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VANGUARDCOVERSTORY

	 “It changes the entire trajectory of children’s lives if they become literate 

adults,” said Kathleen Chaucer. “We owe it to our students to give them 

that.” 

	 Chaucer is principal of Milton Terrace Elementary School in the Ballston 

Spa Central School District ― which is among a relatively small number of 

districts in New York State that were ahead of the curve as Governor Kathy 

Hochul and New York State Education Department (NYSED) officials 

generated headlines over the last year and a half with their calls to change 

the way reading is taught.

   

By Kim M. Smithgall

  
Retrospectives, 
Perspectives, and the 
Path Forward 

 THE SCIENCE OF READING:

http://www.saanys.org


(and repeated) instruction on how let-
ters relate to sounds and then building 
on that basic knowledge to teach kids 
how letters combine to form words, 
sentences, paragraphs, etc. The science 
of reading also goes beyond simple 
phonics to include five additional “pil-
lars”: phonemic awareness, vocabu-
lary, fluency, comprehension, and oral 
language (see accompanying sidebar). 
The explicit instruction in these areas 
helps to build neural networks in the 
brain that promote the acquisition of 
reading and literacy skills.
	 Murray explains it this way: “Ex-
plicit instruction is instruction that’s 
intentional and follows a specific scope 
and sequence. More complex tasks 
build upon previously learned, easier 
ones. And news flash to everybody: 
This is what we do with everything 
else in education. We teach children to 
play instruments like the flute one note 
at a time. We say, ‘You put your finger 
on your flute here to make the B,’ and 
then that day, you take home a little 
piece of music that has the B note in it. 
The next week you learn B flat. ‘This is 
how your fingers move when the little 
note is on this line.’ And now you’re 
taking home a piece of music that has 
B and B flat in it.”
	 Whole language and balanced lit-
eracy approaches to reading instruc-
tion, on the other hand, assume that 
learning to read is a natural process 
― like learning to talk. In other words, 
children will automatically learn to 
read if adults read to them and if they 
are provided with cues (pictures, etc.) 
and immersed in literacy-rich environ-
ments (think reading nooks and large 
classroom libraries). This does seem 
like a much more appealing approach, 
right? After all, there is little to no drill-
ing on letters and letter combinations, 
which educators believed would only 
serve to bore students and turn them 
away from a love of books and read-
ing. 
	 Immersing kids in literature is 
“delicious-sounding,” Murray com-
ments. “But, the thing that makes you 
love reading is being able to read.”
	 Scientific research shows that 
whole language and balanced literacy 
approaches are ineffective for many 
children because the human brain is 
not automatically wired for reading. 
Unlike talking, reading is not a natural 
process for humans; it takes explicit in-
struction and repetition.

VANGUARDCOVERSTORY
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  CHANGING THE TRADITIONS 

	 Ballston Spa’s educators certainly 
weren’t alone in using traditional 
teaching methods like balanced 
literacy. For most districts across the 
county, the scientific findings on how 
children learn to read were not reaching 
elementary schools ― due, in part, 
to the fact that educator preparation 
programs weren’t teaching reading 
science to America’s future educators. 
	 This has been among multiple 
factors leading to alarmingly low 
literacy rates. On the 2022 National 
Assessment of Educational Progress 
(NAEP), also referred to as the 
Nation’s Report Card, only one-third 
of fourth-grade students were reading 
at proficient or advanced levels, and 
37 percent landed in the “below NAEP 
basic” category, meaning they had not 

	 The shift involves transforming 
teachers’ instructional methods to 
align with “science of reading” princi-
ples.
	 And it’s a huge shift ― especially 
for educators who have spent their ca-
reers teaching children to read using 
“whole language” and/or “balanced 
literacy” approaches. Chaucer under-
stands this perfectly; she was one of 
those teachers. 
	 “I was a first-grade teacher for a 
number of years; I was originally hired 
in 2002 because of my knowledge of 
balanced literacy,” she said, adding 
that the same knowledge helped her 
earn a position as an assistant principal 
in the district before being named Mil-
ton Terrace principal in 2009. “In 2018, 
we got a new superintendent who 
brought us the information about the 
science of reading. Until then, we were 
unaware that that body of knowledge 
existed.”
	 Now, educators from around the 
state are visiting Ballston Spa to see 
science of reading based instruction in 
action.

  WHAT IS THE 
  SCIENCE OF READING?

	 According to the Reading League, 
a national education nonprofit led by 
educators and reading experts, the 
science of reading is “a vast, interdis-
ciplinary body of scientifically based 
research about reading and issues re-
lated to reading and writing. This re-
search has been conducted over the 
last five decades across the world, and 
it is derived from thousands of studies 
conducted in multiple languages. The 
science of reading has culminated in a 
preponderance of evidence to inform 
how proficient reading and writing de-
velop; why some have difficulty; and 
how we can most effectively assess 
and teach and, therefore, improve stu-
dent outcomes through prevention of 
and intervention for reading difficul-
ties.”
	 The Reading League’s President 
and CEO Maria Murray also stresses 
what the science of reading is NOT: 
“an ideology or philosophy; a fad, new 
idea or pendulum swing; a political 
agenda; a one-size-fits-all approach; a 
program of instruction; a single, spe-
cific component of instruction, such as 
phonics.”
	 In simplified terms, the scientific 
data shows that the best way to teach 
children to read involves very explicit 

•	 Phonemic Awareness— The 
ability to notice, think about, and 
work with phonemes (sounds) in 
spoken words.
•	 Phonics — The relationship 
between graphemes (letters) and 
the phonemes (sounds) they rep-
resent.
•	 Vocabulary —The acqui-
sition of knowledge about the 
meanings, uses, and pronuncia-
tion of words. A student’s inter-
nal dictionary, comprising words 
and their meanings. 
•	 Fluency —The ability to read 
out loud accurately at an appro-
priate rate and with appropriate 
expression (including proper 
phrasing, intonation, and paus-
ing).
•	 Comprehension —The 
understanding of the meaning of 
texts (in print or other forms) and 
the context in which words occur.
•	 Oral Language — Includes 
speaking and listening, provid-
ing the foundation for written 
language, and is the system we 
use to communicate with others 
through speaking and listening.

The Science of Reading’s 
“Big Six” Skills 

and Competencies

http://www.saanys.org
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to use to determine if curricula and 
curricular materials meet the needs 
of all students, including English lan-
guage learners and students with dis-
abilities. NYSED stresses that it will 
not endorse or prescribe any curricu-
la because New York is a “local con-
trol” state that allows school districts 
to make decisions that will best serve 
their individual needs. “The guide is a 
resource intended to help districts and 
schools identify criteria or ‘look-fors’ 
of high-quality literacy curricula,” ex-
plained NYSED Office of Standards 
and Instruction Assistant Commis-
sioner Santosha Oliver. “It’s another 
tool that will uplift the science of read-
ing.”
	 Some science of reading experts 
and advocates also see the need for 
more specific guidance ― namely, 
what curricula, associated materials, 
and teaching methods should not 
include (along with the best practices). 
To this end, the Reading League 
developed its Curriculum Evaluation 
Guidelines Reviewer Workbook, 
which essentially gives curriculum 
reviewers a rubric to highlight any 
nonaligned practices or red flags that 
may be present in the areas of word 
recognition, language comprehension, 
reading comprehension, writing, 
and assessment. This, along with 
ongoing, high-quality professional 
development, can help districts develop 
a transformative process rather than 
an additive one, Murray explained. In 
other words, you can easily identify 
and remove the instructional elements 
that don’t work rather than just adding 
in new strategies. 
	 Murray uses an analogy straight 
out of her morning routine. “So, I’m di-
eting and doing kickboxing. I can’t add 
kickboxing to my schedule and keep 
eating donuts,” she said. “The kick-
boxing is not going to work, right?” 

mastered even the most foundational 
skills for their grade level. In New 
York specifically, 42 percent of fourth-
grade students scored “below basic.”
	 Murray points out, though, that 
reading proficiency has been less than 
stellar for some time now. “The scores 
have been low for 30 or 35 years. 
They’ve never really been where they 
should be. So that unfortunately al-
lows people to believe that nothing can 
be done and we can just keep doing 
what we’re doing,” she commented… 
“But now, the science of reading has 
garnered wider attention.”
	 Murray credits the Reading 
League for some of this increased 
awareness, noting the vital role of 
support from such prominent philan-
thropists as Pleasant Rowland in al-
lowing the organization to become an 
influential “knowledge broker” after 
its founding in Syracuse in 2015. The 
League now has chapters in 40 states. 
The Literacy Academy Collective and 
WNY Education Alliance ― both based 
in New York State ―  are also signif-
icant players in the positive shifts in 
reading instruction within the state’s 
borders and beyond. Perhaps one of 
the biggest players responsible for 
bringing the science of reading to the 
forefront, though, was an unlikely one 
— American Public Media education 
reporter Emily Hanford. In particular, 
her 2018 report, “Hard Words: Why 
Aren’t Kids Being Taught to Read?” 
and her podcast series, “Sold a Story: 
How Teaching Kids to Read Went So 
Wrong” (which started in 2022), have 
been incredibly influential in bringing 
the science of reading to mainstream 
audiences. 
	 “The podcasts are brilliantly done,” 
Chaucer said. “Emily made them easy 
to listen to and to understand the issues 
with reading instruction.” (The pod-
casts also cover earlier efforts to make 
the switch to science-based instruction, 
including President Bush’s Reading 
First initiative.) And once families and 
policymakers heard the podcasts and 
took in the information from grass-
roots organizations that were quickly 
gaining traction, it was difficult to look 
back. “It became clear that we couldn’t 
continue with the same strategies and 
expect different outcomes,” said Tarja 
Parssinen, founder of WNY Educa-
tion Initiative, a nonprofit dedicated to 
improving educational outcomes for 
Western New York students.

  NEW YORK’S 
  LITERACY INITIATIVE
	 Fast-forward to January 2024. 
Governor Kathy Hochul appeared 
at Watervliet Elementary School 
to introduce her Back to Basics 
plan to improve reading profi-
ciency ― a very public signal that 
New York was joining more than 
40 other states to mandate the 
alignment of reading instruction 
with science of reading research. 
Her announcement was accom-
panied by a $10 million allocation 
to NYSUT to provide professional 
development to current teachers.
	 One week later, NYSED held a 
statewide conference in collaboration 
with BOCES across the state and the 
“Big Five” districts to introduce a se-
ries of seven literacy briefs designed 
to strengthen knowledge of evi-
dence-based literacy practices in preK 
through grade 12 education. Dr. Nonie 
Lesaux from the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education wrote the literacy 
briefs in collaboration with NYSED. 
The first brief explains the science of 
reading and the key ideas behind the 
approach. It also explains the “Big 
Six” skills and competencies. The last 
brief presents tips to help school lead-
ers successfully implement science of 
reading in their districts. In between, 
the other briefs cover debunking com-
mon myths, the reading-writing rela-
tionship, and the science of reading in 
the preK, elementary, and secondary 
years. A glossary of key terms is also 
included.  
	 The rollout of these briefs set the 
stage for NYSED’s approach to help-
ing districts through this process of 
change. “During the [January 2024] 
webinar, we were able to provide 
professional development to 1,500 to 
2,000 literacy leaders,” said NYSED 
Office of Early Learning Executive 
Director Erik Sweet, adding these lit-
eracy professionals met at their local 
BOCES sites. “They could then use 
our materials and webinar recordings 
and turnkey that information back out 
to the component districts they work 
with. We understand that this model 
works well because the BOCES staff 
already have established connections 
with the individual districts.”

  ADDITIONAL GUIDANCE

	 In June 2024, NYSED released 
its K-3 Literacy Curriculum Review 
Guide, an optional guide for districts 

http://www.saanys.org
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  MORE MOVEMENT FORWARD

	 October 2024 marked the release of 
New York State Action Plan: The Path 
Forward, a far-reaching plan to inte-
grate the science of reading into teach-
er preparation programs. This plan 
grew out of the state’s participation in 
the third cohort of the Hunt Institute’s 
The Path Forward initiative, a national 
program. 
	 “The Hunt Institute helps bring 
together states that are committed to 
bringing more science of reading into 
their educator prep programs,” ex-
plained Ruth Genn, cofounder and ex-
ecutive director of the Literacy Acad-
emy Collective. “There are five or six 
states that participate each year. The 
Literacy Academy Collective ended up 
playing a facilitative role [for the 2023 
cohort].”
	 The Literacy Academy Collective 
originally started as a small school 
support organization that came to-
gether in New York City to start the 
first public school in the country that 
would specifically support students 
with dyslexia and other struggling 
readers, Genn said. The Collective is 
preparing to open a second school and 
also expanded into statewide policy 
work ― thus its involvement with the 
New York State Action Plan. 
	 In its facilitative role, the Collective 
convened The NYS Path Forward team 
comprised of three working groups, a 
leadership committee, and a steering 
committee that included represen-
tatives from NYSED, the New York 
State Legislature, the governor’s office, 
higher education educator preparation 
programs, and school districts, as well 
as community advocates, funders, and 
stakeholders with wide-ranging per-
spectives and backgrounds. 
	 “It was really about having all of 
the leaders at the table negotiating 
what levers we’re going to pull in 
New York State to solve this collective 
issue,” Genn commented. “It was 
really powerful.” 
	 Together, they produced the plan, 
which suggests actions in six areas: 

1. aligning educator preparation 
programs (EPPs) with culturally 
responsive, evidence-based 
principles grounded in the science 
of reading;

2. reviewing EPP courses of study;
3. securing public and philanthropic 

funding to support the 
necessary shifts;

VANGUARDCOVERSTORY

4. engaging EPP leadership and 
faculty to integrate science 
of reading principles into the 
educator preparation programs;

5. promoting P-20 partnerships;
6. studying the plan’s activities and 

creating an information sharing 
system. 

	 The plan also previewed the re-
lease of NYSED’s Prekindergarten-3rd 
Grade Literacy Instructional Best Prac-
tices guide, which became available 
on January 7, 2025. The release of this 
guide was accompanied by a NYSED 
webinar, which once again brought 
together around 1,500 educators to dig 
into the guide and ask questions about 
its use. 
	 District and building leaders, lit-
eracy professionals, and teachers are 
now expected to use the best practices 
guide to reflect on instructional best 
practices and their literacy curriculum 
and materials, ultimately ensuring that 
literacy instruction and interventions 
align with science of reading princi-
ples. By September 1, 2025, all school 
districts in the state will be required 
to conduct this review and attest that 
they are aligned with the science of 
reading.  
	 Some educators and school lead-
ers are understandably anxious about 
having a deadline placed on such 
large shifts in instructional practices. 
NYSED’s Erik Sweet addressed these 
reservations: “I see the attestation pro-
cess as an opportunity for districts to 
do a deep dive into their instructional 
practices to see if those practices best 
impact and help students, and also to 
reflect on any types of future adjust-
ments they would want to make or 
professional development that might 
be helpful,” Sweet commented. “It’s a 
reflective opportunity for change.”

	 A follow-up Q&A document from 
NYSED provided a few more insights 
to help address additional questions 
― for example, what will happen if 
districts cannot honestly say that all of 
their P-3 practices align with the science 
of reading? Apparently, the attestation 
will allow districts to indicate how 
they plan to comply if total alignment 
is not the current reality. A preview of 
the types of attestation questions that 
might be used was presented in the 
January 7 webinar, and Sweet noted 
that the actual set of attestation ques-
tions would be posted on the NYSED 
website by March 2025. Districts will 
complete the attestation process using 
the NYSED Business Portal.

  NEXT STEPS

	 Sweet also mentioned that NYSED 
is posting two additional best practic-
es guides, which will be focused on 
writing; these will also be available by 
March 2025. In addition, the depart-
ment will begin working with libraries. 
	 “The family and community en-
gagement piece is really important. 
So, we’re planning a webinar in the 
spring with the New York State Li-
brary, which will explain the briefs to 
the library community across the state 
and help them learn more about the 
science of reading and how it relates 
to libraries. Then the New York State 
Library can also share some best prac-
tices about what libraries do to help 
promote reading, whether it’s family 
and community nights, read-alouds, 
or helping schools get connected with 
books that they can use for a reading 
club or reading program,” Sweet ex-
plained. “It’s important for a full co-
ordinated effort to go beyond the K-12 
realm and out into the libraries and 
community.”

http://www.saanys.org
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•	NYSED Instructional Best 
Practices at a Glance 
(based on “Big Six”  
Literacy Pillars) 
https://www.nysed.gov/sites/
default/files/programs/early-
learning/prekindergarten-3rd-
grade-literacy-instructional-
best-practices-at-a-glance.pdf

•	NYSED K-3 Literacy 
Curriculum Review Guide 
https://www.nysed.gov/
sites/default/files/programs/
standards-instruction/literacy-
curriculum-review-guide.pdf

•	NYS The Path Forward 
https://linktr.ee/
NYSthepathforward

•	NYSED Prekindergarten-3rd 
Grade Literacy Instructional 
Best Practices 
https://www.nysed.gov/
sites/default/files/programs/
early-learning/new-york-
state-education-department-
prekindergarten-3rd-grade-
literacy-instructional-best-
practices-v1-3-25.pdf

•	The Hunt Institute/ 
The Path Forward

	 https://hunt-institute.org/
programs/the-path-forward/

•	The Reading League 
https://www.
thereadingleague.org

•	WNY Education Alliance
	 https://www.

wnyeducationalliance.org/
•	Literacy Academy Collective
	 https://www.

literacyacademycollective.org/
•	The Science of Reading: 

Defining Guide from 
The Reading League 
https://www.
thereadingleague.org/what-
is-the-science-of-reading/
defining-guide-ebook/

•	It’s Possible! A Leadership 
Plan for Implementing Quality 
Reading Instruction and 
Ensuring Literacy for All, by 
Pati Montgomery and Angela 
Hanlin 
https://www.solutiontree.com/
its-possible.html

•	EdTrust’s ExtraOrdinary 
Districts: Ordinary School 
Districts That Get Extraordinary 
Results (podcast) 
https://edtrust.org/rti/
extraordinary-districts/

•	The Right to Read (film)
https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=7YwE45gP_fk

Professional 
Development 
Resources

•	LETRS (Language Essentials 
for Teachers of Reading and 
Spelling) for Administrators 
https://www.lexialearning.
com/letrs/administrators

•	AIM Institute for Learning 
and Research 
https://institute.aimpa.org/
aim-pathways/aim-pathways-
individual-cohort

•	Cox Campus 
https://coxcampus.org/

•	Angela Hanlin and Associates 
https://angelahanlin.com/

•	The Reading League’s 
professional development 
https://www.
thereadingleague.org/
professional-development/

•	NYSUT professional 
development

	 https://www.nysut.org/
members/member-guide/
professional-development

 	

	 In the meantime, NYSED and oth-
er support organizations anticipate 
districts will continue to arrange pro-
fessional development opportunities 
that will help their educators integrate 
science of learning principles into their 
instructional practices. 
	 “The training should be ongoing,” 
Parssinen commented. “The states and 

districts that are having the most suc-
cess with the science of reading are pro-
viding ongoing training and coaching. 
And I would also say that this all starts 
with a change in mindset ― starting 
with educational leaders. Yes, teach-
ers will be doing the work, but leaders 
need to help change the mindset to one 
of ‘we can do this; let’s learn together 

and take this journey together.’ We say 
literacy for all and we’ve really got to 
believe it can be done.” 

KIM M. SMITHGALL is an award-winning 
communications specialist and freelance 
writer, designer, and photographer.  

•	The Reading League’s 
Curriculum Evaluation 
Guidelines Reviewer 
Workbook 
https://www.
thereadingleague.org/
curriculum-evaluation-
guidelines/

•	American Public Media 
(APM) podcast, Hard Words: 
Why Aren’t Kids Being 
Taught to Read? https://
www.apmreports.org/
episode/2018/09/10/hard-
words-why-american-kids-
arent-being-taught-to-read

•	APM podcast, At a Loss for 
Words: How a Flawed Idea 
is Teaching Millions of Kids 
to be Poor Readers https://
www.apmreports.org/
episode/2019/08/22/whats-
wrong-how-schools-teach-
reading

•	APM podcast, Sold a Story: 
How Teaching Kids to Read 
Went So Wrong 
https://features.apmreports.
org/sold-a-story/

•	Recommended reading list 
from Emily Hanford, host 
and lead producer of the 
APM podcasts (listed above) 
https://www.apmreports.org/
story/2022/10/20/science-of-
reading-list

•	Recommended resources 
from Fulcrum 
https://www.fulcrumliteracy.
org/resource-library

•	Reading Universe 
https://readinguniverse.org/
explore-teaching-topics

General Resources
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How K-12 Administrators Support 
Change in New York State
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	 Now that districts across the state will be required to annually review their 

curriculum to align with the State Education Department’s best practices by the 

beginning of the next school year, principals and other building administrators 

are playing a pivotal role in implementing literacy best practices grounded in 

the science of reading (SoR). Through collaboration, structured professional 

development, and strong leadership, schools and districts are making significant 

strides in improving reading outcomes for students. These efforts not only benefit 

students academically but also provide teachers with the tools and confidence to 

implement effective literacy instruction consistently.

By Ellen Ullman

LEADING THROUGH LITERACY:

http://www.saanys.org


hensive and varied approach that in-
cludes panel discussions, workshops, 
and regional cross-district gatherings. 
For instance, McDaniel held a series of 
roundtable discussions to help admin-
istrators connect SoR with multi-tiered 
systems of support. The goal is to cre-
ate cohesion so that administrators can 
better support teachers in implement-
ing best practices. “Connecting things 
that relate and finding the coherence 
is helpful for administrators so they 
can show teachers where everything 
fits in,” says McDaniel. “The cohesion 
conversations from a systems stand-
point have been huge.”
	 McDaniel highlights the impor-
tance of the guiding documents re-
leased by the New York State Edu-
cation Department (NYSED), which 
provide clarity on literacy leadership 
and best practices and debunk com-
mon SoR myths. BOCES uses these 
documents as foundational tools for 
facilitated conversations with admin-
istrators, ensuring that principals and 
other leaders have a clear understand-
ing of evidence-based reading instruc-
tion.
 	 Additionally, Capital Region 
BOCES encourages schools to use 
the NYSED guiding documents as a 
framework to assess and refine exist-
ing literacy programs, ensuring align-
ment with the latest research and best 
practices. “As we provide facilitated 
conversations, we can learn what ad-
ditional support is needed and can set 
conditions for administrators to dis-
cuss.”
 	 Overall, McDaniel says, she bases 
her conversations on the documents 
and sets outcomes collaboratively. 
“We have a consistent, clear, and ho-
listic statewide approach that offers 
autonomy for schools to enter at their 
own pace, which is our job to figure 
out. Our leaders have a good pulse on 

where their staff and communities 
are at; we just need to meet them 
where they are.”

ENSURING  
CONSISTENCY ACROSS   

SCHOOLS IN GATES CHILI 
CENTRAL SCHOOL DISTRICT
	 At Gates Chili CSD, the Mak-

ing the Shift to Reading Science 
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initiative is transforming how literacy 
instruction is delivered across four el-
ementary schools. With a diverse stu-
dent population speaking 36 languag-
es, ensuring equitable and effective 
reading instruction is a top priority.
 	 Sara Mucino, director of elementa-
ry education, emphasizes the district’s 
commitment to providing consistent, 
high-quality training for everyone. 
“We started with district and building 
leadership to establish a sense of ur-
gency and understanding before mov-
ing on to teacher training,” she says. 
“Instructional and building leaders 
need to be trained and to understand 
the why so they could better support 
teachers and students.”
	 Mucino says leadership ensured 
her team had everything they needed 
to deliver consistent, required training 
to all elementary school staff during 
school hours. Jennifer Christensen, 
the K-5 literacy coach, controlled the 
calendar and was strategic with sched-
uling to make sure buildings could 
handle the absences. “Starting with 
administration before teachers was 
critical in our shift,” says Christensen. 
“We are all on the same page and want 
the same end goal so we work together 
to make it all happen.”
	 The training features four full-day 
sessions spread over several months, 
with built-in opportunities for reflec-
tion and data analysis. Literacy teams 
at both the preK-5 and 6-12 levels meet 
regularly to align instruction with SoR 
principles. Christensen says that any 
initial resistance among staff was over-
come as teachers gained a deeper un-
derstanding of the rationale behind the 
shift. “Once we started, we couldn’t 
move fast enough. They understood 
the why and they trusted us,” says 
Christensen. Consistency and struc-
tured collaboration have led to wide-
spread buy-in among educators.
 	 Additionally, the district has em-
braced data-driven decision making, 
using assessment results to inform 
instructional choices and refine lit-
eracy practices. Mucino stresses the 
importance of continuous collabo-
ration, explaining that profession-
al learning is not a one-time event 
but an ongoing process that adapts 
to teachers’ and students’ needs. 
	 Coming together as grade-level 

	 As part of New York State’s ini-
tiative to improve literacy outcomes, 
teacher preparation programs are un-
dergoing significant changes to ensure 
new educators enter the classroom 
equipped with evidence-based instruc-
tional strategies. The recently released 
action plan emphasizes aligning teach-
er training with the SoR, requiring ed-
ucator-preparation programs to inte-
grate structured literacy practices into 
coursework and clinical experiences. 
These updates aim to close knowledge 
gaps and ensure that future teachers 
are ready to deliver high-quality litera-
cy instruction. 
 	 We can all agree that literacy is 
the cornerstone of education and  that 
changes in teacher preparation pro-
grams are good, however, two big 
questions remain: 

1. How do we prepare and support 
current teachers who need quality 
and sustained professional 
development (PD) in the science 
of reading and new literacy 
initiatives?

2. How do principals and other 
building administrators lead 
through this initiative, supporting 
and leading with understanding, 
processes, communication, and 
teacher support?

 
FACILITATING COLLABORATION   
AND UNDERSTANDING IN 
THE CAPITAL REGION  
	 Capital Region BOCES, which  
serves 24 component districts ranging 
from small urban to large suburban 
communities, plays a key role in sup-
porting districts through the transition 
to evidence-based reading 
strategies. According to 
Laura McDaniel, director of 
curriculum and instruction-
al data, Cap BOCES focuses 
on setting the conditions for 
district leaders to connect, 
share best practices, and 
engage in meaningful 
discussions on systemic 
literacy improvements.
 	 “We do not believe 
episodic professional de-
velopment works,” says 
McDaniel. Instead, this 
BOCES takes a compre-

http://www.saanys.orginitiative
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 	 A key benefit of the initiative has 
been the establishment of a shared 
instructional language across schools 
in his geographical district. “Because 
all the schools are implementing the 
same curriculum, my colleagues and 
I are speaking the same language,” 
says Anest. This consistency enables 
principals and teachers to collaborate 
effectively, fostering professional 
growth and student success.
 	 Furthermore, instructional lead-
ers have implemented a multipronged 
approach to professional learning, in-
cluding peer observations, coaching 
cycles, and collaborative lesson plan-
ning sessions. These initiatives help 
ensure that teachers feel confident in 
their instructional practices and re-
ceive ongoing support as they imple-
ment the new curriculum.
 
SUSTAINING LITERACY 
SUCCESS THROUGH 
STRONG LEADERSHIP 
	 By prioritizing collaboration, 
structured professional learning, and 
systemic support, districts are ensuring 
that all students receive high-quality, 
evidence-based reading instruction. 
The work being done across the state 
demonstrates the power of informed 
leadership in driving meaningful 
educational change.
 	 Moreover, these efforts under-
score the importance of sustainability 
and long-term investment in literacy 
education. By embedding professional 
learning into daily practice, using data 
to drive decisions, and fostering strong 
relationships between principals and 
teachers, schools are creating a foun-
dation for lasting improvement. Ul-
timately, these strategies help ensure 
that students not only learn to read but 
develop the literacy skills necessary for 
lifelong success.
 
 

ELLEN ULLMAN has been writing about 
education since 2003. She lives in Burlington, 
Massachusetts, and is the former editorial 
director for eSchool News.

teams allows the trainers to identify 
trends across the entire program, rath-
er than focusing on just one building. 
“When each building operated inde-
pendently, it was harder to provide 
meaningful support and ensure effec-
tiveness,” says Mucino. “Streamlining 
our approach has been crucial.”
 	 To support all of this, the district 
introduced monthly Walk & Talks 
three years ago. During these visits, the 
assistant superintendent for instruc-
tion, the principal, the reading teacher, 
and Mucino walk through classrooms 
unannounced. Mucino says this was a 
challenge for staff at first ― they need-
ed time to trust the process. “But our 
goal has always been to observe in-
struction and understand the true im-
pact of our decisions. It’s about evalu-
ating the program, not the individual 
teacher,” she adds.
	 The Walk & Talks add another lay-
er of calibration, allowing the observ-
ers to see instructional strategies in 
action. “After each walk, we debrief as 
a team to make any necessary adjust-
ments. It helps us refine professional 
learning opportunities, ensuring our 
approach is effective. It’s not about 
evaluating teachers ― it’s about eval-
uating ourselves. Are the parameters 
we set reasonable? Are students re-
sponding well? Are processes taking 
too long?”

	 Mucino and Christensen 
continue their own learning 
and try to be a year ahead 
of the buildings. “We can 
share goals with the leader-
ship team and let them know 
what we’ll need from them to 
be successful. If they foresee 
any challenges, we work to-
gether to address them,” says 
Mucino.

BUILDING A 
COHESIVE APPROACH IN NYC
	 In New York City, the rollout of 
NYC Reads has required significant 
professional learning for administra-
tors and teachers. Christopher An-
est, principal of Public School 5 Ellen 
Lurie, highlights how the initiative 
has provided schools in his geograph-
ical district with a common literacy 
curriculum, professional develop-
ment, and ongoing support from ed-
ucational consultants.
 	 The district’s phased approach al-
lowed schools to adopt the new cur-
riculum ahead of the mandate, with 
principals and literacy leads receiv-
ing early orientation. By fall 2024, all 
schools were required to implement 
the new curriculum, with centrally 
funded consultants assisting with im-
plementation.
 	 Anest emphasizes that the new 
curriculum builds on existing best 
practices, refining instructional strat-
egies rather than completely over-
hauling them. One challenge has been 
ensuring strong foundational skill 
instruction while maintaining rigor-
ous comprehension-based learning, 
particularly for multilingual learners. 
With 40 percent of his students being 
English learners, the school is working 
to develop translated curriculum ma-
terials to better support all students.

“When each building operated 
independently, it was harder to 
provide meaningful support and 
ensure effectiveness,” says Mucino. 
“Streamlining our approach has 
been crucial.”

http://www.saanys.org
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TRENDING IN 
EDUCATION...

ACROSS
	 1	 Basic skill of reading and writing 
	 5 	 Direct and guide 
	 10	 ___-school
	 11	 Cry of discovery
	 13	 Rleating to education and 
		  scholarship 
	 14	 Hurried
	 15	 Ultimate degree in math 
	 16	 Impart skills and knowledge to
	 18	 Subject that is a H.S. requirement, 	
		  abbr.
	 20	 Navigator’s dir., abbr.
	 22	 Objectives
	 24	 __ capita 
	 25	 Essential reference books that need 	
		  to be used in every classroom
	 28	 Understanding
	 32	 Evaluations of knowledge
	 33	 Subject which associates letters 
		  with sounds

DOWN
	 1	 Process of gaining knowledge
	 2	 Pass on skills to others
	 3	 Understanding written words
	 4	 Group of students
	 6	 Prefix with center
	 7	 Part of curved line 
	 8	 Of in French
	 9	 ____ of wisdom
	 12	 Job in an organization
	 17	 Nonprofit org., abbr.
	 19	 Shows how to do or learn something
	 21	 Mysteries
	 23	 Back in time 
	 24	 Greek letter
	 26	 Words with specific meanings
	 27	 Hospital staff members, abbr.
	 28	 Reduce, as costs
	 29	 Trendy
	 30	 New, as prefix
	 31	 Third in sequence

Scan or visit: 
https://qrs.
ly/ljgktq9

The behavioral and 
neurobiological 
relationships between 
executive function and 
reading: 
A review and 
preliminary findings

Scan or visit: 
https://qrs.
ly/14gktqp

Does Teaching 
Sight Words 
Contradict the 
Science of Reading? 
 

National Library of Medicine...

Scan or visit: 
https://qrs.
ly/cdgktqv

The Science 
of Reading
 

The Reading League...

www.saanys.org

EducationWeek...

Scan or visit: 
https://qrs.
ly/dtgktr8

The science of reading: 
It’s time to bring 
preschool teachers
into the conversation
 

Chalkbeat...

Scan or visit: 
https://qrs.
ly/fugktsd

Principals Have a
Lead Role in the 
Science of Reading. 
Are They Ready?
 

EducationWeek...

Scan or visit: 
https://qrs.
ly/uzgktt9

Using AI to Support 
Multilingual Students’ 
Literacy Skills
 

edutopia...

Answer key: See page 39
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	 Abolitionist Frederick Douglass, who lived in Rochester, New York, for 

most of his adult life, often spoke of literacy as a gateway to freedom. He 

wrote, “Once you learn to read, you will be forever free.” Nearly 180 years 

later, just ten miles from where he once championed the power of reading, 

obstacles to literacy still exist.

	 For students, literacy is essential ― without it, they can struggle to 

construct meaning in every other subject they encounter. Yet for too many 

students, reading remains a barrier rather than a gateway.

www.saanys.org

Brick by Brick: 

Building a 
Culture of Literacy 
  

http://www.saanys.org
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PRACTICES: BUILDING A CULTURE OF LITERACY

www.saanys.org

	 Imagine trying to build a house 
without the right tools. You might get 
some pieces in place, but the structure 
won’t hold. Beyond the tools, you also 
need a skilled artisan equipped with 
the knowledge of how to use them 
effectively. That combination of tools 
and expertise parallels Gates Chili 
Central School District’s approach 
to literacy ― grounding instruction 
in research-based practices while 
empowering teachers to implement 
them effectively. 
	 The suburban district, located just 
outside of Rochester, serves more than 
3,700 students across one high school 
(grades 9-12), one middle school 
(grades 6-8), and four elementary 
schools (grades K-5). With more than 
half of students identified as econom-
ically disadvantaged, the district re-
flects a diverse community, including 
a significant mix of racial and ethnic 
backgrounds and a growing popu-
lation of English language learners 
(ELLs). 

A BLUEPRINT FOR CHANGE 
	 Recognizing the urgent need for 
improved outcomes, Gates Chili’s lit-
eracy leaders combined their expertise 
in classroom teaching, special educa-
tion, literacy intervention, and lead-
ership to create a blueprint for trans-
formation. That blueprint began at the 
elementary level, where early literacy 
skills serve as an essential foundation 
for all future learning. At the forefront 
of the plan was not a shiny new pro-
gram or instructional materials but 
rather the most precious resource of all 
― teachers. 
	 “Resources can be highly effective, 
but nothing can take the place of good 
teaching,” said Sara Mucino, director 
of elementary education. “A teacher 
can adapt, respond, and bring literacy 
to life in ways no program ever 
could. The time students spend with 
their teachers is where learning truly 
happens.” 
	 But before shifts in instruction 
could take place, district leaders first 
had to address the varying levels 
of knowledge and understanding 
among teachers regarding literacy 
development and research-based 
practices. The team recognized that 

professional learning was key ― but 
that meaningful change would require 
logistical coordination and full district 
support. 
	 The plan called for teachers to step 
away from their classrooms for extend-
ed professional learning, which meant 
coordinating substitute coverage, les-
son planning, and time away from 
students. Yet, from office staff and 
teacher aides to building leaders and 
the superintendent, the entire district 
rallied behind the effort ― ensuring 
that teachers had the time and space to 
engage in deep, meaningful learning.

LAYING THE FOUNDATION WITH 
PROFESSIONAL LEARNING 
	 In 2022, Gates Chili launched its 
first professional learning cohort fo-
cused on the science of reading. The 
training deepened teachers’ under-
standing of evidence-based literacy 
instruction, equipping them with the 
skills needed to support reading de-
velopment and language acquisition. 
	 Teachers engaged in four full-
day sessions spread across several 
months, allowing for built-in opportu-
nities for reflection, collaboration, and 
data analysis. As each cohort moved 
through the training, teachers began 
shifting instructional approaches in 
their classrooms ― small changes at 
first, followed by deeper instructional 
shifts. Key to the process was a net-
work of building reading teachers in 
each elementary school who helped 
guide their colleagues through imple-
mentation. 
	 “Classroom teachers are faced 
with ever-changing demands, so they 
needed help making small, measur-
able changes that allowed them to see 
that their hard work was paying off for 
students,” explained Sarah Dumrese, 
building reading teacher at Paul Road 
Elementary School. “It’s also helped 
teachers buy into these changes, be-
cause they can see the success in their 
students.”
 
BUILDING STRUCTURAL 
INTEGRITY THROUGH STURDY 
INSTRUCTIONAL PRACTICES 
	 With each successive cohort, lit-
eracy instruction in classrooms across 
the district became more aligned with 

reading science. Early on, this meant 
subtle yet intentional shifts in phonics 
instruction, with teachers ensuring 
explicit, systematic approaches were 
used consistently. 
	 “When teaching students to decode 
unfamiliar words, teachers previously 
might have encouraged them to use 
cueing strategies ― looking at the 
pictures, guessing based on context, 
or using the first letter to predict 
the word,” explained K-5 literacy 
coach Jennifer Christensen. “Now, 
instruction is grounded in structured 
phonics, where students are taught 
to break words into phonemes, blend 
sounds, and apply spelling patterns, 
helping them read with accuracy. This 
shift ensures that students develop 
strong foundational skills rather than 
relying on strategies that can reinforce 
guessing instead of decoding.” 
	 As teachers’ expertise deepened, so 
did the impact on classroom instruction. 
Small-group reading interventions 
became more targeted, assessments 
were used more effectively to drive 
responsive teaching, and students 
began demonstrating stronger reading 
skills. 
	 “It’s been amazing to see the 
growth in our students’ vocabulary,” 
shared Leigh Herkamp, who co-
teaches in a second-grade integrated 
co-teach classroom at Florence Brasser 
Elementary School. Seeing that they 
understand and can apply the words 
“has been incredibly motivating.” 
	 Another key component of this 
shift was teacher collaboration. Instead 
of working only within their building 
teams, teachers worked across grade 
levels district-wide to analyze instruc-
tional practices, identify what was 
working, and refine their approaches 
accordingly. This teacher-led prob-
lem-solving approach became a de-
fining feature of the district’s literacy 
transformation. 
	 “Between the many years of 
literacy expertise that we bring as 
educators, the new resources, and 
the time we have to collaborate, I feel 
we’re armed with the knowledge to 
truly impact student success,” added 
Sarah Klinczar, second-grade teacher 
at Walt Disney Elementary School. 
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WIRING THE SYSTEM FOR 
STRONGER ASSESSMENTS 
	 To keep instruction responsive to 
student needs, strong assessment prac-
tices were essential. In spring 2023, the 
district’s literacy team identified gaps 
in the existing assessment system and 
recognized the need for a new, more 
effective universal screener. 
	 Reliable data is critical to effective 
literacy instruction ― it allows educa-
tors to move beyond assumptions and 
make informed decisions about what 
each student needs to grow as a reader. 
Without clear, consistent assessment 
measures, gaps in foundational skills 
can go unnoticed, making it harder to 
intervene before students fall further 
behind. 
	 With this in mind, the district 
formed an assessment team to train 
teachers in interpreting and utilizing 
assessment data, allowing teachers to 
focus on instructional responses rath-
er than administration logistics. This 
work set the stage for more consistent 
and meaningful use of student data. By 
spring 2024, trained teachers were im-
plementing side-by-side assessments, 
ensuring consistency before a full 
district-wide rollout of the new uni-
versal screener in fall 2024. 
	 With assessment data now fuel-
ing instructional decisions, teachers 
could see real-time evidence of student 
growth and adjust their instruction 
more effectively than ever before. 
	 “We’re starting to see the impact 
that a strong Tier 1 program can have 
on student success,” said Klinczar. 
“Initial assessment data is showing 
growth in vocabulary acquisition and 
language comprehension.” 

REINFORCING THE FRAMEWORK 
WITH REFLECTION AND 
COLLABORATION 
	 Another key component of Gates 
Chili’s literacy journey has been struc-
tured reflection. Rather than leaving 
each building to operate independent-
ly, the district created intentional op-
portunities for cross-building collabo-
ration. 
	 Previously, four different systems 
had emerged across the district’s 
elementary schools, leading to 
inconsistencies in literacy instruction. 
Now, teachers and administrators 
come together to reflect, refine, and 
ensure fidelity in implementation. 
	 This consistent, district-
wide approach has strengthened 
collaboration and accountability, and 
has shared best practices, allowing the 
district to remain responsive to student 
needs. 

A LASTING FOUNDATION 
FOR LITERACY SUCCESS 
	 With a unified instructional vision 
in place, the district continues to anchor 
its literacy efforts in data and state 
standards. Teachers use assessment 
data to guide instruction, ensuring 
every student receives targeted, high-
quality literacy experiences. 
	 Gates Chili’s literacy trans-
formation has been built brick by 
brick ― through intentional planning, 
deep professional learning, and the 
dedication of teachers who bring liter-
acy to life in their classrooms. Yet, this 
work is far from finished. 
	 “While it’s important to celebrate 
the growth and success we’ve seen 
so far, it’s even more important to 
stay the course,” explained Mucino. 

“We remain committed to building 
sustainable systems at the district 
and building level to ensure supports 
are in place for leaders, teachers, and 
ultimately, students.” 
	 More than a century after Freder-
ick Douglass championed literacy as 
a pathway to freedom, Gates Chili is 
carrying that legacy forward ― ensur-
ing that every student has access to the 
reading skills needed to unlock their 
future. 
	 But just as no house is built without 
skilled craftspeople, no literacy 
transformation happens without the 
dedication of teachers. Educators have 
laid the foundation for a culture of 
literacy, using their expertise, passion, 
and commitment to ensure that every 
student can read, learn, and thrive for 
years to come. 

JENNIFER CHRISTENSEN is the K-5 
literacy coach for Gates Chili CSD.

SARA MUCINO is the director of 
elementary education at Gates Chili CSD.

IVA PETROSINO is the director of 
communications at Gates Chili CSD.
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	 New York’s latest literacy initiative has forced educators to confront a 

fundamental shift in how reading should be taught. Investigative journalism, 

particularly the Sold a Story podcast, exposed weaknesses in traditional 

reading instruction, revealing how professional development and curriculum 

choice had often overlooked foundational literacy skills. In response, the 

science of reading has emerged as a research-based framework to guide 

districts toward more effective instruction. 

www.saanys.org

From Evaluation to Implementation:  

Centering Trust While 
Aligning Curriculum  
with the Science of Reading 
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	 Recognizing the need for change, 
our district set out to align our ELA 
curriculum with both NYS mandates 
and the core principles of the science 
of reading ― while ensuring that the 
process remained teacher led, trans-
parent, and responsive to our unique 
educational community. Throughout 
this process, we prioritized trust as 
the foundation for meaningful change. 
However, trust alone is not enough 
― consistency is equally essential in 
fostering a lasting impact. By main-
taining a reliable and structured ap-
proach, we ensure that our efforts lead 
to sustainable growth. Additionally, 
we are committed to a curriculum that 
adheres to research-based best prac-
tices, ensuring that our methods are 
not only effective but also rooted in 
evidence-based strategies that support 
long-term success.
	 While evaluating the changing 
landscape and planning next steps 
for your programs, it is imperative to 
center your efforts around trust. In 
their article, Managing People: Begin 
with Trust, Frances Frei and Anne 
Morriss emphasize that trust is “one 
of the most essential forms of capital 
a leader has” (p. 5). They identify 
three core drivers of trust: empathy 
(“I believe you care about me and my 
success”), authenticity (“I experience 
the real you”), and logic (“I know you 
can do it; your reasoning and judgment 
are sound”). Together, these drivers 
form a framework for addressing the 
complex social and emotional needs of 
students.
	 This article offers insight into our 
structured approach to reshaping our 
ELA curriculum to meet NYS man-
dates while honoring our district’s 
unique culture and needs. Through 
a five-step process, we demonstrate 
how clearly defined roles, transparent 
decision making, and opportunities 
for ownership built trust across stake-
holders. Our goal is to provide a clear 
framework for other districts navigat-
ing significant program shifts.

BUILDING A DECISION-MAKING 
STRUCTURE
	 Trust is essential in any curricu-
lum reform. We relied on our district’s 
cabinet structure ― a decision-mak-

PRACTICES: CENTERING TRUST WHILE ALIGNING CURRICULUM

ing body that includes educators and 
administrators across disciplines ― to 
ensure that our approach was teacher 
driven and transparent.

	 Key Takeaways for 
	 Implementation: 

•	Empower teachers ― Teachers 
from each elementary school (one 
primary, one intermediate) serve 
as our review team and voting 
members.

• Define administrator roles ― 
Administrators act as facilitators, 
organizing mandates, arranging 
vendor meetings, and managing 
logistics while teachers pilot 
programs and provide feedback.

• Use a structured review 
cycle ― Every five years, the 
cabinet conducts a curriculum 
review, using student data and 
instructional concerns to shape 
decisions. This cycle allowed us to 
proactively shift toward a science 
of reading aligned program before 
the NYS mandates took effect.

Reflection Question: How does your 
district ensure teachers have a voice in 
curriculum selection?

IDENTIFYING PRIORITIES 
FOR A NEW PROGRAM
	 Before evaluating potential curric-
ula, we established clear, skills-driven 
criteria rooted in instructional priori-
ties. This logical, evidence-based ap-
proach builds trust by demonstrating 
thoughtful, well-reasoned decision 
making.

• Elements of reading: Authentic 
texts with diverse perspectives; 
interdisciplinary learning 
opportunities; text experiences 
both at and slightly above grade 
level.

• Elements of writing: Systematic 
writing instruction with 
embedded grammar and word 
work; student experiences with a 
variety of genres within each unit. 

• Alignment with current 
programming: Seamless 
integration with our existing 
phonics and phonemic awareness 
curriculum; creates a connection 
with our science and social 
studies curriculum.
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	 To keep the selection process ob-
jective, we converted these priorities 
into a checklist-style rubric to evalu-
ate each program. We then used the 
Knowledge Matters Campaign direc-
tory to identify five potential curricula 
for review.

Reflection Question: What nonnego-
tiable elements would you require in 
a reading and writing program? What 
would your wishlist include? 

THE CURRICULUM REVIEW 
AND PILOT PROCESS
	 We structured our review pro-
cess into three distinct phases. The 
structured process, rubric-based 
evaluation, and data-driven decision 
making demonstrate a thoughtful, 
evidence-based approach that builds 
trust.

• Vendor Presentations and Initial 
Rubric Evaluation: Hour-long 
overview sessions were scheduled 
with each company, accompanied 
by requests for sample materials. 
Our priorities rubric, mentioned 
above, guided follow-up 
questions, ensuring a consistent 
and thorough evaluation process.

• Mini-Pilot Phase: At least two 
teachers per program were 
selected from multiple schools to 
pilot one unit. Teachers identified 
the units that would fit nicely 
into what they were already 
planning to cover. The supervisor 
gathered qualitative feedback 
through classroom observations, 
teacher discussions, and student 
responses. 

• Consultation Meetings: After 
identifying other local districts 
that were already using the 
programs under review, brief 
virtual meetings were held to hear 
their reactions and any hurdles 
to their implementation. This 
included feedback both from 
administrators and teachers to 
better understand any classroom 
needs. 

• Final Evaluation and Unforeseen 
Challenge: After the pilot, none 
of the programs fully met our 
needs. In response, the Cabinet 
revisited the Knowledge Matters 
Campaign, identified a new 
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program, and conducted a 
late-stage vendor review. Using 
the NYSED-provided Materials 
Alignment Quick Check (ELA/
Literacy) rubric, the Cabinet 
evaluated each program. 
Following a comparison of the 
rubric results, the Cabinet held a 
vote and unanimously approved 
a full-year pilot.

Reflection Question: How does your 
district ensure that teachers take the 
lead in the product review and ap-
proval process alongside administra-
tors?

ROLLING OUT A 
FULL-YEAR PILOT
	 To ensure a smooth district-
wide pilot, we focused on trust, 
transparency, and collaboration. The 
focus on teacher inclusion, readiness, 
and ongoing support highlights an 
understanding of their needs and 
experiences and shows empathy. These 
actions demonstrate a commitment to 
listening, collaborating and valuing 
perspectives throughout the pilot 
process.

• Selecting Pilot Teachers: 
Recruited one teacher per grade 
level from each school, totaling 
30 participants. Science and social 
studies teachers were included 
to evaluate interdisciplinary 
potential. Principals were 
involved to ensure representation 
across all instructional levels.

• Building Teacher Readiness: 
Offered asynchronous summer 
training modules with paid 
incentives to support teacher 
preparation. Ensured all 
materials were available before 
the school year, despite some 
initial logistical challenges.

• Ongoing Support and Feedback: 
Hosted a half-day, in-person 
check-in after the first month to 
gather initial insights. Established 
monthly virtual meetings during 
morning prep time to maintain 
regular communication. Collected 
early survey feedback to gauge 
teacher sentiment, which 
informed the decision for full 
adoption in January.

Reflection Question: How 
does your district ensure pi-
lots are structured and pro-
vide meaningful data for de-
cision making?

SHARED AGREEMENTS 
FOR CONSISTENCY AND 
AUTONOMY
	 To promote consistency while 
honoring teacher autonomy, we de-
veloped a district-wide shared agree-
ments document, categorizing pro-
gram expectations into three tiers. The 
clear, tiered framework balances con-
sistency and flexibility, demonstrating 
a structured, well-reasoned approach 
that maintains program integrity 
while addressing student needs.

• Implement as directed: Non-
negotiable program elements; 
the goal is to ensure fidelity to 
the core pieces of the program 
so that all students receive skill 
instruction in the same way.

• Acceptable variation: 
Modifications based on student 
needs; this can include spending 
extra time on areas that students 
need additional support on and 
shortening (but not skipping) 
elements where students are 
showing success.

• Unacceptable variation: 
Deviations that risk program 
integrity; without this column, 
we would be unsure whether 
students were receiving the core 
elements of the program.

	 This clear framework of expec-
tations, created with teacher input, 
combined with flexibility for teachers, 
fostered trust and ensured program fi-
delity.

Reflection Question: How does your 
district balance teacher autonomy 
with structured implementation?

FINAL THOUGHTS: KEY LESSONS 
AND NEXT STEPS
Key Lessons: 
	 Through this process, we discov-
ered key lessons that shaped our ap-
proach:

• Trust is the foundation of 
change ― Empowering teachers 
as decision makers drives 
both buy-in and effective 
implementation.

• Transparent communication 
prevents resistance ― A clearly 
articulated process minimizes 
skepticism.

• Flexibility is necessary ― Even 
after thorough review, the 
“right fit” may not be found 
immediately.

	 As we move forward, we will 
continue to assess outcomes, provide 
professional learning, and refine our 
approach to ensure that our curriculum 
serves all students effectively.

Implementation Checklist for 
Districts:

•	Establish a structured decision-
making body (e.g., cabinets).

• Define program selection criteria 
and create an evaluation rubric.

• Engage teachers in a structured 
pilot process.

• Gather feedback through multiple 
touchpoints (observations, 
surveys, peer district 
discussions).

• Develop a district-wide 
implementation plan with 
professional learning and 
ongoing support.

• Set clear shared agreements 
to ensure consistency without 
rigidity.
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Reflection Question: Would this structure be 
helpful for your district’s curriculum review 
process? What challenges might you face in 
implementation?

	 Our district’s journey with the science of 
reading has shown us that real change happens 
when trust, transparency, and teacher voices 
are at the heart of the process. By leaning on 
research-based practices and working togeth-
er to make thoughtful decisions, we’ve built a 
strong foundation for lasting growth. Before 
embarking on a curriculum shift, districts 
should take inventory of existing structures, 
resources, and decision-making processes to 
determine the most appropriate starting point. 
Some districts may already have a structured 
review cycle in place, while others may need to 
build foundational systems for teacher involve-

ment, transparent communi-
cation, or data-driven eval-
uation. By assessing what is 
already working, leaders can 
focus on strengthening gaps 
rather than rebuilding from 
scratch. Once these elements 
are established and routines 
are in place for systematic 
program evaluation, the pro-
cess becomes repeatable and 
transparent. More important-
ly, this structured approach 
can be adapted for various initiatives beyond 
curriculum selection ― ensuring that instruc-
tional decisions are consistently informed by 
research, teacher expertise, and student needs.
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	 In 1996, I began my career as a special education teacher. At the time, inclusion 

was still emerging, and my primary focus was on helping students with disabilities 

access the general education curriculum. My co-teachers and I approached this by 

applying the same strategies I had always used with students with special needs ― 

strategies that benefited all learners. We incorporated additional visuals, provided 

scaffolding, and taught in small groups. These were not simply “special education” 

techniques; they were examples of effective teaching for all students.
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	 I share this example because it 
reflects how we transitioned from 
whole-word reading and context cue 
strategies to the science of reading. The 
key to this shift was implementing in-
structional practices that benefited all 
students. For instance, we never fully 
abandoned systematic phonics instruc-
tion. Although we attempted to remove 
it for one year based on a recommenda-
tion from staff developers, we quickly 
reinstated it after recognizing its im-
portance. Additionally, our assessment 
approach evolved. Rather than rely-
ing solely on running records, teach-
ers began assessing students on letter 
naming fluency, phonemic awareness, 
and phonics skills. This data allowed 
educators to provide targeted, explicit 
instruction in these areas and closely 
monitor students performing below 
benchmark.
	 Although we had been gradually 
shifting our instructional practices and 
assessments, it wasn’t until the release 
of Emily Hanford’s podcast, Sold a Sto-
ry: How Teaching Kids to Read Went So 
Wrong, in October 2022, that we truly 
began to reflect on our approach to 
literacy instruction. The podcast high-
lighted decades of scientific research 
showing that a balanced literacy ap-
proach was ineffective in teaching stu-
dents to read. Like many educators, I 
struggled to accept this. I was a proud 
graduate of multiple TCRWP Institutes, 
had spent weekends helping teachers 
organize classroom libraries by level, 
and had modeled reading workshop 
lessons with confidence. The idea that 
these widely accepted practices were 
not grounded in the science of reading 
was difficult to reconcile.
	 Determined to learn more, I, along 
with my administrative colleagues 
and teachers, delved into additional 
research, including The National Read-
ing Panel Report (2000), Essentials of 
Assessing, Preventing, and Overcoming 
Reading Difficulties by Dr. David Kilpat-
rick (2016), The Simple View of Reading 
(Gough & Tunmer, 1986), and Scar-
borough’s Reading Rope (2001). As we 
engaged with this research, it became 
clear that we needed to transform our 
approach to teaching reading ― begin-
ning with professional development.

independently to plan lessons, incor-
porating more decodable texts, and 
asking thoughtful questions in staff 
meetings to deepen their understand-
ing.
	 Like any initiative, professional 
development is an ongoing process. 
Grade-level meetings with our read-
ing teacher have been dedicated to 
developing lessons using decodable 
texts, while instructional support team 
meetings, led by the building school 
psychologist, focus on implementing 
science of reading (SoR) strategies to 
support individual students. The read-
ing teacher and school psychologist’s 
expertise in data-driven instruction 
has been critical in this process. 
 
RESOURCES AND PRODUCTS
	 To ensure we selected high-qual-
ity resources truly aligned with the 
science of reading, rather than those 
simply labeled as “SoR compatible,” 
we focused on programs that have 
been grounded in research for de-
cades. Therefore, we began identifying 
materials aligned with structured lit-
eracy approaches, such as Orton-Gill-
ingham. One well-established pro-
gram that meets these criteria is Wilson 
Fundations. Designed for whole-class 
Tier I instruction, Fundations provides 
systematic, phonics-based lessons. The 
program incorporates hands-on learn-
ing through the use of magnetic tiles 
and includes a dictation (encoding) 
component to reinforce skills. Addi-
tionally, unit assessments and dicta-
tion exercises serve as valuable data 
points for teachers to monitor student 
progress.
	 For phonemic awareness instruc-
tion, we implemented Heggerty. While 
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PROFESSIONAL 
DEVELOPMENT
	 The first step in pro-
fessional development 
(PD) was to establish 
clear goals. The prima-
ry goal was to establish 
district-wide implemen-
tation of the science of 
reading. Not only did we 
want our teachers to im-
plement more science of 
reading (SoR) strategies, 
but we also wanted them 
to develop a deeper under-
standing of why these approaches are 
essential for helping students become 
proficient readers.
	 To support this shift, we estab-
lished a professional learning environ-
ment grounded in safety in learning 
(Zimmerman et al., 2019). This began 
with ensuring that PD sessions were 
well structured, started on time, and 
provided teachers with meaningful 
resources. Additionally, each building 
principal facilitated monthly meetings 
to turnkey important insights from The 
Six Shifts (2021).
	 As a leadership team, we took a 
collaborative approach to this pro-
cess. Each month, one principal took 
the lead in developing a Google Slides 
presentation for a specific shift, but all 
of us contributed by reviewing, edit-
ing, and discussing the content to en-
sure clarity and effectiveness. We also 
recognized that each building had a 
unique culture and varying levels of 
teacher knowledge. To address this, 
we adapted the presentations as need-
ed ― skipping, modifying, or adding 
content to best meet the needs of our 
teachers.
	 Most importantly, we fostered 
safety in learning by openly acknowl-
edging mistakes and thinking aloud 
through challenges and new under-
standings (Zimmerman et al., 2019, 
p. 25). By modeling this vulnerability, 
we helped move our staff from infor-
mational learning to transformational 
learning (Drago-Severson, 2009), which 
emphasizes self-direction, autonomy, 
reflection, and critical thinking. We 
saw this transformation in action as 
teachers took initiative ― conducting 
their own research on SoR, meeting 
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several programs target phonemic 
skills, we found Heggerty to be both ef-
fective and easy to implement. Teachers 
have utilized Heggerty’s instructional 
videos to model hand movements that 
support phonemic manipulation, such 
as segmenting, blending, and empha-
sizing sounds. Additionally, we have 
adapted the program for some stu-
dents by incorporating blank Elkonin 
boxes and counters, allowing them to 
physically push together and break 
apart the different sounds in words for 
deeper engagement.

BOOKS AND PASSAGES
	 Transitioning from leveled read-
ers to decodable readers has presented 
several challenges. Many school librar-
ies are organized by leveled reading 
systems, parents are accustomed to 
their children bringing home leveled 
texts, and there are currently limit-
ed decodable books available in our 
schools. To successfully implement this 
shift and to create more teacher buy-in, 
we needed to deepen our understand-
ing of orthographic mapping and how it 
relates to decodable texts.
	 Orthographic mapping is the 
process of connecting the known 
phonemes in a spoken word to the 
graphemes that represent them in print. 
Because the word has been decoded and 
holds meaning, it becomes permanently 
stored in memory. Research shows 
that proficient readers require only 
one to five exposures to a word to 
orthographically map it (Kilpatrick, 
2015, p. 30). Encoding or spelling plays 
a critical role in this process because 
it reinforces the connections between 
sounds and letters, helping students 
to solidify their ability to recognize 
words automatically. When students 
spell words, they segment them into 
phonemes and match them to the 
correct graphemes, strengthening their 
ability to retrieve and recognize these 
words in print. To support this process, 
students need to practice reading 
and spelling words they have been 
explicitly taught ― words that follow 
phonetic patterns they have learned. 
Decodable texts provide this essential 
practice, ensuring that students apply 
their phonics knowledge rather than 
relying on guessing strategies or 
rote memorization.
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	 Recognizing this need, the district 
has invested in expanding our collec-
tion of decodable texts. One resource 
we have implemented is Geodes by 
Great Minds, which provides nonfic-
tion texts aligned with the phonetic 
patterns taught in Fundations. These 
books have been well received by stu-
dents, who find them engaging, and 
by teachers, who appreciate their rich 
content. Since the science of reading 
(SoR) emphasizes not only decoding 
but also comprehension, these texts 
support the development of content 
knowledge, listening comprehension, 
and language skills. 
	 To further supplement our decod-
able text collection, we have also ex-
plored the use of artificial intelligence 
(AI) tools, including ChatGPT, to cre-
ate customized reading materials. Fol-
lowing a suggestion from our district 
superintendent, teachers have gener-
ated personalized stories with their 
students as the main character. Here 
is an example: Create a story about a 
boy named Jack who likes basketball. 
Include first-grade-level high frequen-
cy words and CVC patterns, enabling 
the AI tool to generate a tailored nar-
rative. Then review the passage, revise 
prompts, and edit as needed. This in-
novative use of AI has allowed us to 
provide more engaging texts, ensuring 
that students have access to instruc-
tionally appropriate reading materials.
	 As our understanding of or-
thographic mapping deepened and ad-
ditional decodable texts became avail-
able in classrooms, a shift away from 
leveled books began to take place. In-
stead of selecting books based on read-
ing levels, students are now choosing 
books based on topics of interest and 
exploring a wider range of previously 
leveled texts. To support this transi-
tion, teachers introduced the shift to 
parents during conferences, helping 
them understand the reasoning behind 
the change. Administration provided 
teachers with a concise explanation to 
use in these discussions and further re-
inforced the message at PFA meetings, 
ensuring families were informed and 
engaged in the process.
	 The transition to the science of 
reading has been both a learning jour-
ney and a leadership challenge ― one 
that required reflection, research, and a 
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willingness to embrace change. As ed-
ucators, we had to rethink long-stand-
ing instructional practices, reframe 
professional development, and ensure 
that teachers felt supported through-
out the process. While the journey is 
ongoing, our foundation is stronger 
than ever ― built on research, collab-
oration, and a shared commitment to 
student success.
  
 
MARY E. WOOD is the principal at 
Heights School in the Roslyn Union Free 
School District.
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	 “This is educational neglect,” declared a 20-year, second-grade veteran 

teacher, as our monthly faculty meeting began. It was 2017 and our district’s 

five elementary principals began to lead the charge to change our teachers’ 

traditional reading teaching methods to using the science of reading.

	 Holding on to belief systems is protective and affirming to people. 

As educators, it is difficult to imagine that we, the collective, could be using 

methods that science and research have not backed up for decades. This 

information was held in postsecondary institutions and with researchers 

who had been studying methods to improve reading instruction. 
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	 It almost seems criminal to have 
solid research on teaching reading in a 
way that is prescriptive and actionable 
and not have that information in the 
hands of those who are charged with 
teaching students across the state to 
read.
	 During the summer of 2017, our 
district began a reading initiative that 
we knew would take several years to 
foster and implement. Our district was 
committed to using the science of read-
ing (SoR) for all reading instruction. 
As a team of elementary principals, 
our monthly administrative meetings 
were focused on studying and under-
standing this research and teaching 
methodology. We all attended a five-
day science of reading training (LETRS 
for Principals) and our eyes were 
opened and our minds were changed. 
Once we learned how our brains learn 
to read, and after we analyzed statis-
tical facts of how learning the sounds 
(phonemes) of letters and manipulat-
ing these sounds help the brain make 
connections between letters and their 
graphemes, we were hooked. This 
“science of reading” was what our stu-
dents needed. It actually felt good to 
know there is a reason and a guided 
path in teaching people to read.
	 Our charge was then to change 
some deeply embedded belief systems 
that revolved around whole language 
educators. Coming back to the district, 
we learned quickly that we had an 
uphill battle to change the hearts and 
minds of some of our veteran teachers. 
The divide was real. There were hard 
conversations, tears, and walls built by 
our teachers to protect their long-held
beliefs about whole language learn-
ing. For many of our veteran teach-
ers, we were asking them to change, 
relearn, what they knew and believed 
about teaching our kids how to read. 
For some, it felt as if everything they 
valued about teaching was being up-
rooted. They were faced with new 
ideas that contradicted their long-held 
teaching practice and knowledge of 
learning to read. Additionally, our 
new teachers were being hired with a 
master’s in literacy and did not have 
the knowledge of the SoR.
	 While the summer of 2017 focused 

Rope, and how to use the newly 
selected curriculum in our classrooms 
and with our students. As principals, 
our visits focused on observing 
reading practices and providing our 
teachers with reflective feedback that 
enhanced their instructional practices. 
It was evident from comments 
made to each of us that our teachers 
appreciated that their principals were 
learning alongside them and were able 
to collaborate with them about reading 
instruction, student learning and data-
driven lesson planning. Together, 
principals, teachers, and coaches 
worked to change reading instruction 
that would ensure all of our students 
would learn to read on grade level.
	 Not all buildings were finding a 
stride. One in particular employed 
several staff members who worked 
as adjunct faculty teaching reading 
courses to preservice teachers using 
the whole language paradigm. These 
teachers were adamantly against us-
ing the SoR and did not want the read-
ing coach in their classrooms. To shift 
their thinking, the principal used all of 
the local student data available to con-
duct a longitudinal study that includ-
ed reading scores and district poverty 
levels. The data collected showed that 
while the K and first graders did well 
on the grade-level assessments (Run-
ning Records) used at that time, by 
third grade most of the students were 
not reading on grade level. While kids 
could read words like “cat,” “in,”and 
“pan” in the primary grades, they 
could not decode multisyllabic words 
like “category,” “insist,” and “panic” 
once they entered the second and third 
grades. It was clear that memorizing 
sight words did not provide our stu-
dents with the reading essentials they 
needed for future growth. Students 
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on principals learning about the SoR, 
the 2017-2018 school year began with 
principals working alongside their 
teachers, and the district’s literacy 
committee. Slowly and methodically, 
we read research articles, listened to 
reading experts, and analyzed our stu-
dent data. Much of this was provided 
by attending the Reading League con-
ferences (after-school gatherings for 
professional learning). Some of us had 
staff who were on the Reading League 
board and these people were instru-
mental in combining our efforts to 
lead the change. Teacher leaders and 
influencers in your district or build-
ings can be recruited to assist in chang-
ing the long-held beliefs of the whole 
language paradigm, and assisting 
with peer classroom visits, grade-level 
meeting conversations, and staff meet-
ing discussions.
	 We knew we were not the first dis-
trict to move in this direction. We met 
with and examined data from those 
districts that used the SoR and noticed 
how their reading fluency and com-
prehension scores soared above ours. 
We even looked at their scheduling of 
WIN (What I Need) time to expect skill 
instruction using a “six step lesson” 
to teach phonemic and phonics skills. 
At this time, our district created a goal 
of training all elementary teachers in 
“Language Essentials for Teachers of 
Reading and Spelling” (LETRS) and 
found a curriculum that was built on 
the SoR. This learning was essential. It 
not only provided us with 50 years of 
research, it also provided the guided 
path for teaching reading. We knew 
that when teachers had the knowledge 
and a guided timeline of how to im-
plement the SoR our students’ reading 
scores would improve.
	 Additionally, our district 
partnered with the Reading League, 
and each elementary school had a 
Reading League coach assigned to help 
them in this endeavor. The coaches 
visited classrooms, modeled lessons, 
assisted in planning, and provided 
explicit feedback that could be used 
immediately to enhance instruction 
and learning. For the next three years, 
every professional day was focused 
on reading instruction, Scarborough’s 

www.saanys.org

http://www.saanys.org


PRACTICES: THE READING WARS: ONE BATTLE WON

29 www.saanys.org

did not know or understand how let-
ters worked together to create sounds 
or how to decode multisyllabic words. 
This was a big eye opener and shifted 
practices for even the most veteran 
teachers. Truth be told, a few teachers 
retired, but many, even the 20-year 
second grade veteran teacher, changed 
their practice. We now have 100 per-
cent of our teachers LETRS trained and 
using the SoR every day.
	 As a district, our classrooms have a 
new vernacular. Teachers and students 
regularly use words like phoneme, 
grapheme, blend, digraph, morphol-
ogy and Scarborough’s Rope. When 
faced with a new or unknown word, 
students use their knowledge of the 
English language to decode. It is fasci-
nating to visit a classroom of primary 
students and listen to them talk with 
each other about the rules of English, 
how to read, and how to spell words. 
Our second graders use grammar rules 
to explain the reason kite is spelled with 
a k and not a c, how to read words with 

a “bossy r” and why words that have a 
silent e make a long vowel sound in the 
first syllable.
	 Now that we are talking the same 
language, we are more focused than 
ever on the learning of all students. 
Focused conversations about reading 
data, tracking, and planning for all 
students’ growth occurs at each build-
ing’s ELA data meetings (four-to-six 
week intervals). These collaborative 
meetings are focused on learning out-
comes. We talk about what our stu-
dents know and are able to do to find 
areas of growth and concern. Goals are 
created and assessments are aligned to 
the collective commitments. This data 
drives the next meeting.
	 It’s now 2025 and, although it 
has been a long journey, we can cele-
brate our progress. Our students’ oral 
reading scores continue to rise. Our 
students are learning to read and mas-
tering fluency skills. Looking forward, 
as a district, next steps include look-
ing at the other side of Scarborough’s 

Rope, improving students’ writing 
and speaking skills, continuing to 
tighten our SoR instruction, and pro-
viding faculty with professional de-
velopment opportunities. With ever 
tightening budgets it may be a hurdle 
to continue to provide professional 
development for our new faculty, but 
with collaborative grade-level teams 
and building literacy coaches, we have 
a collective commitment to make im-
provements in student learning out-
comes in all classrooms. No longer are 
our teachers considering the science of 
reading as “educational neglect,” but 
rather as a necessary prescriptive, ev-
idenced-based way of developing stu-
dents into readers. 

DR. MARY VOLKOMER is the principal 
at Kingsford Park School in the Oswego 
City School District. 

JENNIFER SULLIVAN is the principal at 
Minetto Elementary School in the Oswego 
City School District.
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	 As a school district administrator, a former specialized reading teacher, an 

adjunct professor of literacy, and the co-creator of the microcredential on the 

science of reading, I am very hopeful about the changes in literacy instruction 

coming to New York State. However, I do believe this will not be an easy shift. 

It is going to take time, resources, and schools will need a lot of support to make 

this shift successful. The state has outlined what literacy instruction should 

look like; it has not provided a structured roadmap for how to get there. School 

districts are now left to navigate these shifts on their own. While I can’t claim 

that what we’ve done in my district is the “perfect” solution, I can share what 

has worked and what hasn’t in our journey toward the science of reading. 
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WHERE WE STARTED	  
	 The science of reading spans 
preK-12; however, the heavy lift 
will primarily fall on the elementary 
teachers. When I joined my district 
last February, we assembled a 
council of elementary teachers and 
provided them with training on the 
science of reading. From February to 
June, the science of reading became 
a central topic of every meeting with 
teachers. Teachers were given ample 
opportunities to express their feelings, 
ask questions, and collaborate with 
one another. This allowed us to build 
momentum and ensure that everyone 
was involved in the conversation. 
	 Behind the scenes, I conducted a 
thorough review of our current cur-
riculum. The district had already im-
plemented a phonics program before 
I arrived, but it wasn’t enough. We 
needed a more cohesive approach. To 
address this, I worked with our curric-
ulum council to evaluate three knowl-
edge-building programs using the 
Reading League’s curriculum guide. 
We gathered input from teachers, lit-
eracy coaches, and administrators, and 
ultimately selected an all-inclusive 
knowledge building program to pilot 
in the 2024-2025 school year across all 
elementary schools. We plan on rolling 
out to all elementary classrooms in the 
2025-2026 school year. 
	 The next dilemma I was faced with 
was the assessment framework. Tradi-
tionally, the teachers had administered 
a running record and based their small 
group instruction on the results of 
that assessment. Students were placed 
in leveled text and teachers met with 
small groups of students throughout 
the week working at their instruc-
tional level. We replaced the running 
record with an oral reading fluency as-
sessment. Oral reading fluency assess-
ments are quick, effective ways to de-
termine what students can perform on 
grade level. Students who do not reach 
the benchmark on the oral reading 
fluency assessment are administered 
a phonics diagnostic assessment that 
pinpoints deficit areas. Teachers were 
instructed to base their small group 
instruction on the areas of identified 
deficits from the phonics assessment. 
This allowed the teachers to maintain 
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the mentality of small group instruc-
tion. This was extremely helpful for 
the teachers who were not piloting. We 
just changed what they were doing in 
their small group instruction; instead 
of using leveled text, students were 
provided with targeted instruction in 
deficit areas. At the beginning of the 
school year, all teachers were trained 
on the new assessment framework and 
given time to practice and create in-
structional plans. 

WHAT ABOUT 
THE OLDER KIDS?
	 I felt strongly that we had cre-
ated a solid plan for our elementary 
schools during this transitional year. 
However, I was very concerned with 
the students in our middle schools. 
The students sitting in middle school 
right now are our COVID children. 
These are the kids who were home 
during those foundational years. The 
gaps we are seeing are larger than they 
ever have been. I knew we needed to 
do something drastic to intervene and 
make significant progress. At the end 
of the 2023-2024 school year, I had 
all the fourth grade and fifth grade 
teachers administer a spelling inven-
tory. Spelling inventories are an easy 
way to identify where students’ word 
reading skills are. I used the summer 
months to review that data. Students 
were then grouped together based on 
the results of that assessment. In our 
middle school we already had an ex-
tension period for our fifth-grade and 
sixth-grade students. Instead of stay-
ing with their homeroom teachers, we 
created what we called a WIN (What 
I Need) block. Students rotated to the 
appropriate teacher and were provid-
ed with targeted instruction in deficit 
areas. Although met with some hesi-
tation at first, our midyear data shows 
significant improvement, especially 
with our most struggling students. 

WHAT ABOUT THE TEACHERS?
	 No shift in instructional practice 
can succeed without strong teacher 
buy-in. Gaining teacher support can 
be challenging, particularly when 
it involves a shift from traditional 
practices. For many educators, their 
teaching methods are deeply tied to 
their professional identity. For those 
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teachers accustomed to a balanced 
literacy approach, the transition can 
be jarring. Balanced literacy places a 
heavy emphasis on comprehension 
and leveled reading. The idea of 
adopting structured literacy practices, 
like explicit phonics instruction, can 
feel rigid or even “unnatural” to some 
teachers. Switching to skill-based 
instruction and reading of complex 
text (not leveled text) will challenge 
many teachers’ long-held beliefs. 

KNOWLEDGE IS POWER 
	 Fullan tells us that behavior chang-
es before beliefs. As the administration 
we can tell the teachers what to teach, 
but we can’t make them believe in it. 
Provide your teachers with profession-
al learning in the science of reading. 
Teachers are more likely to embrace 
change when they not only under-
stand the rationale behind it but also 
see how it will benefit their students. 
I highly recommend the SUNY New 
Paltz microcredential (disclaimer: I 
am one of the creators). It is a 35-hour, 
self-paced, knowledge-building train-
ing on the science of reading; how the 
brain learns how to read; what are the 
best instructional methods that align 
with the research; and what assess-
ments can best identify deficit areas. 
By offering structured professional 
development, teachers are given the 
time and resources needed to shift 
their instructional practices. Without 
adequate time and guidance, teachers 
may struggle to effectively integrate 
new reading methods into their class-
rooms, limiting the overall impact of 
the change. Providing consistent pro-
fessional development ensures that 
teachers have the tools and support 
they need to succeed in this transition.
	 Be strategic and have trained ed-
ucators at each school to help turnkey 
the knowledge and provide on-the-
ground support as shifts in instruction 
are made. Form cohorts of teachers 
and provide time for the teachers to 
work through professional develop-
ment together. Tap into your literacy 
specialists. When we rolled out our 
new assessments, the reading teachers 
were trained first. That way they were 
on the ground ready to provide sup-
port to the teachers as they implement-
ed these changes. 
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	 This year, we’ve continued with 
professional development by running 
book studies on The Knowledge Gap and 
The Writing Revolution K-12. By provid-
ing ongoing learning opportunities, 
we’re reinforcing the importance of 
integrating the science of reading into 
everyday instruction.
	 As we move forward, we need 
to ensure that our teachers have both 
the knowledge and the resources they 
need to make lasting changes. This 
means continued professional devel-
opment, collaborative support, and 
regular opportunities to reflect on and 
adjust practices.

CONCLUSION
	 Implementing the science of read-
ing is a complex yet essential undertak-
ing. It presents a significant opportu-
nity to alter the academic trajectory of 
numerous students, enabling them to 
become proficient readers. Programs 
and curricula are vital in providing 
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the necessary support and guidance 
to educators, particularly regarding 
what to teach and how to teach it. Fur-
thermore, assessments will be pivotal 
in driving this transition. With ap-
propriate assessments, educators can 
accurately determine what content 
to teach, to whom, and at what time. 
However, the mere introduction of a 
program or new assessments will not 
fix the underlying challenges. Exten-
sive professional development is also 
necessary, as many educators have not 
been trained to teach this way. It is im-
perative that as the administration we 
support our teachers in this change 
over. I have this quote hanging up in 
my office and I refer to it every day: 
“Educational change depends upon 
what teachers do and think. It’s as sim-
ple and complex as that (Fullan, 2016, 
p. 97). 
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	 Educators in Clinton Elementary School were thirsty. You see, this group 

of educators is steadfastly committed to excellence and equity in outcomes, and 

they recognized there was more we could be doing to support student success. 

This shared commitment was key to shifting our practice. Aligning our reading 

instruction to the research around structured literacy had to be collaborative if 

it was going to be successful, and this group was ready to do the work. Strong 

instructional leadership and effective change management were also critical 

to ensure that our teachers were equipped with the knowledge, tools, and 

strategies needed to enhance literacy instruction and support student success.
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	 Our journey began with the foun-
dational belief that teachers needed a 
deep understanding of the research 
behind structured literacy before we 
could implement significant instruc-
tional changes. To achieve this, we sup-
ported all K-3 teachers and interven-
tionists in earning a microcredential 
in the science of reading. This profes-
sional learning opportunity provided 
them with the theoretical and practical 
knowledge essential to implementing 
structured literacy effectively. By in-
vesting in their expertise, we ensured 
that instructional decisions would be 
rooted in research and best practice. 
Their thirst was being quenched with 
new understanding and they were ex-
cited about the potential impact these 
new approaches could have.
	 Once our teachers had a strong 
foundation in the science of reading, 
we turned our attention to selecting 
new instructional resources. We 
recognized that the selection process 
needed to be rigorous and inclusive 
so we developed a comprehensive 
rubric to evaluate potential resources. 
Rather than conducting full pilots, 
we engaged in a structured review 
process. Teachers took a deep dive 
into the final three options by writing 
lesson plans and delivering lessons 
from each resource. This approach 
allowed them to make meaningful 
comparisons and gather firsthand 
insight.
	 To further inform our decision, we 
sought references from other districts 
already using the resources under con-
sideration. This provided valuable per-
spectives on implementation successes 
and challenges. The literacy committee 
reconvened to share feedback, engage 
in lengthy discussions, and follow up 
with publishers to address outstand-
ing questions. This thorough and col-
laborative process ultimately led to a 
consensus on the best instructional re-
source for our district.
	 With the selection finalized, we 
prioritized professional learning to en-
sure effective implementation. Teach-
ers participated in training on how to 
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use the new resources to ensure effec-
tive implementation. Our elementary 
principal was right alongside teachers 
throughout this process, learning, lis-
tening, and asking critical questions. 
Strong instructional leadership at the 
building level, including a deep un-
derstanding of best practices in litera-
cy instruction, was essential to driving 
this change forward.
	 Beyond resource selection and 
training we dedicated time and ef-
forts to mapping our literacy curricu-
lum. While our instructional resourc-
es provide a strong foundation, we 
acknowledge that no single resource 
is perfect. As a result, we are commit-
ted to integrating supplemental ma-
terials to ensure that our curriculum 
fully meets the diverse needs of our 
students. Throughout this transition 
we have prioritized ongoing discus-
sions, coaching, and collaboration. 
In our first year of implementation, 
we have continually supported our 
primary-level teachers as they adapt 
to the new approach and resources. 
Looking ahead to next year, we plan 
to expand this work through our in-
termediate grades. To prepare for this, 
we have provided science of reading 
professional learning for our interme-
diate teachers, with particular focus 
on building background knowledge 
and vocabulary ― key contributors to 
reading comprehension.
	 Another significant initiative this 
year at Clinton Elementary School was 
the implementation of an intervention 
block. Our dedicated team of interven-
tionists work closely with classroom 
teachers to provide targeted interven-
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tions and monitor students in align-
ment with our district’s multi-tiered 
system of supports (MTSS) plan. This 
structured approach ensures that stu-
dents receive the individualized sup-
port they need to succeed.
	 This spring our preK-2 teachers 
will use the New York State Litera-
cy Instructional Best Practices tool to 
reflect on their instruction, identify 
strengths and gaps, and develop action 
plans for continuous improvement. 
This reflective process will help us re-
fine our approach and ensure that our 
literacy instruction remains aligned 
with the research and evidence-based 
practices.
	 As we move forward, our next 
steps include training intermediate 
teachers on our newly adopted in-
structional resources. This gradual 
implementation has allowed us to use 
our resources effectively as we invest 
in high-quality materials, training, and 
support. It has allowed our students to 
build strong early literacy skills critical 
for long-term reading success.
	 By prioritizing professional learn-
ing, fostering collaboration, and main-
taining a strong vision, we have suc-
cessfully navigated this transformative 
literacy initiative. Through ongoing 
commitment and continuous improve-
ment, we are building a literacy pro-
gram that will support all students in 
developing the skills necessary for life-
long reading success.

MICHELLE L. GABREE-HUBA is the 
assistant superintendent for instruction 
and technology at Clinton CSD.
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	 New York’s current literacy initiative is preceded by, and well founded in, 

the National Reading Panel’s (NRP) 2000 research summary of the most effective 

components of reading instruction, so 25 years ago reading instruction based 

on philosophical beliefs should have come to a screeching halt. Unfortunately, 

it has required years of consistently poor national reading performance and 

some well publicized investigative reporting to get us where we are today in 

mandating evidence-based instructional practices in reading.
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	 As of July 1, 2012, the Part 200 
Regulations of the Commissioner, spe-
cifically, 200.4(c)(2)(i), mandated that 
students in grades K-4 receive instruc-
tion in “phoneme awareness, phonics, 
vocabulary development, reading flu-
ency, including oral reading skills, and 
reading comprehension strategies” 
before they could be eligible for clas-
sification as learning disabled. This is 
a “tail wagging the dog” story because 
special education legislation respond-
ed to the NRP report, albeit over a 
decade later, to reduce the number of 
instructional casualties classified as 
learning disabled. Districts with high 
classification rates still advertise that 
they follow a balanced literacy struc-
ture and the workshop model ― two 
instructional approaches that have 
been highly discredited and do not 
comply with the NRP recommenda-
tions or the Part 200 Regulations.
	 Instructional leadership is the key 
to moving schools toward the science 
of reading. In 2011 the Office of Spe-
cial Education (OSE) at NYSED was 
already on the cutting edge of the 
science of reading, and published the 
revised version of the Quality Indica-
tor Review and Resource Guide for 
Literacy to support schools in assess-
ing their instructional programs and 
processes.  The guides also identified 
quality indicators and “look-fors” in 
leadership and other systemic sup-
ports like professional development.  
This document could be resurrected 
and used to help school districts devel-
op best practices in literacy that align 
with the science of reading. When the 
Kennewick, Washington school board 
set a goal of 90 percent proficiency for 
third graders in 1999, they determined 
that it would take “excellent leader-
ship, excellent initial instruction, and 
excellent data systems (Fielding, Kerr, 
and Rosier, 2004).  Fielding and col-
leagues also noted that there would be 
a need for principals to move from be-
ing building managers to instruction-
al leaders. They emphasized the need 
for principals to buy into the change. 
“Principals cannot be the loyal oppo-
sition and at the same time be effective 
leaders” (Fielding et al., 2004). The 
burden of preventing and closing gaps 
in student performance lies at the feet 
of administrators.  
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	 In order for teachers to embrace 
best practices, professional develop-
ment and effective instructional tools 
must be provided in order for them to 
feel competent and confident. NYSED 
OSE’s quality indicator and resource 
guides also included several indica-
tors for professional development that 
would provide necessary systemic 
support to administrators, teachers, 
and other instructional staff. Profes-
sional development should be out-
come focused and driven by results 
(Literacy QI, p. 4) and be built into the 
school day with every member of the 
staff, including the principal, required 
to attend. Demonstration lessons and 
in-class technical assistance should be 
provided as teachers implement new 
routines and practices. The new inno-
vation being implemented should be 
mandated district-wide, and ample 
opportunities for cross-district round 
tables should be created to provide 
support and encourage problem solv-
ing.
	 One needs to look no further than 
a small rural elementary school in 
Gowanda to see what highly effective, 
science-driven instruction should look 
like. Jennifer Johnson and Shana Bo-
len lead an integrated co-taught third 
grade classroom. Explicit and system-
atic structured literacy instruction that 
leaves nothing to the imagination nor 
assumes that students already have 
the necessary knowledge or will ac-
quire it on their own is at the heart 
of their practices. Because some third 
graders come to these veteran teachers 
demonstrating below-benchmark per-
formance, Johnson and Bolen, as well 
as other teachers like them, would 
likely be advocates for ambitious in-
struction starting in kindergarten to 
build a strong foundation and ensure 
that only a few students are in need of 
additional instruction to close existing 
gaps. It is essential that kindergartners 
have explicit and systematic instruc-
tion in handwriting, the alphabetic 
principle, phonics, decoding, phone-
mic awareness, and spelling to prevent 
the development of those gaps. What 
happens at this level sets the stage 
for the rest of those students’ careers. 
At third grade, students who are not 
meeting grade-level benchmarks on a 
universal screener receive not only ex-

www.saanys.org

plicit and systematic core instruction, 
they also receive specially designed 
instruction and gap-reducing inter-
vention. In order to ensure students 
are advancing appropriately, these 
teachers monitor progress weekly, 
charting their students’ achievement 
and making those data public on the 
wall outside their classroom.  Their 
focus is ensuring that students have 
strong decoding skills “while also em-
bracing a lifelong intrinsic passion for 
literacy” (Cardona, 2023). Instruction 
is primarily large group, teacher led, 
and code focused. It includes vocabu-
lary and background knowledge de-
velopment, grammar, writing, spell-
ing, and comprehension. Decoding 
and encoding instruction begins at the 
isolated element level progressing to 
the word level (blending and segment-
ing sounds), to sentences, and then to 
connected decodable text.  Instead of 
reteaching previously taught material, 
practice is cumulative and distributed 
over 12 days to maximize instruction-
al time and ensure mastery. Another 
critical aspect of this successful literacy 
program, the daily opportunity for stu-
dents to practice reading aloud with 
corrective feedback, is absent in many 
of today’s classrooms.  Using a multi-
modal program with fidelity ensures 
excellent outcomes.
	 NYSED has published the K-3 
Literacy Curriculum Review Guide 
to help districts choose science-based 
tools to fulfill its literacy initiative.  The 
document includes guiding questions, 
criteria, indicators, and in the editable 
version, reviewers can record the evi-
dence they find to support a program 
they are considering and make notes 
for later reference. Although not per-
fect, it is a constructive tool to get dis-
tricts started.
	 In addition to tools that the New 
York Education Department has al-
ready developed over the years, dis-
tricts can look to the instructional 
design of a 2003 successful research 
study conducted by Benita Blachman 
of Syracuse University, Sally Shay-
witz from Yale University, and others. 
At the end of the eight-month explicit 
and systematic word recognition inter-
vention, researchers found large-effect 
sizes in word recognition, reading rate, 
and spelling, and a medium-effect size 

http://www.saanys.org


39 www.saanys.org

in passage reading.  One year later, the 
effect sizes had diminished slightly 
but maintained the ranking of large 
and medium. Even ten years later, the 
treatment group showed statistically 
significant positive differences from 
the control group (Blachman et al., 
2014).  So, if an average of 105 hours of 
instruction for students who were al-
ready experiencing a gap in instruction 
had such a significant impact, imagine 
the effect that a similar approach to 
instruction would have on students 
before the gap begins to form! That is 
the kind of instruction you will find in 
Gowanda’s Johnson-Bolen classroom.
	 With a slight variation of the Syra-
cuse University study treatment plan, 
students in kindergarten would begin 
with explicit and systematic hand-
writing instruction as they acclimate 
to school. Then, using a logical scope 
and sequence that starts with the sim-
plest concepts and moves to the most 
complex focusing on sound/symbol 
associations, syllable types, and En-
glish spelling conventions, kindergart-
ners would begin to read and spell. 
Students would be able to write all of 
the representations of the sounds they 
have been taught over time and trans-
fer these skills learned in isolation to 
read and spell words. Students would 
practice these skills in sentences that 
they write from dictation and read 

decodable text with increasing levels 
of difficulty. In every new lesson, stu-
dents would learn a new concept that 
is practiced in 12 subsequent lessons.  
In the Johnson-Bolen classroom, they 
also include a daily one-minute word 
reading activity that aligns to their 
scope and sequence to work on word 
recognition automaticity. We know 
what works. The process is proven by 
research and can be seen in action on 
any given day in this low resource ru-
ral New York classroom.
	 When the Regional Special Educa-
tion Technical Assistance Center net-
work was in operation over a decade 
ago, the state was already working 
on improving outcomes for students 
with disabilities using the science of 
reading. The Quality Indicator Re-
view and Resource Guides for Liter-
acy document provided guidance on 
how schools should provide system-
ic support in the areas of leadership, 
professional development, formative 
and summative assessment, progress 
monitoring, communication, program 
development, and universal design for 
learning.  It described the quality indi-
cators for K-12 in phonological aware-
ness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
reading and listening comprehension, 
writing, spelling, and handwriting.  
Perhaps some updates are warranted, 
but the major work is done!  Let us not 

waste time reinventing the wheel. We 
know how to do this.  Let’s not delay 
― the futures of the state’s children are 
at risk. 

	
MICHELE BOUTWELL, M.Ed., is a 
retired teacher and former coordinator at 
Erie2-Chautauqua-Cattaraugus BOCES.
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	 Engaging our educators in fruitful conversations about shifting instruction-

al approaches or altering pedagogy can be challenging and unpredictable. This 

is especially true for topics like literacy instruction, on which there has histori-

cally been much debate. Entering into conversations around the science of read-

ing that build both understanding and shifts in practice, however, are necessary 

and timely. How, then, do we more effectively hold conversations with our 

teachers that are positive, productive, and enduring?
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Effectively Engaging Teachers in Change: 
Creating Alignment and Building Enduring  

Understandings Around 
the Science of Reading
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BEGIN THE CONVERSATION 
FROM A PLACE OF 
ACKNOWLEDGMENT
	 As an instructional coach and an 
instructional leader, I’ve found that 
the most impactful conversations 
on any change occur when they 
fundamentally stem from a place that 
values and explicitly acknowledges 
educators’ commitment to their 
students. While the science behind 
the science of reading is by no means 
new, it may very well be at odds 
with how some of our educators 
were trained, and it may conflict with 
what our teachers have been doing 
in their classrooms for many years.  
	 It is important to understand that 
engaging in conversations around 
the positive impact of science of 
reading may inadvertently send 
the message that any formerly used 
practices were bad or even damaging 
to students. That, of course, is not 
the message that we intend to send, 
nor will it cultivate the urgency we 

PRACTICES: BUILDING ENDURING UNDERSTANDINGS AROUND THE SCIENCE OF READING

need from our teachers in order to 
see true change in practice. 	  
	 Instead, when leaders frame 
conversations and learning around 
literacy instruction as an opportunity 
to further refine and enhance 
educators’ skill sets, not as a critique 
of their current or past efforts, we will 
be better positioned to leverage the 
wealth of strategies and adaptability 
that our teachers already possess. Once 
this framing has been established, the 
strategies below can be useful as you 
continue the conversation. 

CRAFTING ALIGNMENT 
THROUGH CONVERSATION
	 Connecting an initiative like the 
science of reading to the why is anoth-
er essential step leaders can use to en-
gage teachers in the pedagogical shift. 
Missing this critical step could build a 
barrier to change, as teachers may view 
it as an “extra” or an “add-on,” instead 
of as integral and embedded work. 
Clearly articulating how the science 

www.saanys.org

of reading is directly aligned to other 
key district levers will demystify and 
connect the initiative to its larger pur-
pose; it’s why. Consider the following 
ways to align to the science of reading 
in your conversations with teachers: 
	 Alignment to Mission: Take a 
moment to think about your district’s 
mission statement: do the words all 
students show up at least once? Fram-
ing the context of your literacy conver-
sations within the language of fulfill-
ing your district’s mission statement 
serves to engage teachers by building 
clarity between the literacy initiative 
and the district’s intended outcomes 
for students. It will also serve to boost 
a larger sense of collective efficacy that 
is needed for conversations around the 
science of reading to move from talk 
into action. This cohesion will pro-
vide language for teachers to use as 
they verbalize how a change in their 
practice is connected with the forward 
movement of the district.
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Some questions to consider at this point 
in the conversation may include: What 
language in our mission statement 
calls out to you as most important? 
Which language is most aligned to the 
idea of literacy? Does the current state 
of literacy instruction in our district 
serve all students? How do we know? 
Are we doing what we are promising 
our community in our mission 
statement? 
	 Alignment to Data: Use aggregate 
and disaggregate data to illuminate 
for teachers any current disparities 
in student literacy proficiency and 
growth. It is important to triangulate 
the data to ensure multiple measures 
are considered so that larger trends 
can emerge. I’ve also found that it is 
essential when working with data to 
understand the humanity that exists 
within any data set. Data tells a story, 
is connected to people, and shows us 
the impact of our teaching on students. 
Because data is connected to teaching 
and learning, it also comes with emo-
tion; consider the use of common pro-
tocols to make the data digestible and 
action oriented, instead of overwhelm-
ing and deflating.
Some questions to consider at this 
point in the conversation may include: 
what student(s) are being served and 
underserved by our current literacy 
program or instruction? What explicit 
literacy strategies or understandings 
are strong/weak and for whom? 
Where in our curriculum are these 
strategies taught? What additional 
support do you need as teachers 
to support the areas of growth for 
students?
	 Alignment to the Familiar: When 
leaders initiate conversation with 
teachers in regard to the science of 
reading, many other questions (and 
sometimes anxieties) can emerge, be-
cause any change can feel like a mam-
moth task. It is important for teachers 
to understand where this change fits in 
conjunction with already established 
initiatives and systems within the dis-
trict. Connecting something as robust 
as the science of reading with how it 
fits across your district’s established 
MTSS framework, assessment strate-
gies, or where it naturally lives in the 
Next Generation Reading Foundation 
standards can further serve to contex-

tualize the change into preex-
isting and predictable struc-
tures, and to further reinforce 
the why.
Some questions to consider at 
this point in the conversation 
may include: What systems, 
structures, and/or initiatives 
does the district already have 
in place? Where do changes 
aligned to the science of reading 
fit within or in connection to these 
systems, structures, and/or initiatives? 

CREATING ENDURING 
UNDERSTANDINGS BY 
FOSTERING CYCLICAL 
SUPPORT MECHANISMS
	 After you’ve effectively engaged 
teachers in conversations around the 
science of reading, how does new 
learning happen, and how do we up-
hold it? We know that episodic, one-
off professional development sessions 
are not effective in fostering sustained 
change. Supporting teachers in adopt-
ing and sustaining evidence-based 
reading practices requires a cyclical 
approach that combines explicit, tai-
lored support, facilitated discussions 
and feedback, and ongoing and sus-
tained mechanisms of monitoring.
	 Explicit, Tailored Support: Teach-
ers need clear guidance and resources 
to implement evidence-based literacy 
practices effectively. This includes but 
goes far beyond access to high-quali-
ty instructional materials. First, align 
your district’s curriculum or curricu-
lar resources to the science of reading. 
Then, determine what additional sup-
port teachers need to truly understand 
the materials so that they can authen-
tically teach them in a manner that ad-
dresses students’ needs.
Consider asking yourself these questions 
to further the work: What systems are 
in place to determine professional 
development needs so teachers deeply 
understand the curriculum? Once 
teachers have a good understanding of 
the curriculum, do they have enough 
contextual understanding so that 
they are able to respond and adjust 
instruction in the moment? What 
trends are we seeing across classrooms 
that could indicate a larger professional 
development need across the building 
or district?

	 Facilitated Discussion and Feed-
back: While explicit, tailored support 
is essential, teachers also need desig-
nated spaces for facilitated discussion 
where they can collaborate with peers, 
share insights, give and get feedback, 
and take ownership of their own learn-
ing in the change process. These dis-
cussions should encourage reflective 
practice, allowing educators to explore 
how evidence-based strategies can 
be adapted to their unique classroom 
contexts. Feedback loops are essential: 
if data reveals areas where students 
are not making expected progress, 
professional learning can and should 
be adjusted to address those trends. 
By embedding these conversations 
into existing structures, districts make 
professional learning a natural and in-
tegral part of teachers’ routines, rather 
than an add-on.
Consider asking yourself these questions 
to further the work: What spaces for 
discussion and professional learning 
does our district already have in place 
that can be repurposed or reimagined 
with a spotlight on literacy? Can it be 
a standing agenda item for PLCs or 
a rotating topic for our department 
meetings? What opportunities exist 
for leaders to provide teachers with 
timely and useful feedback (or teachers 
to provide feedback to their peers)? 
	 Ongoing and Sustained Mecha-
nisms of Monitoring: To ensure that 
instructional shifts are having the in-
tended impact, districts and teachers 
must continually measure the con-
nection between professional learn-
ing, teacher pedagogy, and student 
outcomes. This makes all of the prior 
points about connecting to preexisting 
structures so necessary: Teachers are 
more likely to sustain new practices 
when they feel part of a supportive 
community that is cohesive, aligned, 
and connected. Above all, the district 
must ensure that a change in instruc-
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tion, such as alignment to the science 
of reading, is having a positive impact 
on all students by leveraging predict-
able and consistent monitoring mech-
anisms.
Consider asking yourself these questions 
to further the work: What mechanisms 
does the district have or need to 
sustain a change like adopting the 
science of reading? What are our 

progress monitoring structures and 
where does this fit at the classroom, 
building, and district level? Reconnect 
to MTSS ― how does the monitoring 
of the impact of  the science of reading 
fit in alignment with current tiered 
practices?

CONCLUSION
	 Engaging in conversations with 
teachers on changes to pedagogy and 
practice must ultimately stem from a 
place of valuing educators’ commit-

ment to students. As leaders, engag-
ing teachers in explicit conversations 
about the impact of changes in prac-
tice, creating alignment, and provid-
ing ongoing collaborative spaces for 
growth are key components to any 
change, especially one so multidimen-
sional as the science of reading. If we 
carefully frame these conversations 
and support our educators as they en-
deavor to take on this change, we can 
create an environment where teachers 
feel empowered, which is a win for all 
of our students.
 

 
LAURA MCDANIEL is the Director of 
Curriculum and Instructional Data at  
Capital Region BOCES.
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	 Parents play a crucial role in shaping their children’s literacy skills, serving 

as their first and most influential teachers. Research consistently demonstrates 

that parental involvement in a child’s literacy development has profound 

and lasting effects on academic achievement, cognitive abilities, and overall 

educational success (Foster, 2022).  School leaders and teachers need parent-

partners in their quest to help students become effective readers  and develop 

the literacy skills they will need to be productive and happy adults. Parents play 

a multifaceted role in guiding and fostering literacy skills with their children.  

School leaders and teachers can effectively encourage and support parental 

involvement in this critical aspect of a child’s education.

www.saanys.org

How Schools Can Encourage Parental 
Involvement: The Role of Parents in 

Children’s Literacy 
Development 
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THE IMPACT OF PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT ON 
LITERACY DEVELOPMENT
	 Parental involvement in children’s 
literacy activities has been shown to 
positively affect various aspects of a 
child’s educational journey:

1.	 Early Reading Experiences: 
When parents introduce their 
children to books at an early 
age, they provide a significant 
advantage that persists throughout 
primary school (Clark, 2007). These 
early experiences prepare children 
for formal literacy instruction 
and set the foundation for future 
academic success.

2.	 Language and 
	 Comprehension Skills:
	 Involvement in reading 

activities at home has been 
linked to improvements in 
reading achievement, language 
comprehension, and expressive 
language skills. This engagement 
also positively influences children’s 
interest in reading and their 
attentiveness in the classroom.

3.	 Long-lasting Effects: 
The impact of parental 
involvement in literacy practices 
is most profound when it begins 
early in a child’s life, with effects 
that can persist into teenage years 
and even adulthood (Clark, 2007). 
This underscores the importance 
of establishing strong literacy 
foundations from the earliest stages 
of development.

4.	 Academic Achievement:
	 Parental involvement has been 

identified as a more powerful force 
in a child’s educational success 
than other family background 
variables, such as social class, 
family size, or parental education 
level (OECD, 2002). This highlights 
the potential for parental 
engagement to overcome socio-
economic barriers in educational 
outcomes.

5.	 Gateway to Success:
	 Success in reading has been found 

to be a gateway to success in other 
academic areas (Foster, 2022). By 
fostering strong literacy skills, 
parents are effectively supporting 
their child’s overall academic 
development.

PRACTICES: THE ROLE OF PARENTS IN CHILDREN’S LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

KEY WAYS PARENTS SUPPORT 
LITERACY DEVELOPMENT
	 Parents can support their children’s 
literacy development through various 
activities and approaches:

1.	 Creating a Literacy-Rich 
	 Home Environment

●	Providing access to a variety 
of reading materials, including 
books, magazines, and digital 
resources (Foster, 2022).

●	Modeling reading behavior by 
engaging in their own reading 
activities (ABC, 2023).

●	Displaying print materials 
around the home, such as labels, 
lists, and notes (Wohlers, 2005).

2.	 Engaging in Shared 
	 Reading Activities

●	Reading aloud to children 
regularly, which helps develop 
vocabulary, comprehension, and 
a love for reading (Foster, 2022).

●	Discussing stories and 
asking questions to enhance 
understanding and critical 
thinking skills (Wohlers, 2005).

●	Encouraging children to read 
independently as they develop 
their skills (Foster, 2022).

3.	 Supporting Language 	  
	 Development

●	Engaging in rich conversations 
with children to expand their 
vocabulary and language skills 
(Wohlers, 2005).

●	Encouraging storytelling and 
creative expression 
(Simonds, 2012).

●	Introducing new words and 
concepts through everyday 
activities and experiences 
(Stanford, 2023).

4.	 Connecting Literacy to 
	 Real-Life Experiences

●	Incorporating reading and 
writing into daily routines, such 
as making shopping lists or 
reading signs (aecf.org, 2022).

●	Engaging in literacy-based 
activities during family outings 
or vacations (Stanford, 2023).

●	Encouraging children to write 
letters or cards, or keep a journal 
(Simonds, 2012).
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5.	 Collaborating with Schools 
	 and Teachers

●	Attending parent-teacher 
conferences and school events 
(Stanford, 2023).

●	Communicating regularly with 
teachers about a child’s progress 
and challenges.

●	Participating in school-based 
literacy programs or workshops 
(Clark, 2007).

THE ROLE OF SCHOOLS IN 
ENCOURAGING PARENTAL 
INVOLVEMENT
	 While parents are crucial to liter-
acy development, schools play a vital 
role in fostering and supporting pa-
rental involvement. Here are strategies 
schools can employ to encourage par-
ents to fulfill their role in their child’s 
literacy development:

1. Educate Parents on the Importance 
	 of Their Role
Schools should provide information 
to parents about the significant impact 
their involvement has on their child's 
literacy development. This can be done 
through:

●	Workshops and seminars on 
literacy development and 
parental involvement 
(aecf.org, 2022).

●	Distributing informative 
materials such as newsletters, 
brochures, or online resources 
(Stanford, 2023).

●	Hosting family literacy nights or 
events that demonstrate effective 
reading strategies (Clark, 2007).

2.	 Provide Specific Guidance 
	 and Resources
Many parents may be unsure or 
unaware of how to effectively support 
their child’s literacy development. 
Schools can address this by:

●	Offering training sessions on 
specific literacy activities parents 
can do at home (aecf.org, 2022).

●	Creating and distributing 
literacy activity kits or resources 
for home use (Stanford, 2023).

●	Providing access to online 
platforms or apps that support 
literacy development 
(ABC, 2023).
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3. Foster Open Communication
Establishing strong lines of
communication between parents and
teachers is crucial. Schools can:

● Implement regular progress
reports or updates on a child’s
literacy development
(aecf.org, 2022).

● Use technology (e.g., apps,
email, or text messages) to
facilitate easy communication
(Stanford, 2023).

● Encourage teachers to be
accessible and responsive to
parental inquiries (Clark, 2007).

4. Create Opportunities for
School-Based Involvement

Schools can provide various oppor-
tunities for parents to be involved in 
literacy activities within the school 
environment:

● Inviting parents to volunteer in
classrooms or the school library
(aecf.org, 2022).

● Organizing family reading
events or book fairs (Stanford,
2023).

● Implementing programs where
parents can read to small groups
of students (Clark, 2007).

5. Address Barriers to Parental
Involvement

Schools should recognize and address 
potential barriers that may prevent 
parents from being involved:

● Offering flexible scheduling for
parent-teacher meetings and
school events (aecf.org, 2022).

● Providing translation services
for non-native English-speaking
parents (Stanford, 2023).

● Considering child care options
during school events to facilitate
parent attendance (Clark, 2007).

● Partnering with universal PreK
programs to form relationships
with parents and provide
strategies and resources to
parents early in a child’s
development.

6. Celebrate and Recognize
Parental Involvement

Acknowledging and appreciating pa-
rental efforts can encourage continued 
involvement:

● Recognizing parents who
actively participate in literacy
initiatives (aecf.org, 2022).

● Sharing success stories of how
parental involvement has
positively impacted students
(Stanford, 2023).

● Creating a supportive
community atmosphere that
values parental engagement
(Clark, 2007).

	 The role of parents in a child’s lit-
eracy development is undeniably cru-
cial. From creating a literacy-rich home 
environment to actively engaging in 
reading activities, parents have the 
power to significantly influence their 
child’s educational journey. Schools, in 
turn, have a responsibility to support 
and encourage this parental involve-
ment through education, resources, 
and opportunities for engagement.

PRACTICES: THE ROLE OF PARENTS IN CHILDREN’S LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

	 By fostering a strong partnership 
between parents and schools, we can 
create a powerful support system 
for children’s literacy development. 
This collaboration not only enhanc-
es academic achievement but also 
instills a lifelong love for learning 
and reading. As we continue to rec-
ognize the importance of parental in-
volvement in literacy development, 
it is essential that both parents and 
schools work together to create an 
environment where every child has 
the opportunity to develop strong 
literacy skills and succeed academi-
cally.

MICHAEL PLOTKIN is the principal 
at Pierre Van Cortlandt Middle 
School in the Croton-Harmon school 
district.
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By Jill Farrand

	 On a recent trip to visit my parents in Florida, my father was driving 

me back to the airport and punched in the airport’s address on the GPS in 

his truck. As we began our journey, taking the turns that the nice lady in the 

speaker told us to, my father became agitated when he was told to take a turn 

that he did not think was on the right, or most effective, path. Rather than 

keep with the automated system, he kept going straight because, he said, “I 

have been this way before and I remember it will be quicker.” I will spare 

you the rest of this story, but it involves a dead end that was mysteriously 

not there before, and a U-turn with some colorful language to accompany it.
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The Path of 

Literacy Instruction 
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	 Why am I talking about GPS? 
Well, when I was introduced to the 
NYS Literacy Briefs and told about the 
attestation process that each district 
would have to go through, I knew I had 
to create a plan to lead the staff in my 
school through the process of assessing 
our current literacy initiatives and 
evaluating whether they were taking 
us to the correct destination or not. 
And if not, changes would need to be 
implemented. And so, I figured I could 
learn some lessons from that GPS and 
my father to make sure we didn’t get 
held up at a dead end.
	 So…lessons learned from a father 
and a GPS. And what that has to do 
with literacy instruction. Here we go.

LESSON 1: TRUST
	 Now, trusting the GPS would 
be the obvious lesson for my father, 
but admitting that an automated 
voice coming out of his truck speak-
ers is right, and he is not, will nev-
er. Ever. Happen. So, moving on. 
	 Building trust in a school building 
is easier, thank goodness, but it is an 
intentional and critical process to move 
forward with any initiative. While it is 
not an easy or quick process, building 
trust can be accomplished over time 
in many ways. Being visible to staff 
so they know you are there for them 
in their time of need is one way that 
you can begin to build trust. Listening 
to staff and providing support and 
authentic feedback is another. Some-
times, what you say when you are not 
talking says the most. What does your 
body language tell staff? Where in the 
building are you spending your time? 
With whom? All this matters in build-
ing trust with staff, and without trust, 
why would they follow you to an un-
known place?

LESSON 2: THE BIG PICTURE
	 A big mistake that my father made 
with the GPS was failure to look at 
the big picture. He simply entered the 
address of the airport, clicked “Go” 
and took off. Had he taken some time 
to check the turn-by-turn directions, 
or zoom in on the map of the route, he 
would have seen that every turn did, in 
fact, bring him closer to his destination. 
He wouldn’t have felt the need to veer 

off course, thereby encountering a 
dead end, and extending his trip in the 
process.
	 Establishing teacher buy-in starts 
with providing them with access to 
the big picture. If they are privy to 
only part of the process, they may 
not understand the overarching goals 
or be willing to make changes. What 
could this look like? Build collective 
knowledge around new initiatives. 
Share out State Ed updates at staff 
meetings. Provide resources to teachers 
that they can dive into should they 
wish to. Treat teachers as the copilots 
on this trip, as they will be the ones in 
the driver’s seat when all is said and 
done anyhow.
	 A big piece of this for my district 
was to build collective wisdom togeth-
er. I attended PD alongside my teach-
ers when I could. I studied the changes 
in depth so that I could speak to them 
with the teachers and answer ques-
tions that came up. While I realize that 
there is often not enough time in the 
day to do everything we as adminis-
trators would like to do, or need to do, 
when facing a grand initiative like the 
literacy push in New York State, your 
time with teachers learning alongside 
you is invaluable. It helps build the 
trust mentioned above, connection, 
and buy-in. All of these are critical in 
any change process, especially when 
it involves looking at and evaluating 
current practices.

LESSON 3: COMMUNICATION
	 When he began to doubt the 
GPS’s turn by turn navigation, my 
father would have been much better 
off communicating that to his copilot 
(me), who could have then consulted 
the GPS, or fact-checked it with her 
own GPS, to see if we were headed 
in the right direction. His lack of 
communication led him down, quite 
literally, the wrong path.
	 In schools, communication is prob-
ably the most important, yet often lack-
ing, area when it comes to change man-
agement. Through my own missteps 
(monthly newsletters that didn’t have 
much practical value) and fumbles 
(I sent it in an email ― didn’t anyone 
read it?!), I have taken feedback and 
developed systems to communicate 

reminders, resources, and updates as 
they relate to pertinent staff. Although 
electronic communication is often the 
most efficient way to get information 
shared, I had to find a way to make 
sure it was getting where it needed to 
go. Enter our weekly bulletin ― a one-
page, to-the-point, week-at-a-glance 
newsletter. Important links, schedule 
changes, and updates are shared us-
ing this template. Emails are reserved 
for last-minute communications that 
cannot wait until Friday. Monthly staff 
meetings are also used for communi-
cation purposes, but these are commu-
nications on a grander scale, such as 
reviewing the seven New York State 
Literacy Briefs together, so conversa-
tion can accompany the information.
	 Being intentional about commu-
nication has taken time, and my sug-
gestion is to lean on those around you 
who may have more expertise than 
you ― I worked with our communi-
cations team to talk through my in-
tentions so they could point me in the 
right direction. You will likely take a 
couple of wrong turns on the way, but 
continuing to put a focus on communi-
cation will pay off in the end.
	 In closing, although my father and 
I made it to the airport successfully, 
it could have been a much smoother 
ride had he focused on the three areas 
I mentioned above ― trust, big picture, 
and communication. The same can 
be said for establishing teacher buy-
in. Staff need to feel they can trust 
the person and the process, through 
effective communication and access to 
the big picture, before they will take the 
risks that are necessary for any change 
process to occur. Focus on these three 
areas, and it will pay dividends in 
the success of your initiatives and the 
impact they have on the students in 
your school.

JILL FARRAND is the preK-6 principal 
at Heuvelton Central School District.
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	 Encouraging a love of reading is 
important for a child’s development, 
and one effective way to foster this 
love is by building a home library. 
Learn why access to books at home is 
important for children and how it ben-
efits their literacy development.

WHY HOME LIBRARIES?
	 Home libraries provide children 
with quick access to books, allowing 
them to explore reading independent-
ly and at their own pace. This easy ac-
cess to books is critical in developing 
early literacy skills and fostering a life-
long love of reading.

Improved Language and Reading 
Skills

•	Books in the home are linked to 
improved language skills and 
increased reading proficiency in 
children (Schubert and Becker, 
2010).

Cognitive Development
•	Early exposure to books at 

home influences cognitive 
development and fosters greater 
reasoning abilities 
(Mol and Bus, 2011).

Reading Comprehension
•	Reading printed books increases 

the ability to comprehend six 
times better than digital screens 
(EdSource, 2023). 

Long-term Education
•	Research shows that children 

with access to books at home 
achieve up to three more years 
of schooling than those without 
(Evans et al., 2010).

HOW TO BUILD A HOME LIBRARY
	 Building a home library fosters a 
love of reading in children that begins 
at home. It provides easy access to a 

variety of books and creates a dedi-
cated space for reading and learning.  

Choose the Right Books
	 It is important to select books that 
children are interested in. Include a 
variety of genres to introduce them to 
various styles of writing and topics. 
Reading fiction books enhances their 
imagination and creativity, while 
nonfiction books build background 
knowledge and broaden their under-
standing of the world.

Involve Children in the Process
	 Allow your child to choose books 
whenever possible. This ownership 
makes a home library feel more per-
sonal and they are more likely to read 
the books available to them.

Create a Reading-Friendly 
Environment
	 Designate a special place in your 
home for the books where your child 
can comfortably read. A cozy corner 
with easy access to books, good light-
ing, and comfortable seating invites 
frequent reading sessions.

Use Community Resources
	 Building a home library can be 
cost-effective by utilizing community 
resources. For instance, public librar-
ies offer free book borrowing ser-
vices and often have book sales. Book 
swaps, where you can exchange books 
with other families, thrift stores, and 
school sales, are also great options for 
continuously refreshing your child’s 
collection and keeping them engaged 
with new reads. 

Prioritize Family and Caregiver 
Involvement
	 Reading together and discussing 
stories by asking questions about the 
plot, characters, or their favorite parts 
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improves reading and critical think-
ing skills. 

Praise Efforts, Not Just Success
	 Praise your child’s effort, not 
just their ability to read fluently. This 
helps kids develop a positive mind-
set toward reading and feel confident 
about learning.

WHAT IF MY CHILD IS 
HESITANT TO READ?	
	 If your child is hesitant to read at 
home, try some of these strategies.

•	Add interactive books, such 
as those with puzzles and 
activities, to capture their 
interest. Graphic novels and 
comic books appeal to many 
children and can be a pathway 
to reading other genres.

• Focus on their interests. A child 
who is intrigued by dinosaurs, 
space, or ocean animals might 
be more interested in reading 
books about those topics.

• Encourage short reading 
sessions initially and gradually 
increase the length to improve 
reading stamina. 

ENHANCE HOME LIBRARIES 
WITH JUST RIGHT READER 
TAKE-EVERYWHERE 
LITERACY PACKS
	 Build your child’s home library 
with Just Right Reader Science of Read-
ing Take-Everywhere Literacy Packs™ 
in English and Spanish to accel-
erate reading achievement 
with science of read-
ing decodable 
books. Relat-
able stories, 
relatable char-
acters, and col-

  

Home Libraries: 
Why Every Child Needs 
Books of Their Own 
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orful illustrations engage every
student as they learn to read.

Our Science of Reading Decodables 
feature:

•	An extensive library of 750+ 
titles in English and Spanish

•	Engaging and relatable stories 
with diverse characters and 
vibrant illustrations that 
motivate students to keep 
reading

•	Evidence-based, rigorous 
phonics scope and sequence that 
aligns to all phonics programs 
and curriculums 

•	QR codes that link to memorable 
video lessons in English and 
Spanish

SPONSOR SPOTLIGHT: HOME LIBRARIES ― WHY EVERY CHILD NEEDS BOOKS OF THEIR OWN

Our Board Books feature:
•	Research-backed books aligned 

to your early learning standards
•	Vibrant illustrations and 

engaging stories based on 
developmental milestones

•	Bite-sized tips, baby sign 
language, and videos for 
caregivers with every title

•	Learning Together Guides equip 
caregivers with easy tips and fun 
ideas for their child’s journey to 
literacy.

	 Read our Family Reading blog 
post for tips on strengthening family 
reading at home. 
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	 At Curriculum Associates, we be-
lieve all students can become skilled 
readers, and the best way to get them 
there is a strong start with explicit, 
systematic, and evidence-based liter-
acy instruction. Magnetic Reading™ 
Foundations thoughtfully merges the 
science of reading and the science of 
instruction. These beliefs are at the 
core of Magnetic Reading Founda-
tions, our comprehensive foundational 
skills program for students in grades 
K–2.

READING IS A COMPLEX
PROCESS
	 Thousands of international, in-
terdisciplinary, scientific, and educa-
tional studies have pinpointed what 
― and, crucially, how ― we must teach 
students who are learning to read. The 
resulting evidence forms the founda-
tion of reading science. Humans are 
not hardwired to read in the same way 
we are to speak. We must all be explic-
itly taught to decipher the complex 
alphabetic code. In Magnetic Reading 
Foundations, students learn to read 
beginning with these word recognition 
skills:

•	Phonological Awareness: 
The ability to recognize and 
manipulate the sounds of 
spoken language 

•	Phonics: The ability to 
map sounds onto letters or 
combinations of letters (i.e., 
sound spellings) 

•	Recognition of High-
Frequency Words: The ability to 
automatically identify and read 
words that occur most often in 
text

	 In addition to learning to read, 
Magnetic Reading Foundations sup-
ports students as they begin to build 
a foundation for reading to learn with 
instruction in two of the language 
comprehension skills: 

•	Literacy Knowledge (concepts 
of print): Knowledge specific 
to understanding how print 
works, such as reading from left 
to right and top to bottom in 
English 

•	Background Knowledge: 
Information stored in the brain 
based on prior experiences of 
topics and ideas

	 Word recognition and language 
comprehension skills weave together, 
becoming increasingly strategic and 
automatic as students become skilled 
readers (Scarborough, 2001). There 
are instructional opportunities in each 
week of Magnetic Reading Founda-
tions for systematic, evidence-based, 
explicit fluency instruction to support 
students as they move toward skilled 
reading:

•	Fluency: The ability to read 
with accuracy, automaticity, 
intonation/inflection, and 
proper phrasing

•	Vocabulary Knowledge: 
The ability to understand the 
meanings of words and phrases

	 The students themselves also play 
a key role in reading success. Skilled 
readers utilize active self-regulation 
strategies to maintain engagement 
with the text (Duke and Cartwright, 
2021). Active self-regulation includes:

•	Motivation and Engagement: 
The interest and desire to read 
that leads to active reading
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•	Use of Comprehension 
Strategies: Deliberate actions 
that help readers construct 
meaning

	 Magnetic Reading Foundations 
equips young learners with the essen-
tial skills, strategies, and confidence 
needed to become skilled readers. By 
integrating evidence-based instruc-
tion in word recognition, language 
comprehension, and fluency, the pro-
gram provides a strong foundation 
for lifelong literacy. Additionally, it 
fosters motivation, engagement, and 
comprehension strategies to support 
students in actively regulating their 
reading process. With this compre-
hensive approach, educators can em-
power every student to develop the 
skills necessary for reading success 
and a lifetime of learning.
	 You can learn more about put-
ting the science of reading to work at 
https://qrs.ly/l5gl1ww. 

Duke, N. K., and Cartwright, K. B. 
(2021). The science of reading pro-
gresses: Communicating advances 
beyond the simple view of reading. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 56(S1), 
S25–S44.
Scarborough, H. S. (2001). Connecting 
early language and literacy to later 
reading (dis)abilities: Evidence, theo-
ry, and practice. In S. Neuman and D. 
Dickinson (eds.), Handbook for research 
in early literacy (pp. 97–110). Guilford 
Press.
	 If you’d like more information 
about how Magnetic Reading Foun-
dations could help your students, 
please reach out to your local educa-
tional sales consultant.
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Clear instruction 
meets campus safety
With the Lightspeed Cascadia platform teachers can 
provide clear, e	ective instruction and have instant 
access to key safety and communications features 
all from their easy-to-use microphone.

Visit lightspeed-tek.com to learn more.

GrapeSEED is a research-aligned, teacher-led oral language
curriculum that follows the principles of Natural Language
Acquisition. GrapeSEED helps students who are new to the
United States and students in preschool through second grade
build English oral language and critical listening skills to become
successful readers, writers and communicators.

To learn how GrapeSEED can
help your students visit us at:

 
https://grapeseed.com
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	 With the science of reading, stu-
dents get research-backed methods of 
instruction that help them master the 
vital skill of reading. These methods 
work well with all types of students. 
When it comes to students acquir-
ing English for the first time, be they 
multilingual learners or developing 
preschoolers, the joy-filled, engag-
ing, systematic and success-oriented 
GrapeSEED curriculum embraces and 
encompasses each facet of science of 
reading.
	 GrapeSEED supports language 
acquisition by offering explicit instruc-
tion in phonemic awareness, systemat-
ic phonics instruction, and strategies to 
improve fluency in both speaking and 
reading beginning right away. Let’s 
take a closer look: 
	 Phonemic Awareness ― What’s 
the first step in language acquisition? 
Learning to hear and form new sounds 
that will eventually lead to producing 
language! The technical term here is 
“phonemic awareness,” but what it 
boils down to is being able to recog-
nize and manipulate sounds within 
the context of words. 
	 Our English learner students have 
already established a known lan-
guage… their home language… and 
are now expected to learn the phonol-
ogy of a new language. Day in and day 
out, they begin to learn and process 
English. While lots goes into this, one 
of our responsibilities as teachers is 
very clear: As mentioned above, En-
glish learners must be taught to hear 
and form phonograms, that is, have 
phonemic awareness. The need for 
phonemic awareness is an integral part 
of the research-based science of read-
ing, is a best practice, and is also a fun-
damental skill that just makes sense.  

	 GrapeSEED uses a carefully 
integrated platform called vertical 
phonics. With vertical phonics, 
students learn all the sounds of a letter 
or letter combination at one time and 
in the order of frequency, with those 
that are used most often presented 
first.  Why is this important? Because 
students learn to associate letters 
(phonograms) with the sounds they 
represent (phonemes). Over time, 
students learn to read and write by 
assembling the phonograms that 
they’re being exposed to. Learning 
the second, third, and fourth sounds 
of certain phonograms increases the 
number of words that are decodable, 
reducing the need for guessing. 
With GrapeSEED’s repeated practice 
and systematic review, students 
memorize the phoneme-phonogram 
relationships to the point where they 
can automatically respond with the 
proper phoneme when shown both 
single AND multiletter phonograms. 
	 Phonics ― With the GrapeSEED 
curriculum, our approach to phonics 
instruction is powerful and unique, 
gets results, and aligns with the sci-
ence of reading’s framework.
	 What does this all mean for our 
English language learner students? 
Well, “if students cannot decode 
printed English, they cannot com-
prehend it. If students cannot com-
prehend spoken English, they cannot 
comprehend written English either” 
(Moats and Tolman, 2020). So, let’s 
dig a little deeper. Phonics can be 
defined as any method of teaching 
reading by associating letters (called 
“phonograms”) and letter combina-
tions with their sounds (which are 
called “phonemes”). Think about it 
this way; a phonogram is one unit of 
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sound represented by a single letter or 
a combination of two, three, or four 
letters in English. A single phonogram 
may have more than one sound, and 
a single sound may have more than 
one phonogram. (Say that three times, 
fast!) For example, a has four different 
sounds. Similarly, a, ay, and eigh are 
three different phonograms that share 
the same sound. Phew!
	 With GrapeSEED’s research- 
based, natural oral language acquisi-
tion curriculum, you will be:

•	Providing your students with 
the explicit phonics instruction 
they need.

•	Building their “memory bank” 
of English vocabulary, language 
structure, and comprehension.

•	Using the context of fun and 
catchy songs, stories, chants, 
action activities, shared reading, 
and more.

	 Reading Fluency ― GrapeSEED 
teachers model speaking and reading 
English with accuracy, rate, and ex-
pression, all while encouraging stu-
dents to do the same. After repeated 
exposures, students practice fluen-
cy by reading or speaking in small 
groups or with a partner. Fluency be-
comes the bridge between decoding 
and comprehension. 
	 Teaching young students to read 
is a vital part of their growth and de-
velopment, while teaching them to 
read fluently makes an even stronger 
impact.  Reading fluency means being 
able to read quickly, accurately, and 
with expression. Teaching our stu-
dents to do this well, as encouraged 
by the science of reading framework, 
boosts student comprehension and 
knowledge retention, while also in-
creasing overall reading enjoyment. 
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	 Not only do GrapeSEED teachers 
engage their students in language- 
rich and vibrantly illustrated stories, 
action activities, and chants, Grape-
SEED teachers also model using fluent 
and expressive reading through our 
shared reading big books and shared 
reading poems. These components are 
woven into each and every daily les-
son, allowing students to hear correct 
pronunciation, phrasing, pacing, and 
intonation in real time. Fun fact: our 
shared reading big books are put to a 
catchy tune! Brain research shows that 
music and tunes do incredible things 
in the brain and one of those things is 
improving reading fluency.
	 Vocabulary Development ― Sys-
tematic exposure to useful vocabulary 
happens in each lesson with Grape-
SEED’s vocabulary picture cards. 
These words are then immediately 
put into use in songs, stories, chants, 
action activities, poems, big books, 
story dictionaries, and even writers. 
GrapeSEED students are introduced 
to words, language functions, and no-
tions that will be used with increasing 
complexity, all while reinforcing pre-
vious learning. 
	 From an academic point of view, 
vocabulary:

•	Gives us a window into our 
students’ knowledge of word 
meanings.

•	Is essential for them to express 
themselves fluently.

•	Allows them to comprehend 
what’s being spoken and read.

	 At the same time, English learn-
ers (and native English speakers, too, 
might I add!) often recognize more 
words than they’re able to use in con-
versation or in their writing. English 
learners, in particular, tend to have a 
greater capacity for receptive vocab-
ulary than for expressive vocabulary. 
That information, coupled with vocab-
ulary playing an integral role in the 
science of reading framework, reminds 
us that incorporating deliberate and 
meaningful vocabulary instruction is 
key. So, how do we effectively deliver 
good vocabulary instruction and un-
leash our English learners’ full poten-
tial? With GrapeSEED, it’s a cinch! It 
all begins with deliberate vocabulary 
instruction, including word meaning, 
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pronunciation, and connection with 
other words. The GrapeSEED curric-
ulum offers a clear and methodical 
approach to teaching new vocabulary 
with clear, vibrant vocabulary picture 
cards that are introduced and then 
carefully woven into the context of 
themed songs, stories, action activities, 
and more, keeping English learners en-
gaged and motivated. This interwoven 
content design guarantees that your 
students will continually be reinforc-
ing their accumulation of vocabulary. 
By equipping our students with a solid 
vocabulary foundation, we give them 
the tools to become competent com-
municators and to build the bridge to 
reading and writing. By following a 
spiral curriculum specifically designed 
for English language learners, students 
encounter vocabulary, language func-
tions, and language notions that are 
used with increasing complexity while 
reinforcing previous learning. By effi-
ciently and effectively consolidating 
new learning in this way, students can 
achieve maximum learning outcomes 
in minimum time!
 	 Structural Analysis ― Within 
the context of our shared reading 
materials including poems and big 
books, children are exposed to early 
reading strategies like directionality, 
return sweep, and more! They also 
learn to self-correct using early high 
frequency words and to cross-check 
beginning sounds with picture clues. 
Are you thinking to yourself, “What 
role does an oral language curriculum 
designed for young students to 
acquire English have to do with 
structural analysis?” The answer is 
“Everything!” Let’s jump right in and 
start with defining structural analysis. 
To put it simply, structural analysis is 
the ability to break unfamiliar words 
down into smaller parts. In other 
words, once students achieve sound-
symbol correspondence and can 
apply this knowledge to decode one-
syllable words, they can then begin to 
focus on those meaningful word parts 
that will help them develop skills to 
read and understand more complex, 
multisyllabic words. That, of course, 
is why structural analysis is at the 
heart of science of reading. Structural 
analysis relies on using multiple 

elements to develop a student’s 
capacity to comprehend unfamiliar 
words. Your students may have the 
ability to decode words, but without a 
firm foundation in oral language and 
word meaning, their comprehension 
in English will be negatively impacted.
	 Put simply, language comprehen-
sion depends heavily on knowledge 
of word meaning, and knowledge of 
a word is gained over time after mul-
tiple exposures both in speech and in 
print.
	 With GrapeSEED’s curriculum, 
your students receive multiple 
exposures to new words, and in 
context that’s meaningful and fun...
coming in the form of songs, poems, 
stories, action activities, and more. 
As you lead your children in their 
interactive daily lessons, they will 
learn new words and how to use them 
correctly.   
	 Plain and simple, science of read-
ing works. And designed with stu-
dents in mind, GrapeSEED’s engaging 
and joyful songs, stories, chants, po-
ems, big books, action activities, and 
writers work too, by providing the 
firm foundation for literacy instruc-
tion to be built upon. It’s not too late to 
begin supporting your young English 
language learners with teacher-led 
GrapeSEED instruction. Visit www.
GrapeSEED.com or contact Laurie.
Metz@GrapeSEED.com for more in-
formation.
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Strong school nutrition programs advance equity, 
reduce hunger, & bolster student success. 

Make yours even stronger:
• Leverage innovative strategies to offer free school meals to all kids.
• Launch and expand Breakfast After the Bell to improve access.
• Provide free, healthy meals afterschool and over the summer.
• Help families in your school community access SNAP and WIC.

We can help. Hunger Solutions New York provides free,  
individualized assistance to school districts. 

Contact Francesca.DiGiorgio@HungerSolutionsNY.org

Funded by NYSOTDA and Share Our Strength.  
This institution is an equal opportunity provider.

https://getsuperteacher.com
https://getsuperteacher.com/schools/
https://getsuperteacher.com/schools/
https://apps.apple.com/us/app/super-teacher/id1592396282
https://play.google.com/store/apps/details?id=com.goperceptron.superteacher&utm_source=getsuperteacher&utm_campaign=marketing_site&pcampaignid=pcampaignidMKT-Other-global-all-co-prtnr-py-PartBadge-Mar2515-1
https://hungersolutionsny.org/
mailto:Francesca.DiGiorgio@HungerSolutionsNY.org


AGE OF LEARNING 
Dana Grau  |  (818) 246-2223
Dana.Grau@aofl.com  |  ageoflearning.com          
My Math Academy®, an adaptive, personalized 
program that helps students master foundational 
math concepts. My Reading Academy™ helps 
young learners become fluent readers and build a 
foundation for reading comprehension and literacy. 
 

 
 
CAMBRIDGE ASSESSMENT 
INTERNATIONAL EDUCATION 
Aparajita Nandi  |  (917) 618-0129 
aparajita.nandi@cambridge.org 
cambridgeinternational.org/usa  
Cambridge International, a part of the University of 
Cambridge, offers an instructional system aligning 
curriculum, pedagogy, PD, and assessments (K-
12). Districts can offer this program with other 
curricula, and students can earn college credit with 
Cambridge exams. 

CHARACTER STRONG 
Chris Layton  |  (602) 524-3384 
chris@characterstrong.com 
characterstrong.com    

Character Strong provides research-based, verti-
cally-aligned, PreK-12 multi-tier, social emotional/
character education curricula and professional 
learning services to positively impact the well- 
being of students, staff, and families. 

COLLABORATIVE CLASSROOM 
Valerie Michaels  |  (510) 533-0213 
events@collaborativeclassroom.org 
collaborativeclassroom.org 
Collaborative Classroom is a mission-driven, 
nonprofit organization committed to ensuring that 
all students become readers, writers, and thinkers 
who learn from, care for, and respect one another.

 EDMENTUM 
Alex MacKinnon  |  (845) 430-2886 
Alex.MacKinnon@edmentum.com 
edmentum.com  
Edmentum delivers personalized and inclusive 
learning solutions to millions of students and 
over 10,000 educational partners for more than 
60 years. Edmentum’s NYS based digital solu-
tions ignite student potential. Our solutions are 
data-based, research driven and offer sound 
instructional design to support the whole learn-
er: our adaptive diagnostic is a K-12 assess-
ment and curriculum aligned to NYS curriculum 
and benchmarks that will change outcomes in 
your school. We meet ESSA requirements for 
evidence-based interventions, and offer NYS 
aligned curriculum to expand course offerings 
K-12, small group tutoring, NYS Regents prep, 
Certified teachers, and professional develop-
ment. Edmentum provides NYS BOCES and dis-
tricts supportive online environments where stu-
dents are valued and empowered to participate 
in their learning. We place students and educa-
tors first! https://get.edmentum.com/new-york/
engaging curriculum designed for all learners. 

EDUCATIONAL VISTAS, INC. 
Scott B. Crowder  |  (518) 344-7022 
scrowder@edvistas.com 
edvistas.com   
Founded in 1993, Educational Vistas has 
become the world’s most comprehensive 
education software and services company. 
More than 600 school districts throughout 
New York State and many BOCES and RICs 
have chosen our industry-leading suite of 
education management solutions and best-in-
class services to help them meet their goals 
and requirements. EVI is proud to say that all 
our products and services are developed locally 
right here in the Capital Region.

EQUITABLE ADVISORS 
Kelly D. DeMay  |  (585) 475-8431 
Kelly.demay@equitable.com 
www.kellydemay.com  
Equitable is proud to be a strategic partner to the 
School Administrators Association of New York. 
As the leading provider of 403(b) plans in the K-12 
market, we are committed to helping clients take 
small, manageable steps in achieving financial 
wellness. We are honored to support SAANYS 
and its members’ continued commitment to 
protect public school systems and the future 
of our children. Our collective effort as an 
organization instills confidence in employees 
across all demographics and job classifications, 
so that they can retire with dignity.

FRANKLINCOVEY EDUCATION 
Renee Ailing, Western NY  |  (716) 946-7006 
renee.ailing@franklincovey.com  
Sharon Feeley, Upstate NY  |  (518) 779-3085 
sharon.feeley@franklincovey.com 
www. leaderinme.org/SAANYS  
FranklinCovey Education is one of the world’s most 
prominent and trusted providers of educational 
leadership development, school culture, and 
change management. Our comprehensive solutions 
help schools address common challenges such 
as academic achievement, educator wellness 
and efficacy, family engagement, leadership 
development, and college, career, and life readiness.  

GRAND CANYON UNIVERSITY  
Haylee Bunnell  |  (602) 414-6300 
Haylee.Bunnell@gcu.edu 
gcu.edu/c/Bre.Oswald  
Grand Canyon University’s College of Education 
inspires educators to pursue the American dream 
through online and on-campus teaching and 
leadership programs. Find your purpose: gcu.edu. 

 HUNGER SOLUTIONS NEW YORK  
Francesca DiGiorgio  |  (518) 915-6658 
francesca.digiorgio@hungersolutionsny.org 
HungerSolutionsNY.org   
Hunger Solutions New York promotes hunger 
awareness, participation in federally-funded 
nutrition assistance programs for all who are 
eligible, and public policies that contribute to 
ending hunger. We also raise awareness of the 
health, economic and educational benefits of anti-
hunger programs.

 JUST RIGHT READER  
Jamie Hays  |  (954) 646-9019 
jamie.hays@justrightreader.com 
justrightreader.com

Just Right Reader’s science of reading instructional 
materials and resources are carefully crafted to 
ensure inclusive and effective literacy instruction 
and small group intervention. Developed with 
leading literacy experts, our extensive libraries of 
over 850 science of reading decodables, aligned 
to all phonics programs and mapped to a rigorous 
progression, provide students with the structured 
phonics practice they need to become confident 
readers. Decodables in English and Spanish 
contain relatable stories, diverse characters, 
and colorful illustrations that excite kids about 
reading. Our Take-Everywhere Decodable Packs 
provide personalized phonics practice based on 
assessment data for literacy success — whether in 
the classroom, at home, or on the go! 
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PROMETHEAN 
Regina Yeager 
Regina.Yeager@prometheanworld.com 
prometheanworld.com | (718) 864-3587
Promethean is a leading education technology 
company working to transform the way the 
world learns and collaborates. From our 
founding in Blackburn, England, more than 25 
years ago to our global operations serving 126 
countries today, we’ve continued to explore, 
innovate, and inspire — designing learning 
and collaboration tools that are built for 
breakthroughs. Our award-winning interactive 
display, ActivPanel, and lesson delivery 
software, ActivInspire and Explain Everything 
applications were designed to engage 
students, connect colleagues, and bring out 
the brilliance in everyone. With headquarters 
in Seattle, Washington, and offices worldwide, 
Promethean is a subsidiary of Mynd.ai, Inc. a 
public company listed in the NYSE American 
(MYND). Visit us at PrometheanWorld.com.

 

 RENAISSANCE LEARNING 
Amanda Pottinger |  (561) 962-5314 
amanda.pottinger@renaissance.com 
renaissance.com   
As a global leader in assessment, reading, 
and math solutions for PreK–12 schools 
and districts, Renaissance is committed to 
providing educators with insights and resources 
to accelerate growth and help all students build 
a strong foundation for success. Renaissance 
solutions reach more than 50 percent of US 
schools and more than two million students in 
other regions across the world. Our portfolio 
includes solutions for assessment, practice, 
data-driven insights, and teacher-facilitated 
instructional delivery.

THE CORE COLLABORATIVE, INC. 
Sarah Stevens  |  (620) 404-8782 
sarah@thecorecollaborative.com 
thecorecollaborative.com    
The Core Collaborative is a professional learn-
ing network that delivers professional learning 
through seven pathways encompassing forma-
tive assessment, competency-based process-
es, culturally responsive practice, and more. 
TCC empowers administrators, teachers, fam-
ilies, and students to set ambitious goals and 
reach them.
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LEGO EDUCATION 
Joseph Sanfilippo | (516) 528-1738 
Joesph.Sanfilippo@LEGO.com 
www.education.lego.com/en-us  
LEGO® Education offers a range of hands-on, playful 
STEAM learning experiences based on the LEGO® 
system of bricks – that meets students wherever 
they are in their learning journey. The scaffolded 
approach of the LEGO® Learning System creates 
an environment where active, collaborative learners 
future-proof their skills and spark a lifelong love 
for learning. Encouraging creativity, collaboration 
and critical thinking, LEGO Education solutions 
help learners build resilience and confidence in 
learning through the power of purposeful play. 
 

 

LIFETOUCH 
Nathan Pierce  |  (508) 789-0209 
npierce@lifetouch.com  |  lifetouch.com
  At Lifetouch, our purpose is to help families make 
memories and share them with others. Built on 
the tradition of “picture day,” Lifetouch captures 
smiling faces from preschool through high school 
graduation, as well as sports, yearbooks, senior 
portraits, and special events. Ask about our full 
assortment of products and partnerships.
 

PANORAMA EDUCATION 
Alveeta T. Bower  |  (888) 268-1590 
info@panoramaed.com | panoramaed.com

Panorama Education helps schools and districts 
nationwide elevate the voices of students, staff, 
and families to build thriving communities. Pan-
orama’s comprehensive online platform empowers 
educators and leaders to monitor student progress, 
provide effective supports, and boost outcomes. 
Visit www.panoramaed.com for more information.

PRESENTATION SYSTEMS 
Lisa Shafer  |  (973) 304-1866 
Lisa@presentationsys.com 
presentationsys.com  
The eColor+ Poster Printing System is a stand-alone 
solution to create a visually stunning environment 
indoors and out with weather resistant ink and a 
variety of media types. Create personalized lawn 
signs, banners, wall decals, certificates, and much 
more!

 THE POSITIVITY PROJECT 
Dominic Frisina  |  (912) 660-0823 
dominic.frisina@posproject.org | posproject.org  
The Positivity Project brings positive psychology 
to life in schools in just fifteen minutes per day. 
School communities are empowered with the 
strategy and resources to build and maintain 
positive relationships by recognizing the 24 
character strengths within themselves and others.

 
 
 

 WILDPLAY ELEMENT PARKS 
Kat Craats | (855) 595-2251 
playmore@wildplay.com | wildplay.com
  Discover thrilling outdoor adventures at WildPlay 
on Long Island and in Upstate New York! Challenge 
yourself mentally and physically on 5 levels of 
high rope courses, a 40 ft. freefall jump, and giant 
ziplines! Teachers can get FREE school field trips 
with the Connect kids Grant!

 
  ZANER-BLOSER 
Steve Hage |  (800) 421-3018 
steve.hage@zaner-bloser.com | zaner-bloser.com

Zaner-Bloser develops curriculum resources to 
teach foundational literacy and math skills to 
grades preK-6 students. Our resources help teach-
ers inspire more “aha” moments.

 
 
  ZSPACE, INC. 
Amanda Austin |  (408) 638-9413 
aaustin@zSpace.com | zSpace.com
zSpace is the leading evidence-based 
augmented/virtual reality (AR/VR) platform 
providing innovative hands-on, experiential 
learning to improve achievement in STEM, CTE, 
and career readiness.
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What will your school create with
the ecolor+ Poster Printer?

CALL 973-304-1866 OR 

EMAIL INFO@PRESENTATIONSYS.COM

SCAN TO VISIT OUR WEBSITE

POSTERS - BANNERS - LAWN SIGNS - MORE!

PRINT YOUR OWN

WITH THE

POSTER PRINTER

https://info.varsitytutors.com/contact-us
https://info.varsitytutors.com/contact-us
https://www.presentationsys.com/
https://www.presentationsys.com/
mailto:info@presentationsys.com
tel:9733041866


Announcing the 2025 Keynote…

Dr. Joe Sanfelippo

OCTOBER 26-27
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THE SAGAMORE RESORT 
LAKE GEORGE, NEW YORK

Be Intentional Open Doors Build People
Every interaction matters because 
every interaction could be the one 
they talk about forever.

When people outside your walls 
know what you are doing it gives 
value to those inside.

People who feel that their work 
has value will go above and 
beyond anything you asked them 
to do.

Dr. Joe Sanfelippo

20
25 KEYNOTE

Registration opening soon – watch saanys.org 

saanys.org
saanys.org


8 Airport Park Boulevard
Latham, NY 12110

saanys.org

Reach All Readers & Writers!
With Evidence-Based, High-Quality, Classroom-Tested Resources for 

Early Childhood through Grade 12

Being a Reader 
Small-Group 
Reading Sets, K–2 
Supplemental 
Differentiated 
Tier 1 Instruction

SIPPS, K–12 New edition
Systematic, Explicit 
Decoding  Intervention 

Being a Writer, K–5
Comprehensive 

Writing
Instruction 

SIPPS® Beginning Level teaches phonological awareness, basic phonics, and high- 

frequency words, along with the skills needed to apply this new knowledge to the  

reading of decodable stories and to guided spelling. It is developmentally appropriate  

for kindergarten and first grade and can be used for intervention with students  

through third grade. Preassessment and placement procedures and periodic Mastery  

Tests are included via the Learning Portal.
CONTENT:O Short vowels in single-syllable decoding

O Single consonant spelling-sound relationships

O 75 high-frequency wordsSIPPS Beginning Level consists of 55 lessons, each containing multiple parts:

O Phonological Awareness

    > Develop oral phonological awareness

O Phonics and Decodable Words

    > Introduce, review, and apply spelling-sound relationships

O High-Frequency Words

    > Introduce and review high-frequency words

O Reading a Story
    > Chorally read stories correlated with phonics and high-frequency words taught (decodable text)

O Guided Spelling and Segmentation

    > Apply phonics and high-frequency word knowledge to spelling strategies

O Fluency Practice
    > Apply phonics and high-frequency word knowledge to reading stories correlated to daily lessons

FIFTH EDITION
Short-Vowel Single-Syllable Decoding

John Shefelbine
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BEING A READER, SECOND EDITION

SET 1 OVERVIEW

Spelling-Sounds
High-Frequency  

Words
New Book Practice or Reteach

Week 1 s /s/, n /n/ he, she
We Can Rea

d

Week 2 m /m/, t /t/ can’t, isn’t We Can’t Se
e!

Week 3 a /ă/
to, get

Nan and S
am

Week 4 r /r/, i /ĭ/
no, yes

It Can Sit!
Nat the Ra

t

Week 5 f /f/
down, go

Go Down,
 Fat Fish

Week 6 h /h/, u /ŭ/ where, my Where Is My Hat? Can You S
ee My Fish?

Week 7 d /d/, o /ŏ/ by, here
My Cat Dot

Week 8 c, k, ck /k/ saw, they
The Kick

Kat and R
ick Get a R

ock
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