examining the natural progression of language acquisition, it becomes
evident that learning to speak is inherently more instinctive than learning to read.
Infants begin the journey of language acquisition by absorbing the sounds of their
environment and gradually associating those sounds with meanings, a process
facilitated by exposure to spoken language and opportunities for interaction
(Schwartz & Sparks, 2019). Unlike reading, where explicit instruction is necessary,
children do not consciously distinguish individual sound units or phonemes when
learning to speak. Instead, they learn “probabilistically,” forming connections
between sounds and meanings through exposure to language-rich environments
(Schwartz & Sparks). Within the first two years of life, typically developing toddlers
focus on the most common sounds in their native languages and gradually

develop an understanding of speech patterns through practice and interaction.

In contrast to the natural progression of spoken language acquisition, learning to
read requires a more deliberate and structured approach (Schwartz & Sparks,
2019). In languages like English or French, which are alphabetic, children must
learn how written letters correspond to the sounds that make up spoken words.
This process involves recognizing patterns of letter sounds within words and
connecting them to their spoken counterparts. Unlike the intuitive association of
sounds with meanings in spoken language acquisition, reading development relies

on explicit instruction to bridge the gap between oral and written language. Thus,
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while children naturally acquire spoken language through exposure and
interaction, a child will not learn to read through exposure to an abundance of
books; the journey of learning to read necessitates a conscious effort to
understand the relationship between written symbols and their corresponding

sounds.

Parts of the Brain Involved in Reading

Reading engages multiple regions of the brain rather than being confined to a
single specific area, as highlighted by research in neuroscience (Sedita, 2020).
Advanced brain imaging techniques, such as Functional Magnetic Resonance
Imaging (FMRI), have provided insights into the intricate network of brain circuits
involved in the reading process. Experienced readers rely on the integration of
various regions, predominantly located in the left hemisphere, to efficiently

comprehend written language (as cited in Sedita):

e Parietal-Temporal Region:
o Situated towarda the back of the brain.
o Facilitates the analysis of written words into their sounds.
o Aids in word decoding and pronunciation.

e Occipital-Temporal Region:
o Located at the back of the brain.
o Stores the visual appearance and meaning of words.
o Enables rapid recognition and comprehension.
o Crucial for automatic, fluent reading.

e Frontal Region:
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o Positioned at the front of the brain.

o Processes speech sounds.

o Contributes to both listening and speaking abilities during reading.
e Temporal Lobe:

o Responsible for recognizing and processing auditory stimuli.

o Active during phonological processing.

o Critical for early readers.

o Plays arole in deciphering sound-symbol correspondence.

When individuals read or learn to read, all four regions of the brain mentioned
above are engaged, regardless of the language being read. It's important to
recognize that these regions do not operate independently; instead, they
collaborate extensively throughout the reading process (Sedita). The regions are
connected by neural pathways known as "white matter" (Lexia, 2023b). The
strength of the signals across the pathways increases with the proficiency of the
reader. Thus, reading engages a distributed network of brain regions working in
tandem to facilitate the complex cognitive task of decoding and comprehending

written language.

1.4 Misconceptions About Reading

Misconceptions about the SoR abound, often leading to confusion and
misinformation among educators, parents, and policymakers. Despite decades of
research and evidence supporting effective reading instruction practices,
misconceptions persist that can hinder efforts to improve literacy outcomes for all

students. Below we will explore common misconceptions surrounding the SoR
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and how the brain learns to read, and provide clarity on key principles and
practices that contribute to successful reading instruction. By addressing these
misconceptions head-on, we aim to promote a deeper understanding of evidence-
based approaches to reading education and empower stakeholders to make

informed decisions that support the literacy development of learners.

Misconception #1: Learning to Read is Natural

This misconception was already discussed above, but must be mentioned under
misconceptions because it is such a common one. To quickly reiterate: The act of
reading, although a fundamental skill in modern society, is not an innate ability of
the human brain. Unlike spoken language, which humans have evolved to acquire
naturally over time, reading is a relatively recent cultural development. The delay
in the widespread adoption of reading indicates that the human brain did not

evolve specifically for this task (Sedita, 2020).

Misconception #2: Kids Will Learn to Read if Given Enough Time

The notion that children will naturally learn to read if given enough time is a
common fallacy, often fueled by the belief in "late bloomers" (CDE, 2022). This
idea suggests that difficulties in reading will resolve over time as the child
matures, leading some to believe that early intervention is unnecessary. However,
research has debunked this notion, revealing that waiting for reading skills to
develop on their own is not only ineffective but potentially harmful. Studies have
consistently shown that skill deficits, rather than developmental delays, are the
primary obstacles to reading success (CDE). Longitudinal research has provided
evidence supporting the skill deficit theory while discrediting the developmental
lag theory. Contrary to popular belief, instances of true "late bloomers" in reading
are rare, with most children struggling due to underlying skill deficits that require

targeted intervention (CDE).
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Misconception #3: SoR Only Focuses on Phonics

The SoR is built upon both the SVR and Scarborough’s Rope, and emphasizes the
five pillars of reading instruction (CDE, 2022). Phonics receives significant
attention in discussions surrounding the SoR due to its crucial role in developing
foundational reading skills, and because many literacy programs lack explicit
instruction in the area. While word recognition and language comprehension are
both essential for proficient reading, inadequate phonics instruction can hinder
students' progress. Many existing programs lack sufficient emphasis on phonics,
leading to gaps in students' understanding (CDE). Therefore, explicit and
systematic phonics instruction is highlighted as a cornerstone of effective reading
instruction, ensuring that students receive structured lessons that progressively
build upon one another. While vocabulary and comprehension are also vital
components of reading, there is generally less debate about their instructional
methods compared to phonics. Nonetheless, quality instruction in all aspects of

reading remains imperative for fostering successful readers (CDE).

Misconception #4: SoR Doesn’t Promote Independent Reading of Rich Lit

The misconception that SoR-aligned practice does not promote independent
reading of authentic literature overlooks the comprehensive approach to literacy
instruction (CDE, 2022). While the goal of evidence-based reading instruction is to
equip students with the skills to read any book independently, it recognizes the
need for varied text types in instruction. SoR practice advocates for a balance
between authentic literature and instructional texts. Decodable text, designed to
reinforce phonetic decoding skills, serves as a temporary tool to build fluency and
transition students to more complex authentic literature (CDE). Authentic text,
including read-alouds and independent reading materials, is utilized to build
vocabulary, background knowledge, and comprehension skills, complementing the

systematic instruction provided through decodable text. (CDE, 2022) As students
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progress and master decoding skills, authentic text transitions into decodable
material, aiding in the development of word recognition and language
comprehension (CDE). Throughout their literacy development, students are
encouraged to embrace authentic text for pleasure reading, whether

independently, through audiobooks, or with the assistance of a peer or educator.

Misconception #5: SoR is Based on a Deficit-Model

Science-based instruction employs data to identify areas of strength and
weakness, enabling targeted support; rather than labeling students as incapable,
it recognizes that with proper instruction, almost all learners can achieve
proficiency in reading (CDE, 2022). This approach benefits all students, maximizing
success without the need for intervention. Conversely, programs lacking research

basis risk leaving many students behind, perpetuating educational disparities.

Misconception #6: SoR Does Not Account for ELLs

The body of research informing the SoR includes studies conducted worldwide in
various languages, encompassing research on ELLs, multilingual learners, and
speakers of non-mainstream dialects (CDE, 2022). This extensive research
indicates that linguistically diverse students benefit from core reading instruction,
such as phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text
comprehension. Moreover, incorporating students' home language knowledge,
along with additional supports and a focus on oral language proficiency, is crucial
for their success (CDE). Adequate assessments help identify individual student

needs, allowing for tailored instruction to support linguistic diversity effectively.

Misconception #6A: Three-Cueing is Helpful for ELLs

Relying on this method can hinder rather than facilitate reading development for

all students, including those learning English as a second or multiple languages
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(CDE, 2022). The three-cueing system encourages students to guess unfamiliar
words by using context, structure, and visual cues. While this approach aims to aid
comprehension, it often leads to inaccurate guesses and undermines the
development of accurate decoding skills. Moreover, ELLs may face additional
challenges with this approach due to limited English vocabulary, making accurate
guesses even more challenging (CDE). Therefore, instead of relying on the three-
cueing system, it is essential for ELLs to develop strong decoding skills to read

words accurately and build their English proficiency effectively.

Misconception #7: The SoR Kills the Joy in Reading

The primary goal of SoR practices is to equip students with the necessary skills to
enjoy reading independently. Science-based reading instruction aims to foster a
love for reading by enabling students to engage with a wide range of texts that
interest them (CDE, 2022). Through read-alouds and guided reading sessions,
students not only enjoy stories but also build background knowledge and develop

comprehension skills, which enhances their overall reading experience.

Research indicates that proficient readers are more likely to find reading enjoyable
and engaging, leading to increased motivation and frequency of reading (CDE,
2022). Therefore, rather than detracting from the joy of reading, science-aligned
practices lay the foundation for students to derive pleasure and fulfillment from
reading independently. Ultimately, literacy skills play a crucial role in fostering a
genuine love for stories and reading, highlighting the importance of effective

instruction in nurturing this passion.

Misconception #8: The SoR is a program

The SoR is not one program or approach, but rather the entire body of research,

spanning decades, about how children best learn to read. As such, various
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approaches and programs are BASED on the SoR, but the SoR itself is not one

program or one-size-fits-all approach.

1.5 Conclusion

Section 1 illuminates the fundamental concepts and historical context of the SoR.
By unraveling the complexities of reading instruction, we explored the cognitive
processes that underpin this essential skill. From exploring the evolution of
reading methodologies to dissecting the cognitive functions of the brain during
reading tasks, we gained invaluable insights into the multifaceted nature of
literacy education. Through models such as the Simple View of Reading and the
Scarborough Reading Rope, we developed a deeper understanding of the intricate
interplay between various components of reading. As we . debunked common
misconceptions about the SoR, we paved the way for a clearer comprehension of
evidence-based reading practices. This foundational exploration sets the stage for
further exploration and application of SoR principles in Section 2, which will cover

the five pillars of reading instruction and implications for practice.

Section 1 Key Terms

Balanced Literacy Approach - A method of literacy instruction that combines

elements of whole language and phonics, emphasizing personalized instruction

tailored to individual student needs while nurturing a love for reading.

Decodable Text - Reading material specifically designed to reinforce phonetic
decoding skills, aiding in the development of word recognition fluency and

language comprehension.
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Decoding - The process of translating written symbols (such as letters or letter
combinations) into their corresponding sounds, enabling comprehension of

written language.

Fluency - The ability to read with accuracy, speed, and expression, encompassing

reading at the word, phrase, sentence, and story levels.

Leveled Text - Reading materials categorized into different levels based on factors
such as vocabulary complexity, sentence structure, and content difficulty, aiming

to provide appropriately challenging texts for readers at various skill levels.

Morphology - The study of the structure and formation of words, including the
identification, analysis, and understanding of word parts such as roots, prefixes,

and suffixes.

Orthographic Mapping - The process of connecting printed letters to their

corresponding sounds and meanings in order to recognize words accurately and

efficiently during reading.

Orthography - The conventional spelling system of a language; the set of rules
governing the correct way to write words, including spelling patterns, letter-sound

correspondences, and word formation.

Phonology - The study of the sound system of a language, including the rules
governing the organization and pronunciation of speech sounds within words and

across language units.

Scarborough’s Reading Rope - A model developed by Hollis Scarborough that
illustrates the complex and intertwined nature of reading comprehension,
depicting the multiple components and skills involved in proficient reading, such

as language comprehension, decoding, fluency, and vocabulary.
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Science of Reading (SoR) - The Science of Reading (SoR) refers to a body of

research-based knowledge that informs effective literacy instruction, emphasizing
explicit and systematic phonics instruction, among other evidence-aligned

practices.

Simple View of Reading (SVR) - A theoretical framework proposing that reading

comprehension is the product of two primary components: decoding (the ability
to translate printed words into spoken language) and language comprehension
(the ability to understand the meaning of spoken or written language), suggesting

that both skills are necessary for proficient reading.

Whole Language Approach - A method of literacy instruction focusing on
meaning-making and context cues, where students learn to read through
exposure to whole words and literature, rather than through explicit phonics

instruction.

Section 1 Reflection Questions

1. Think about your school's current approach to reading instruction, including
curriculum used and suggested strategies. How does it align with the
principles of evidence-based reading instruction, and what areas do you

think could be improved?

2. Reflect on your students' reading progress throughout the year. How do you
track and monitor their growth in decoding skills, fluency, vocabulary, and

comprehension?

3. Reflect on your understanding of the Science of Reading. How has this
section challenged any preconceptions you may have had about reading

instruction?
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4. Consider the balance between whole language and phonics instruction in
your literacy curriculum. How do you strike a balance between fostering

comprehension skills and providing explicit phonics instruction?

5. Consider the implications of neuroscience research on reading development
for your instructional practices. How do insights from brain imaging studies

inform your approach to teaching reading?

6. Reflect on the role of ongoing professional development in improving
literacy instruction. How do you stay informed about the latest research and
best practices in reading instruction, and how do you incorporate new

knowledge into your teaching?

Section 1 Activities

1. Analyze Leveled Texts: Review leveled texts currently available in your
classroom or school library, evaluating their appropriateness and alignment
with student needs. Consider sourcing additional texts to fill any gaps
identified.

2. Explore Scarborough’s Reading Rope Components: Investigate each
component of Scarborough’s Reading Rope and reflect on how you can

incorporate strategies to strengthen these skills in your teaching practice.

3. Cross-Curricular Literacy: Collaborate with colleagues to design a cross-
curricular unit integrating structured literacy principles into content areas
such as science or social studies, emphasizing vocabulary development and

reading comprehension skills.

e Alternatively, design a literacy lesson that has a heavy focus on a

content area like science or social studies.
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4. Differentiated Reading: Develop a set of differentiated reading materials
tailored to students at different levels of reading proficiency, incorporating

elements of phonics instruction and comprehension support.

5. Personal Reflection: Reflect on personal teaching practices and beliefs
about reading instruction, considering insights gained from reading about
the Science of Reading and identifying areas for professional growth and

development.

Section 2: Five Pillars of Reading Instruction &
Implications for Practice

Understanding the foundational elements of reading instruction is paramount for
educators seeking to cultivate proficient readers. At the core of effective literacy
instruction lie the five pillars of reading, recognized by the National Reading Panel
as essential components for nurturing reading proficiency (Lexia, 2023). These
pillars—phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension—
form the bedrock upon which strong reading skills are built. As educators navigate
the landscape of teaching literacy, they recognize the significance of mastering

these pillars to unlock their students' potential for success in reading.

Through rigorous research spanning multiple disciplines, evidence-based
strategies have emerged, providing educators with valuable tools to scaffold the
development of each pillar. In this section, we will engage in a comprehensive
exploration of the five pillars of reading instruction, learning their definitions,
roles in literacy development, and importance. Moreover, we will examine how
the pillars fit into the SoR framework, and the implications on instructional
practices, empowering educators to apply these principles effectively in diverse

learning environments. Educators will gain insights into how the SoR informs their
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instructional decisions and shapes their pedagogical practices, ultimately fostering

a generation of proficient readers equipped for academic and lifelong success.

2.1 Five Pillars of Reading Instruction

The five pillars of reading instruction, also referred to as the five pillars of early
literacy, are crucial elements identified by the National Reading Panel to foster
reading proficiency (Lexia, 2023). These pillars encompass phonemic awareness,
phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension, each playing a vital role in the
development of strong reading skills. Educators who grasp and adeptly teach
these components significantly enhance their students' prospects of achieving
proficient reading abilities. Understanding the scientific principles behind these
pillars empowers educators to craft instructional approaches that effectively
support students in their journey toward becoming proficient readers. In the
subsequent sections, we will explore each of these pillar components, exploring
how the science of reading informs our comprehension of their importance and

implementation.

Phonemic Awareness

Phonemic awareness is a crucial aspect of literacy development, defined as the
ability to hear, identify, manipulate, and substitute individual sounds—or
phonemes, the smallest units of sound that differentiate meaning—in spoken
words (Edmentum, 2023). Importantly, this concept does not rely on students'
ability to read or see printed letters; rather, it centers on the sounds produced by
word parts. Initially, students learn individual phonemes before progressing to
blending phonemes together to form words. Phonemic awareness plays a pivotal
role in later reading success by sensitizing students to the alphabetic principle—
the idea that letters and combinations of letters represent the speech sounds of a

writing system (five from five, 2024).
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The significance of phonemic awareness lies in its role as a strong predictor of
long-term reading and spelling success (Edmentum, 2023). Students who enter
school with robust phonological and phonemic awareness are more likely to
become proficient readers. Unlike speech and oral language, phonemic awareness
does not always develop naturally and often requires explicit instruction. Weak
phonemic awareness skills can hinder the mastery of phonics and may contribute
to specific reading disabilities, such as dyslexia. It's been observed that an
awareness of phonemes is vital for grasping the logic of the alphabetic principle,
emphasizing the necessity of building a basic understanding of the phonemic

structure of language (Edmentum).

Furthermore, phonemic awareness remains crucial for older struggling readers,
particularly those with phonological-core deficits (five from five, 2024). These
deficits, which encompass difficulties with various phonological processes of
learning to read, including phonemic awareness, underscore the ongoing
importance of phonemic awareness instruction in supporting reading skill

development across ages and abilities.

Phonics

Phonics is the understanding of how graphemes (letters) correspond to phonemes
(sounds) in language (Lexia, 2023). It entails recognizing the connection between
letters and the sounds they represent, which aids in deciphering written words
while reading and encoding words while writing. Essentially, phonics instruction
equips students with the tools to “crack the code” of reading by establishing
connections between sounds and letters or letter combinations, enabling them to
construct words (Edmentum, 2023). This phase marks the pivotal moment when

students begin to unlock the mechanics of reading.

The significance of phonics lies in its role in empowering students to navigate the

complexities of the English language. Despite the language's abundance of
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irregular spellings and exceptions to phonetic rules, phonics provides students
with a systematic approach to reading words (Edmentum, 2023). By teaching
students how to recognize and apply sound-letter relationships, phonics enables
them to read, spell, and recognize words with fluency and accuracy. Moreover,
mastering phonics facilitates the development of instant word recognition,
enhancing students' overall reading proficiency. Ultimately, systematic phonics
instruction offers a greater likelihood of success in learning to read proficiently for
beginning readers, at-risk readers, disabled readers, and low-achieving readers

compared to alternative instructional methods (Lexia, 2023).
What About Irregular Words?

Explicit phonics instruction remains crucial in helping children read irregular
words, although additional strategies such as spelling and semantic rules
complement this approach (Schwartz & Sparks, 2019). While some words, like
"lime" and "dime," follow predictable sound-spelling patterns, others, like "pint"
and "mint," demonstrate inconsistent pronunciation despite similar spellings.
Brain imaging studies indicate that when encountering such irregularities, readers
engage areas of the brain associated with both visual spelling and spoken words,

suggesting a reliance on multiple cognitive processes.

Regarding words like "one" and "friend," which don't adhere to traditional sound-
spelling patterns, phonics instruction is still relevant but may require additional
support. While teaching these words as sight words can be effective, it's essential
to also integrate phonics instruction. For instance, in the word "friend," although
the "ie" doesn't produce its typical sound, other letters in the word do. Research
suggests that children may use recognizable letter combinations, such as "fr" and
"nd," as a framework to aid in remembering irregular words like "friend”
(Schwartz & Sparks, 2019).

Synthetic Vs Analytic Phonics
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Phonics instruction encompasses various methodologies, with two primary
approaches being synthetic and analytic phonics (Laura, 2021). Analytic phonics,
sometimes called “look-and-say method” or “whole word approach,” focuses on
analyzing words and identifying cues to decipher their meaning, with an emphasis
on word families. This involves detective-like work, where students look for
graphic, syntactic, semantic, and initial sound cues to determine words. Once
children identify and understand a word, the focus shifts to letter-sound
relationships. Children are prompted to connect the current word with another
word they already know as a strategy for identifying words (Mance-Gallagher,
2023).

In contrast, synthetic phonics takes a systematic approach by teaching children the
44 sounds of the English language and introducing them to the different ways
these sounds can be represented (Laura, 2021). Rather than focusing on whole
words, synthetic phonics emphasizes the sounds of language and teaches the
associations between letters and sounds. Children learn to identify and segment
individual sounds in words, and then synthesize these sounds to read words. This
method prioritizes correct pronunciation of phonemes and emphasizes the

process of sounding out words accurately.

Analytic phonics works from whole to part, with children presented with whole
words and tasked with analyzing them to derive conclusions about letter-sound
relationships (Laura, 2021). For example, children might be shown words like
"bat," "bug," "big," and "ball," and asked to recognize that they all begin with the
letter "b," indicating that "b" represents the /b/ sound. Conversely, synthetic
phonics operates from part to whole, starting with individual sounds (phonemes)
and building up to words. Children first segment words into their component

sounds and then blend these sounds together to read words.
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While analytic phonics places less emphasis on individual sounds and sounding
out words, synthetic phonics prioritizes the correct pronunciation of phonemes
and the systematic blending of sounds to read words accurately (Laura, 2021).
This methodical approach is particularly beneficial for children who may struggle
with implicit rules and letter-sound correspondences, as it provides explicit

instruction in decoding words.

Studies. Among 38 studies analyzed, synthetic phonics instruction showed higher
average effect sizes, indicating that children taught using synthetic phonics
generally scored better on reading tests compared to those taught with analytic
phonics (Shanahan, 2021). However, this difference was not deemed statistically
significant, suggesting that the observed superiority of synthetic phonics could
potentially be due to chance rather than a consistent advantage. Subsequent
reviews have suggested that synthetic phonics may.indeed be superior, but these
analyses did not account for important differences, casting doubt on their
conclusions. More recently, studies have investigated the effectiveness of
synthetic phonics instruction in improving word recognition accuracy among
elementary readers. Results indicated that the synthetic phonics approach led to
the most significant improvements in word reading skills, with students
maintaining these gains on follow-up assessments (Mance-Gallagher, 2023).
Empirical research on analytic phonics is limited. In essence, while phonics
instruction is beneficial for literacy development, there isn't a clear-cut learning

disparity between synthetic and analytic phonics methodologies.
Decodable Text Vs. Leveled Text in Phonics Instruction

Research spanning two decades supports the use of decodable texts as part of a
systematic phonics instruction approach (CDE, 2021). These texts provide students
with ample practice in decoding words accurately and promoting orthographic

mapping. As readers progress and master more complex phonics patterns, the
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complexity of decodable texts naturally increases, ensuring continued
reinforcement of learned skills. It's crucial to note that while decodable texts are
essential for early reading instruction, students should not be limited to them
exclusively. Regular exposure to complex texts supports vocabulary growth,
background knowledge, and comprehension skills. During guided reading
sessions, leveled texts can be effectively utilized to practice various skills under
the guidance of the teacher as well (Informed Literacy, 2024). In this controlled
setting, the teacher can tailor the text selection to match the instructional level of
the students, providing appropriate support and instruction as needed. Leveled
texts offer opportunities for students to engage with specific reading strategies,

such as decoding, fluency and comprehension, within a supportive environment.

However, caution is warranted when assigning leveled texts for independent
reading. These texts lack control over the complexity of language and content,
which can pose challenges for struggling readers (Informed Literacy, 2024).
Without the guidance of a teacher, struggling readers may continue to reinforce
incorrect reading habits, such as guessing or mispronunciation, as they navigate
these texts independently. This can impede their progress and hinder their

development as proficient readers.

Therefore, it's important for educators to be mindful of how leveled texts are
utilized outside of guided reading sessions, and these texts should be
accompanied by explicit phonics instruction as well. If independent reading with
leveled texts is deemed necessary, additional support mechanisms should be
implemented to mitigate potential issues. Providing audio components for
students to follow along with the text can help improve comprehension and
reinforce correct pronunciation (Informed Literacy, 2024). Additionally, offering
decodable texts alongside leveled readers can aid struggling readers in practicing

phonetic skills and building foundational reading abilities.
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Fluency

Fluency in reading refers to the ability to read text accurately, quickly, and
expressively, whether silently or aloud (Edmentum, 2023). It involves reading with
a natural flow and rhythm, akin to speaking conversationally. Fluency goes beyond
mere word recognition; it involves reading with comprehension and

understanding, without the need to pause or decode words extensively.

When students achieve fluency, they can read text as effortlessly as they speak,
comprehending the meaning of the material without interruption (Edmentum,
2023). Unlike memorization, which involves repeating text from memory without
true reading, fluency is cultivated through repeated and accurate decoding of
words. As students engage with text regularly and accurately, they develop the

ability to read fluently, enhancing their reading proficiency.

The development of fluency is pivotal for students' motivation to read
(Edmentum, 2023). Struggling with decoding letters and words can transform
reading into a challenging and tiring endeavor, leading students to view reading
negatively. However, as students become more proficient at recognizing words,
they should also practice dividing text into meaningful chunks, understanding
when to pause, and varying intonation and tone (Edmentum). Through consistent
guidance and feedback, students learn to recognize these cues in text, leading to
improved comprehension and deeper engagement with reading materials. Thus,
fostering fluency is essential for nurturing students' enjoyment of reading and

promoting their overall literacy skills.

Reader's Theater can be a powerful tool for enhancing fluency skills in students
(Mechelke, 2022). Traditionally, repeated reading involves students reading a text
aloud multiple times. Research suggests that this practice, when accompanied by
targeted feedback and guidance from a fluent reader, can significantly improve

students' word processing speed and their ability to recognize words instantly
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(Mechelke). Reader's Theater provides an engaging and motivating way to
incorporate repeated reading into the classroom. Instead of simply reading
passages independently, students participate in group readings of scripts,

rehearsing for a collective performance.

Vocabulary

Vocabulary refers to the collection of words that students understand and utilize
in their spoken language (oral vocabulary) and recognize in written text (reading
vocabulary) (Edmentum, 2023). It encompasses the words individuals are familiar

with and can employ in everyday communication and reading comprehension.

Vocabulary plays a crucial role in reading comprehension, as understanding the
meaning of words is essential for making sense of written text (Edmentum, 2023).
Words can be acquired through both oral and print.contexts, with everyday
conversations, reading aloud, and independent reading serving as primary sources
for vocabulary acquisition. Research indicates a direct correlation between the
qguantity of words children hear spoken at home and their proficiency in reading
by the 3rd grade, highlighting the significance of continuous exposure to language

in vocabulary development (Edmentum).

For beginning readers, oral vocabulary serves as a foundation for comprehending
printed words (Edmentum, 2023). When encountering unfamiliar words in text,
students rely on their oral vocabulary to decipher meaning. However,
encountering unfamiliar words can temporarily disrupt reading fluency until the

new word is assimilated into the reader's mental lexicon.

Direct instruction of vocabulary, coupled with word-learning strategies (e.g.
dictionary use, analyzing word parts, semantic mapping, and contextual analysis),
is essential for expanding students' vocabulary and enhancing reading fluency and

comprehension (Edmentum, 2023). Explicitly teaching vocabulary words and
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providing strategies for understanding unfamiliar words encountered in text can
empower students to become proficient readers. By actively building their
vocabulary knowledge, students can improve their ability to comprehend and

engage with a wide range of texts, contributing to overall reading success.

Comprehension

Comprehension is the ability to understand, remember, and derive meaning from
what is read, serving as the primary purpose for engaging in reading (Edmentum,
2023). Students with well-developed comprehension skills can engage in

prediction, inference, making connections, and analysis while reading.

Edmentum (2023) uses the analogy of a watering can: The preceding pillars of
reading instruction represent the different components of the watering can—the
handle, spout, and body—while comprehension is the water itself. Without the
water, you would still have a watering can but it will not allow the flowers to grow.
Thus, without comprehension, the reading process remains incomplete.
Comprehension infuses meaning and purpose into the act of reading, allowing the

blossoming of literacy skills.

Effective comprehension entails more than just understanding the literal meaning
of text; it involves active engagement and critical thinking (Edmentum, 2023).
Even before becoming independent readers, children can begin practicing and
developing comprehension skills through read-aloud sessions. Students proficient
in comprehension approach reading purposefully and actively, employing
metacognitive strategies to assess the purpose of their reading and monitor their

understanding as they progress.

These skilled readers can identify areas where they lack comprehension and
articulate them, enabling them to apply specific strategies to enhance their

understanding (Edmentum, 2023). Through the cultivation of comprehension
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skills, students not only grasp the content of what they read but also develop the
capacity for deeper analysis and synthesis of information. Thus, comprehension is
foundational to effective reading and fosters the growth of literacy skills essential

for academic success.

2.2 Applying the SoR in Instructional Practices

As educators strive to nurture the intricate neural mechanisms necessary for
proficient reading, it becomes imperative to know the evidence-based principles
that underpin effective instructional practices. Recognizing that reading is not an
innate skill, educators must equip themselves with strategies rooted in the SoR to
facilitate comprehensive literacy development among learners. This section
explores the implications of SoR in instructional practices; elucidating how these
principles can inform and enhance teaching methodologies for optimal reading

outcomes.

Components of an SoR Approach

Explicit & Systematic

The SoR emphasizes the explicit and systematic instruction of phonics, and as
individuals learn to decode words, they also engage with “rich stories and texts
that build their background knowledge” (as cited in Hardison, 2023). Over time,
teachers assist students in integrating these skills, likening it to weaving strands
into a rope, enabling them to tackle more advanced texts with ease. By teaching
these components deliberately and clearly, educators help students build strong

foundations for recognizing sight words and decoding text.

Explicit instruction begins with clear objectives, allowing students to understand
why they are learning what they are learning, and direct teaching, progressing to

guided practice with a gradual release model (i.e. | do-we do-you do) (Stewart,
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2019). With explicit instruction, the objectives, materials, and lessons are both
clear and intentional. On the other hand, systematic instruction ensures a
structured progression of skills, moving from simpler to more complex concepts,
and including regular review sessions. This organized approach leaves nothing to
chance and ensures that all students receive a comprehensive phonics education,

setting them up for reading success (Stewart, 2019).
Engaging

Instruction should engage students by ensuring they grasp the significance of the
learning activities, experience gradual progress toward success, and encounter
connections between the curriculum and their own experiences, emphasizing the
importance of background knowledge (Stewart, 2019). When students perceive
learning as meaningful to their lives, they become more actively engaged in the
educational process. This enthusiasm for learning and willingness to participate
fosters deeper understanding and retention of knowledge. Research underscores
the importance of engaging instruction in enhancing student learning outcomes
(Stewart).

Background Knowledge for Engagement & Understanding. Background
knowledge plays a crucial role in facilitating understanding and engagement with
text (Schwartz, 2023b). This is evident in studies demonstrating that children
comprehend text more effectively when they possess prior knowledge related to
the topic being discussed. For instance, familiarity with concepts such as "fossil"
and "extinction" enhances comprehension when reading about paleontologists

and extinct animal species (Schwartz).

This phenomenon holds true even for students who may struggle with reading
overall, as evidenced by studies like the "baseball study" conducted by Recht and
Leslie in 1988 (Schwartz, 2023b). In this study, students with limited general

reading abilities but extensive knowledge about baseball demonstrated better
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comprehension and recall of a passage about the sport compared to higher-

scoring peers with less knowledge about baseball.

Moreover, research indicates a correlation between overall general knowledge
and reading comprehension proficiency (Schwartz, 2023b). Children with higher
scores on tests measuring general knowledge tend to exhibit stronger reading
comprehension skills and experience greater growth in comprehension over time
(as cited in Schwartz). However, it's essential to consider other factors influencing

this correlation, such as language ability and socioeconomic background.

Connect Content Knowledge & Reading Instruction. Connecting content
knowledge to literacy instruction can be highly beneficial for students' overall
reading comprehension and retention of subject matter (Schwartz, 2023b). One
effective approach involves integrating literacy instruction'into subjects like social
studies and science, which teaches students cognitive strategies to engage with
the content. Research by Hwang, Cabell, and Joyner in 2022 demonstrated that
this integrated approach not only improved students' understanding of content
but also enhanced their vocabulary retention and performance on standardized
tests of reading comprehension (Schwartz). Moreover, such programs fostered

deeper learning about concepts rather than merely memorizing facts.

Alternatively, incorporating content-rich curriculum into English/language arts
units can deepen students' understanding of various topics (Schwartz, 2023b).
However, the effectiveness of this approach in enhancing general reading
comprehension varies across studies. While some approaches lead to increased
subject knowledge and improved performance on reading comprehension tests,
others yield mixed results. The Model of Reading Engagement (MORE), developed
by Harvard education professor James Kim and colleagues, exemplifies a
successful approach that integrates literacy lessons to build science content

knowledge (Schwartz). This model focuses on developing students' schemas,
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mental models that aid in understanding related concepts. Kim's research
emphasizes the importance of deep learning about concepts rather than rote
memorization of facts. However, it's crucial to note that students may struggle to
transfer learned knowledge to new contexts without explicit connections,

signaling areas where additional instruction may be necessary (Schwartz, 2023b).

Comprehension Strategies. Is background knowledge the sole determinant of
reading comprehension proficiency? Certainly not. Beyond acquiring information,
children must also possess the ability to organize, utilize, and apply that
knowledge in various contexts (Schwartz, 2023b). Teaching comprehension
strategies aids students in developing these essential skills. Extensive research
demonstrates that explicitly instructing students on strategies such as
summarization, visualization, creating graphic organizers, and questioning
enhances their reading abilities (Schwartz). Furthermore, instructing students on
the structural organization of different text types has been shown to bolster
reading comprehension. Nell Duke, Executive Director of the Center for Early
Literacy Success at Stand for Children, emphasizes the importance of adopting a
comprehensive approach that incorporates both content knowledge and

comprehension strategies (Schwartz).
Intensive

Effective instruction according to the SoR is intensive, focusing on essential skills
and ensuring that all students receive high-quality, evidence-aligned instruction
(Stewart, 2019). This intensive instruction is data-driven, meaning that educators
use assessment data to tailor instruction to meet students' needs effectively.
Moreover, SoR instruction emphasizes early identification of students at risk for
reading difficulties, enabling timely intervention to address their specific needs.
Early intervention is crucial as it allows educators to provide targeted instruction

to struggling readers, continuously monitoring their progress and adjusting
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instruction as needed. By intervening early and providing intensive, targeted
instruction, educators can effectively support students in developing essential

reading skills and prevent long-term reading difficulties.
Focus on Early Instruction

Quality early instruction is key. Research underscores the significance of a
prevention-oriented approach, highlighting that effective early instruction can
mitigate the devastating educational, social, and emotional consequences
associated with reading failure (Stewart, 2019). Studies demonstrate that students
who acquire basic reading skills early in their school careers are more likely to
achieve higher levels of literacy. While older students with reading difficulties can
improve with intervention, delaying intervention prolongs the process, and the
effects of remedial instruction may diminish over time (Stewart). Therefore, early
and effective instruction is critical for laying a strong foundation for reading

proficiency and preventing long-term reading difficulties.

How Structured Literacy Fits into the SoR

Structured Literacy, named by the International Dyslexia Association (IDA) and
backed by the SoR, refers to a comprehensive approach to literacy instruction that
focuses on teaching language structure explicitly and systematically (Lexia, 2023).
Like the SoR, Structured Literacy is NOT a specific program, but rather an approach
to teaching children to read. Unlike other commonly used approaches, which may
rely heavily on rote memorization and guessing, Structured Literacy emphasizes
the underlying structure of language, including phonology, morphology, syntax,
and semantics. By breaking down language into its component parts and teaching
these elements explicitly, Structured Literacy aims to provide students with a solid
foundation for reading, writing, and spelling. This approach is beneficial for all
students, but it is particularly beneficial for students with dyslexia or other

language-based learning differences, as it addresses the root causes of reading
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difficulties and provides targeted instruction to meet individual needs (Lexia).

Structured Literacy programs have the following characteristics in common

(Lexia):

Explicit: Educators directly teach and practice concepts and skills rather
than relying on students learning through exposure alone. This approach
ensures that students receive clear guidance and ample opportunities to
practice new literacy concepts. Highly explicit instruction is provided not
only in foundational skills like decoding and spelling but also in more
advanced aspects of literacy such as syntax, reading comprehension, and
text composition (IDA, 2019). Immediate feedback is provided to correct
any misunderstandings and minimize the risk of practicing incorrect

strategies (Lexia).

o Modeling and Explanation: Instructional tasks are carefully modeled
and clearly explained, especially during initial introductions or when

students encounter difficulties (IDA).

Systematic & Cumulative: Each concept builds upon the previous one in a
logical and ordered manner. Teachers carefully explain how each new lesson
connects to prior knowledge, allowing students to see the progression of
their learning. This approach enables students to develop automatic
reading skills gradually, moving from basic to more complex concepts. By
systematically building upon foundational skills, students can transition

from learning to read to reading to learn (Lexia).

o Multiple Practice Opportunities: Students are provided with multiple
opportunities to practice instructional tasks, allowing for skill

consolidation and mastery (IDA).
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Hands-on, Engaging, & Multimodal: Instruction is hands-on, engaging, and
multimodal, recognizing that students thrive when actively involved in the
learning process. This approach combines various modalities such as
listening, speaking, reading, and writing to cater to diverse learning styles
and preferences. By integrating multiple modes of learning, structured
literacy promotes language comprehension skills and fosters a deeper
understanding of concepts. The goal is to create interactive and engaging
learning experiences that enhance students' comprehension and retention

of literacy skills (Lexia).

o Meaningful Language Interactions: Lessons incorporate meaningful
interactions with language, fostering comprehension and

engagement with textual content (IDA).

o Encouragement of Student Effort: Students are encouraged to exert
effort and actively participate in learning activities, fostering a

positive academic environment.

Diagnostic & Responsive: Instruction is diagnostic and responsive, meaning
educators are attuned to the individual needs of each student. Assessments
are used to identify particular skills that require attention for individual
students (IDA). Interventions should then be tailored to the specific needs
of students, with a higher level of intensity—such as smaller group sizes and
increased intervention time—allocated to those who are significantly

lagging behind their peers.

o Monitoring and Scaffolding: Lesson engagement during teacher-led
instruction is closely monitored and scaffolded to support student
learning. Similarly, engagement during independent work is

monitored and facilitated.
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o Criterion-Based Advancement: Students must successfully complete
activities at a high criterion level of performance before moving on to

more advanced skills, ensuring mastery before progression.

The focus of Structured literacy instruction is teaching the fundamental skill
components identified by prominent literacy models such as the National Reading
Panel, the Simple View of Reading, and Scarborough's Reading Rope. Structured
Literacy encompasses various intervention programs and methods, including well-
known approaches such as the Wilson Reading System, the Lindamood Phoneme
Sequencing Program (LiPS), Direct Instruction, the Orton-Gillingham method
(discussed in more detail below), among others (IDA). These programs fall under
the umbrella of Structured Literacy and share the common goal of providing

systematic and explicit instruction to support students' literacy development.
Students with Disabilities and English Learners

Structured literacy approaches are highly effective for students with disabilities
and English Learners (ELs), providing tailored support to address their specific
needs (IDA, 2019). For students with dyslexia, who often struggle with phonemic
awareness and phonological processing skills, structured literacy interventions
prioritize these areas. By emphasizing explicit instruction in phonemic awareness
and phonics, these interventions help students with dyslexia build essential
foundational skills for reading and spelling. Additionally, for students with co-
occurring disabilities such as ADHD, structured literacy programs may incorporate

explicit teaching of organizational strategies to support academic tasks (IDA).

Moreover, students with broad language disabilities require interventions that
address various language domains beyond phonology, including semantics and
syntax (IDA, 2019). Structured literacy interventions for these students address
higher-level language areas in addition to phonemic awareness and phonics

instruction. By providing comprehensive language support, structured literacy
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approaches help students develop robust language skills essential for reading

comprehension and academic success.

For ELs, structured literacy instruction offers targeted support to attend to
weaknesses in English academic language and vocabulary knowledge, which may
arise due to limited exposure rather than disabilities (IDA, 2019). These
interventions place an additional emphasis on vocabulary and language
instruction, ensuring that ELs receive the necessary support to develop proficiency
in English language skills. However, it's important to recognize that some ELs may
also have disabilities, requiring adjustments in interventions to address both
language acquisition needs and specific learning difficulties. For instance, ELs with
dyslexia may benefit from systematic intervention in phonemic awareness and
phonics, along with targeted instruction to address gaps in English vocabulary

knowledge.

Overall, structured literacy approaches provide flexible and individualized support
to meet the diverse needs of students with disabilities and ELs, facilitating their

literacy development and academic achievement (IDA, 2019).

Research. Structured Literacy has garnered support from research studies. A study
featured in the Journal of Research on Educational Effectiveness examined the
impact of various instructional strategies on 150 early elementary school students
requiring reading support; the students were divided into three groups:
Structured Literacy, Guided Reading, and typical classroom instruction (Lexia,
2019). The results revealed that the Structured Literacy approach, with its
emphasis on explicit, skill-building instruction, notably benefited struggling
students, particularly in comprehension. Participants in the Explicit Intervention
group demonstrated nearly four times the gains in comprehension compared to
those in the Guided Reading group (Lexia). Additionally, a comprehensive three-

year study comparing Balanced Literacy and Structured Literacy approaches
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highlighted the efficacy of the Structured Literacy method. The findings indicated
that class-wide implementation of Structured Literacy yielded results comparable
to costly one-on-one interventions, even for students with reading disabilities
(Lexia). These research findings provide promising evidence for the effectiveness
of Structured Literacy in improving reading outcomes for diverse student

populations.

Orton Gillingham Review and Research. Orton Gillingham, endorsed by the
Institute for Multi-Sensory Education, has gained recognition for its effectiveness
as a structured literacy approach, originally designed for children with dyslexia but
now widely used across diverse student populations (Heubeck & Borowski, 2023).
This approach aligns with the five essential components of evidence-based
literacy instruction outlined by national panels, emphasizing the teaching of
phonemic awareness, systematic phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension. What distinguishes Orton-Gillingham is its multisensory
methodology, integrating sight, hearing, touch, and movement to facilitate the
connection between language and written symbols for students, enhancing their

learning experience and comprehension.

In Orton-Gillingham instruction, the incorporation of multisensory experiences is a
fundamental aspect of every lesson. This approach actively engages multiple
senses, including sight, hearing, touch, and movement, to immerse students in the
learning process (Heubeck & Borowski, 2023). Whether focusing on decoding or
encoding words, students utilize various sensory channels by seeing, speaking,
sounding out, and writing letters. According to proponents of the Orton-
Gillingham method, this multisensory approach floods the brain with diverse
information, enhancing the likelihood of retention and comprehension (Heubeck
& Borowski). Throughout the lessons, students may engage in activities such as
tapping fingers, writing on textured surfaces like sand or whipped cream-filled

paper plates, or using tactile cues to identify different sounds. This sensory-rich
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environment not only reinforces repetition and automaticity but also adds an
element of enjoyment and playfulness to learning, making it more appealing to

students.

While Orton-Gillingham has a long history dating back to its development in the
1930s by Samuel T. Orton and Anna Gillingham, research on its effectiveness
remains limited (Heubeck & Borowski, 2023). Initially designed as an intervention
for students with dyslexia and related reading difficulties, its efficacy compared to
other reading interventions has been subject to analysis. Early meta-analyses
yielded inconclusive results due to insufficient research, but a more recent
analysis in 2021 suggested promising outcomes, although not statistically

significant (Heubeck & Borowski).

Despite the lack of definitive evidence from research studies, educators who
implement the Orton-Gillingham method with fidelity often report positive
outcomes (Heubeck & Borowski, 2023). For example, Mountain Mahogany
Community School saw a significant improvement in reading proficiency scores
upon implementing Orton-Gillingham, with a 30 percent increase compared to
previous years (Heubeck & Borowski). According to Scott, a proponent of the
method, once students grasp the foundational skills provided by Orton-
Gillingham, they gain confidence and readiness to tackle more complex reading
and writing tasks, fostering a sense of empowerment and academic success
(Heubeck & Borowski).

2.3 Conclusion

The foundational elements of reading instruction, encapsulated by the five pillars
—phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, fluency, and comprehension—are
indispensable for educators committed to fostering proficient readers. Recognized

by the National Reading Panel as essential components, these pillars serve as the
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bedrock upon which strong reading skills are cultivated. Through rigorous research
spanning cognitive psychology, linguistics, and neuroscience, evidence-based
strategies have emerged, equipping educators with valuable tools to scaffold the
development of each pillar. In this section, we have explored the definitions, roles,
and importance of these pillars in literacy development, while also exploring their
integration within the Science of Reading (SoR) framework. By understanding how
the SoR informs instructional practices, educators are empowered to apply these
principles effectively in diverse learning environments. Through this holistic
approach, educators can nurture a generation of proficient readers poised for

academic and lifelong success.

Section 2 Key Terms

Analytic Phonics - A phonics approach where students analyze whole words to

infer letter sounds.

Comprehension - The ability to understand, remember, and derive meaning from

what is read, serving as the primary purpose for engaging in reading.

Fluency - Fluency in reading refers to the ability to read text accurately, quickly,
and expressively, whether silently or aloud, entailing reading with a natural flow

and rhythm.

Orton-Gillingham Approach - A multisensory phonics method designed to teach

reading, writing, and spelling skills, particularly for individuals with dyslexia, by

integrating sight, hearing, touch, and movement in lessons.

Phonemic Awareness - Phonemic awareness is the ability to hear, identify,

manipulate, and substitute individual sounds—or phonemes, in spoken words,

regardless of seeing printed letters.
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Phonics - Phonics is the understanding of how graphemes (letters) correspond to
phonemes (sounds) in language, aiding in deciphering written words while reading

and encoding words while writing.

Structured Literacy - Structured Literacy is a comprehensive approach to literacy

instruction that focuses on teaching language structure explicitly and

systematically, addressing phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics.

Synthetic Phonics - A phonics approach where students blend letter sounds to

read words.

Vocabulary - Vocabulary refers to the collection of words that students understand
and utilize in their spoken language as well as recognize in written text, playing a

crucial role in reading comprehension.

Section 2 Reflection Questions

1. Evaluate the alignment of your reading instruction with research-based
practices. How do you ensure that your teaching methods are grounded in

evidence and aligned with the principles of effective literacy instruction?

2. Analyze your assessment practices related to reading instruction. How do
you use assessment data to inform your instructional decisions and tailor

interventions to meet students' individual needs?

3. Consider the role of comprehension strategies in your teaching. How do you
explicitly teach strategies such as summarization, visualization, and

guestioning to help students improve their understanding of texts?

4. Evaluate the focus on early instruction in your teaching practice. How do

you prioritize prevention-oriented approaches to mitigate the
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consequences of reading failure? Are there any additional resources or

interventions you could implement to support early literacy development?

5. Reflect on your use of structured literacy approaches in the classroom. How
do you integrate multisensory experiences and explicit instruction to help

students grasp language structure and improve reading skills?

6. Reflect on the impact of engaging instruction on student learning outcomes.

How do you foster student engagement in reading activities?

7. Consider the benefits of integrating content knowledge into literacy
instruction. How do you connect reading instruction to other subject areas

to deepen students' understanding?

8. Consider how structured literacy approaches align with your teaching
philosophy. In what ways could you incorporate elements of structured

literacy into your current practices?

Section 2 Activities

1. Curriculum Alignment Analysis: Analyze your current curriculum materials
to assess how well they align with the principles of the Science of Reading
(SoR). Identify any areas where adjustments may be needed to ensure

alignment with evidence-based practices.

2. Data Review: Review student fluency, decoding, or comprehension data
collected over a period of time and identify trends or patterns. Use this
information to adjust instruction and provide targeted support to students

who may be struggling with any of these areas.

3. Phonics Scope and Sequence Review: Review the scope and sequence of

phonics instruction in your curriculum to determine if it follows a systematic
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and explicit approach recommended by the SoR. Identify any gaps or

inconsistencies and develop a plan to address them.

. Reading Comprehension Strategy Mini-Lessons: Create a series of mini-
lessons on different reading comprehension strategies and deliver them to

your students, providing opportunities for guided practice and reflection.

. Vocabulary Observation: Observe a vocabulary lesson in another teacher's
classroom and take note of instructional strategies and student engagement
levels. Alternatively, record one of your own lessons. Reflect on how you

can incorporate effective practices into your own teaching.

. Peer Observation Exchange: Partner with a colleague to observe each
other's reading instruction sessions, focusing on how well SoR principles are
implemented. Provide constructive feedback and discuss strategies for

improvement based on the observation findings.

. Literacy Resource Audit: Conduct an audit of the literacy resources
available in your school or district, including textbooks, supplementary
materials, and technology tools. Evaluate their alignment with SoR

principles and make recommendations for updates or additions as needed.

. Student Work Analysis: Collect samples of student work from various
reading activities and analyze them to assess how well students are
applying phonics skills, vocabulary knowledge, and comprehension
strategies. Use this analysis to inform your instructional decisions and

provide targeted support where needed.

. Lesson Plan Revision: Choose a recent lesson plan and revise it to
incorporate more explicit and systematic instruction in phonics, vocabulary

development, or comprehension strategies, aligning it more closely with
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SoR principles. Reflect on the changes made and the potential impact on

student learning.

Conclusion

"Introduction to the Science of Reading" has been a comprehensive journey
through the foundational principles and practical strategies of evidence-based
reading instruction. We began by looking into the historical context and
neurological underpinnings of reading, dissecting common misconceptions along
the way. In Section 2, we explored the key components of science-based reading
instruction, including phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and
comprehension, guided by models like the Simple View of Reading and
Scarborough’s Reading Rope. Finally, we bridged theory with practice, equipping
educators with tools like Structured Literacy to implement SoR principles
effectively in their classrooms. Our goal has been to empower educators as agents
of change in the literacy landscape, fostering not only improved reading outcomes
but also a lifelong love for learning in their students. As you continue your journey,
may you embrace the science of reading and its transformative potential in

shaping the future of education.

Classroom Example

Mrs. Teff is a dedicated second-grade teacher with a passion for fostering a love of
reading in her students. For years, she has faithfully implemented a Balanced
Literacy approach in her classroom, believing it to be the best way to meet the
diverse needs of her students. However, despite her efforts, she has noticed
minimal gains in her students' reading abilities, particularly in areas such as

decoding and fluency.
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In her classroom, Mrs. Teff typically starts her literacy block with a whole-group
reading lesson, sometimes on word patterns and sometimes on comprehension
skills, followed by small group activities and independent reading time. She
incorporates a variety of reading materials, including leveled readers, whole-class
novels, and student-selected texts. She also focuses on building reading

comprehension skills through discussions and activities centered around the text.

Despite her best intentions, Mrs. Teff has become increasingly frustrated with the
lack of progress she sees in many of her students. Some continue to struggle with
decoding unfamiliar words, while others have difficulty with fluency and
comprehension. She worries that her instructional approaches may not be
effectively meeting the needs of all learners, and she is looking forward to

exploring new practices.
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