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Perhaps no subject is a more fundamental educational building block than literacy.  Learning to 
read is the sine qua non to other learning, whether in literature and social studies, or in science and 
mathematics.  Yet, American student scores on  reading achievement tests and other literacy 
measures show that the needle has either hardly moved or actually declined in recent decades.  
Major attention has been given over several decades to lagging scores of African American and 
Latinx students whose numbers are rising in the student population.   Adult illiteracy continues to 
be a significant issue, as well, especially among recent immigrants, people of color, and in low 
income communities.  Major attention, fairly successfully, has been given to bilingual education 
in recent years, an effort whose importance remains high in the wake of continuing levels of Amer-
ican immigration.  The importance of efforts to improve literacy will not go away as a literate 
population is essential for the effective functioning of the increasingly complex economic and 
technological organization of American and global society.  
 
Voices for Educational Equity is the online scholarly journal of the Center for Success in High-
Need Schools posted on the Center website http://www.center4success.com/.  Voices articles, 
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opinion columns, and book and media reviews reflect contemporary educational priorities, includ-
ing growing societal concerns about impacts of inequity.  Voices highlights scholarly research and 
innovative educator ideas and practices regarding emerging as well as persistent longtime issues 
and invites the perspectives of all stakeholders to promote a productive dialogue.  Unsolicited 
scholarly articles will be reviewed by scholar referees in the article subject field.   
 
Articles, columns, and reviews for publication in Voices for Educational Equity should be submit-
ted as a Microsoft Word document in Times New Roman 12 point font, 1.15 line spacing, 1 inch 
margins, and with footnotes and references in APA format.   Email documents as Word attach-
ments to Jerry Berberet, Ph.D., editor-in-chief (wgberberet@aol.com).  Case studies addressing 
equity concerns are especially welcomed. Articles and case studies should be approximately 2,500-
5,000 words and include a short author bio (50 word limit - name, highest degree earned, institu-
tional/ organizational affiliation, current professional position and email or contact information), 
4-5 key words, an abstract of 100-200 words, a brief review of relevant research literature bearing 
on the article subject, a discussion of findings and results, a conclusion, and a reference bibliog-
raphy. Columns are opinion pieces, ordinarily of 500-1,000 words, reflecting the views of the au-
thor. Book and media reviews should be 500-750 words in length. Authors are invited to email 
Jerry Berberet (wgberberet@aol.com) or call him (850-766-2656) to discuss a potential submis-
sion, request referee protocols, or to ask questions.  Past issues of the journal can be viewed on the 
Center’s website;  http://www.center4success.com 
 
The ISSN Number of Voices for Educational Equity is 2771-8328.  Voices is posted as an online 
“open access” journal twice annually. Voices is published by the Center for Success in High-Need 
Schools http://www.center4success.com. The publisher is Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D. (jan@cen-
ter4success.com) president of the Center for Success.  The Center mailing address is: 28182 W. 
Savannah Trail, Lake Barrington, IL 60010. 
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Publisher’s Column on Literacy 
by Jan Fitzsimmons 

 
Jan Fitzsimmons, Ph.D., is president of the Center for Success in High-Need Schools and publisher 
of Voices for Educational Equity. 
 
Literacy has always commanded a leading role in education, and students have learned to read in 
any number of ways including through memorizing the alphabet, reciting rhymes and verses from 
primers and Bibles, focusing on phonics-based instruction, and using whole-word recognition to 
name just a few.  In fact, I can think of no other topic in education that perhaps has received as 
much curricular and instructional attention, and yet we continue to have a staggering number of 
children who do not learn to read, speak and write effectively or efficiently, and even more who 
do not love to read or use reading to learn productively.  In this issue of Voices, we examine literacy 
from a variety of perspectives and ask: 

• What do recent studies show to be leading causes of illiteracy and how it is affecting stu-
dent achievement and societal functioning?  Are teacher education programs doing their 
part in preparing teachers for literacy education? 

• To what extent have advances in early childhood education contributed to improving liter-
acy rates in recent years?  What are examples of best practices in early childhood education 
related to literacy?   

• What examples exist of outstanding adult literacy programs? 
• Is teaching and learning in disciplines other than language and literature contributing to the 

literacy problem?  What pedagogical best practices in these areas are contributing to liter-
acy education?    

• How has assessment improved literacy? How has it created barriers to literacy? 
• Is it possible to teach all children to read and to love to read simultaneously?  

 
We launch into a conversation about literacy in this issue by looking at how one state, Illinois, 
worked to engage all education stakeholders in a comprehensive plan to examine the possibilities 
for achieving statewide literacy for all.  In this article authors, Theodore, Thieman, and Parr discuss 
the Illinois State Board of Education’s journey to address the possibility for teaching all children 
to read, speak, and write effectively, as well as to love reading and writing! 
 
Next, Caesar explores the New Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan in Illinois and shares her insights 
about the goals of the plan and its implications for educator preparation programs.  In her column, Caesar 
notes the extensive role all educators play in the new plan for literacy learning in Illinois that emphasizes 
literacy learning not only in the early elementary grades, but across the PK-12 spectrum in all subjects.  In 
addition, Caesar identifies the plan’s work to be both inclusive and equitable, and she acknowledges the 
importance the plan places on all educators recognizing and using evidence-based instruction.  
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One cannot talk about literacy without talking about dyslexia, as explored in the Jones-Bromenshenkel 
article.  Dyslexia affects children around the world, including all cultures and all languages writes this 
author. In addition to sharing a definition of dyslexia, Jones-Bromenshenkel identifies characteristics that 
are prevalent in students from preschool through high school. The author argues that all teachers must be 
prepared to identify and support students who experience dyslexia.  Jones-Bromenshenkel urges teachers 
of all subject matter to understand that all students who experience dyslexia will need accommodations, 
supports, and/or interventions to allow them to access the curriculum and to continue to progress in their 
literacy skill acquisition.    
 
Then, Pichardo takes on the controversial topic of how to teach literacy effectively among multilingual 
learners in ¿En qué idioma, will they receive intervention?: A Case Study of Applying a Translanguaging 
Stance to Intervention in a Dual Language Program.  Pichardo, in her study of second graders, addresses 
questions that raise concern such as: 
1. How does having a translanguaging stance and a translanguaging approach to foundational reading 

impact the ways we think about reading holistically and as centered on the child?  

2. Does foundational reading in Spanish operate in a different way than in English?  

3. Should the focus in second grade reading be on oracy and on building phonemic awareness in context 
and then, after second grade, providing remediation services? 

 
Banda and Nyirenda follow and give us a glimpse of the challenges halfway around the world as 
they share their work in Mulawi that specifically focuses on the influences early childhood has on 
literacy and ultimately success for each child. While there are national policies in Mulawi that 
mandate equitable access to quality early childhood programs, the authors note challenges to the 
good intentions of their government including:   

• Limited numbers of early childhood developmental centers;  
• Limited numbers of qualified caregivers;  
• Lack of public awareness and community buy-in; and  
• Poor planning made worse by inadequate funding.   

 
Benchik-Osborne and McDonough suggest another important consideration of literacy in all content plan-
ning for learning----differentiation.  Calling on research from multiple works, Benchik-Osborne and 
McDonough share ideas for preparing candidates to address student learning that focuses candidate thinking 
on a common literacy objective with multiple student outcomes.  The authors argue that developing candi-
date thinking in this way helps both novice and veteran teachers conceptualize student learning in both 
meaningful and equitable ways! 
 
Amidst struggle and strife around the world, what resources help educators continue to focus on equity and 
social justice? For Bezabih, it is not a new book, but rather a book that reminds him of current practices 
that both uplift and tear down education for all, Darder’s Reinventing Paulo Freire: A Pedagogy of Love.  
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Bezabih notes the importance the book brings to raising consciousness about the economic and political 
efforts to dismantle the accomplishments of civil rights.  As Bezabih writes about Darder’s book, he re-
minds us of the important job teachers have to both identify dehumanizing ideologies and “to practice 
critical, revolutionary, and emancipatory pedagogy in their own space to create, recreate, and reinvent the 
world for students in their classroom.” 
 
Finally, Dieter and Bradley review Savitz and Kane’s book, Trauma-Sensitive Literacy Instruc-
tion: Building Student Resilience in English-Language Arts Classrooms. The authors of this 
review remind us of the devastating impact the pandemic had on literacy, and they emphasize the 
importance of Savitz and Kane’s five pillars of trauma-sensitive literacy instruction.  Dieter and 
Bradley point out that each pillar is supported by research. Throughout the book they highlight 
student voices and lived experiences as integral to this approach to literacy.  
 
From individual skills to strategic state and national improvement plans, this issue of Voices for 
Educational Equity invites readers to consider the state of literacy and the many components and 
considerations that affect its success among children in the United States and around the world.  
We share, too, an exemplary plan of what one state is undertaking to ensure literacy success for 
all.  What action will you take to advance literacy learning in your community?  We hope you’ll 
find some ideas to do just that in this issue of Voices for Educational Equity! 
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THE QUEST FOR THE ILLINOIS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN: A JOUR-
NEY OF BEST PRACTICES FOR COLLABORATIVE POLICYMAKING 

By Kat Theodore, Erica Thieman, and Kirsten Parr 

Author Bios 
Kat Theodore, Ph.D., is a senior technical assistance consultant for the Region 9 Comprehensive 
Center at American Institutes for Research. Erica Thieman, Ph.D., serves as the director of Stand-
ards and Instruction at the Illinois State Board of Education. Kirsten Parr, M.A., is the project lead 
for Standards and Instruction at the same organization. They served together as part of the literacy 
team tasked with undertaking the quest for equitable literacy instruction across Illinois. The best 
email contact for these individuals is standards@isbe.net. 

Abstract 
This article chronicles the journey of the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) literacy team as 
it crafted the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan, addressing urgent literacy needs that had been 
identified by the Illinois General Assembly. The team, supported by the Region 9 Comprehensive 
Center (R9CC), employed best practices in collaborative policymaking, engaging diverse stake-
holders via summits and feedback sessions that fostered inclusive dialogue. Key strategies in-
cluded actively listening to stakeholder perspectives, empowering educators in the drafting pro-
cess, and navigating challenges such as the "Reading Wars." The plan, which was approved by the 
ISBE Board on January 24, 2024, aims to enhance literacy instruction statewide and ensure equi-
table access for all students. (NOTE: An Executive Summary of the Plan follows this article).  

mailto:standards@isbe.net
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This experience serves as a model for future stakeholder engagement and underscores the signifi-
cance of community collaboration in educational policy development. 
 
A “quest” is a difficult journey to achieve a goal. In a quest story, an invitation to the quest is given 
to a hero who travels far and wide, overcoming many obstacles along the way to victoriously 
complete the quest. After completing the quest, the hero experiences a transformation from lessons 
learned. 

Today, we share the story of the real-life quest of the ISBE literacy team on its journey to create 
the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan. It highlights the path that the team members took to 
develop their literacy plan, including the partners who assisted them, the collaboration with stake-
holders who guided the writing and revisions, the challenges encountered along the way, and the 
important keys that were discovered to help with determining the right course of action.  

The journey was not one that could be undertaken alone but required all team members to harness 
their passion and knowledge to collaborate effectively, share insights, and contribute their unique 
perspectives. Each participant played a vital role in shaping the process, fostering a sense of com-
munity and shared responsibility, which ultimately led to innovative solutions and a stronger, more 
unified approach to achieving their common goal. Together, they transformed challenges into op-
portunities for growth and learning, ensuring that every voice was heard and valued along the way. 

Context: The Call to the Quest 

The global pandemic of COVID-19 rocked our K-12 education systems as we knew them, with 
Governor JB Pritzker signing an emergency proclamation in March of 2020 requiring schools to 
transition to fully remote learning for the remainder of that school year. The shift to at-home learn-
ing for Illinois students and remote teaching for educators resulted in some students and teachers 
thriving, while many others found themselves facing new barriers and challenges to academic suc-
cess. A variety of new education legislation, some of it specifically targeting teaching and learning 
related to literacy, was proposed in Illinois during the spring of 2022. These proposals ranged from 
mandating development of a tool for state-endorsed universal screening for dyslexia and requiring 
reading lists, to approval of literacy curriculum at the state level. The ISBE literacy team adopted 
a position of being very intentional and purpose-oriented in all aspects of its work, including that 
which pertained to the drafting and adoption of mandates or legislation.  

The ISBE literacy team members began meeting with legislators, advocacy organizations, and 
educators during the spring of 2022 to chart a course toward the development of a statewide plan 
for literacy instruction. ISBE negotiated with legislators and offered a “handshake agreement” that 
in lieu of enacting new literacy instruction legislation in the spring of 2022, a statewide in-person 
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summit on literacy would be held before the end of the year. The goal of the summit would be to 
garner input from a diverse group of literacy experts and stakeholders to inform them of the strat-
egies and policies needed to ensure all Illinois learners have the support and resources necessary 
for literacy success. The report and findings from this summit informed the drafting of the legis-
lation that eventually was enacted in the spring of 2023. 
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Three primary goals mentioned above emerged through early stakeholder engagement, centering 
the work around students, teachers, and education leaders. School and district leaders, in particular, 
placed an emphasis on the development of a plan that was accessible, ready-to-use, and profes-
sionally published. 
The Illinois General Assembly recognized that there was an urgent need to improve students’ lit-
eracy outcomes and enacted legislation in May 2023 requiring ISBE to develop a comprehensive 
state literacy plan in consultation with education stakeholders on or before January 31, 2024. The 
law also charged ISBE with considering evidence-based research and pedagogical approaches that 
were culturally and linguistically sustainable. 

Without immediate action, the gateway to academic success and positive life outcomes would 
remain closed for far too many Illinois students. Fewer third grade students have been meeting 
proficiency in English language arts (ELA) on the Illinois Assessment of Readiness than when 
compared to pre-pandemic rates. For example, 50 percent of third graders did not meet the learning 
standards in ELA compared to a pre-pandemic rate of 60 percent. Additionally, the 2022 National 
Assessment of Education Progress scores for Illinois fourth grade students revealed that 38 percent 
of these students scored below basic reading proficiency. In Illinois, as with many states in the 
nation, these results pointed to the need to promote and support effective implementation of evi-
dence-based literacy instruction. 

 

The Quest Begins: Engaging the Perspectives of Diverse Stakeholders 

An ISBE team of four reacted to the proposed January 31, 2024, deadline by embarking on the 
quest to develop the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan even before the General Assembly 
passed and signed the legislation. Literacy experts and technical assistance providers from the 
Region 9 Comprehensive Center supported ISBE’s team through the journey toward a new state 
literacy plan. This important collaboration helped to utilize stakeholder feedback as a driving fac-
tor to inform the process of drafting, writing, and adoption of the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy 
Plan.  

ISBE and R9CC hosted a State Literacy Summit on October 25, 2022, in anticipation of the new 
legislation to hear stakeholders’ diverse perspectives and better understand the supports and re-
sources needed to provide all Illinois students with access to and support in literacy development. 
The stakeholders included participants from 49 organizations, including 20 school districts, nine 
institutions of higher education, and multiple statewide associations. Listening was the first key 
used to unlock a successful quest. Participants expressed that they appreciated the State Literacy 
Summit because they could share their perspectives with ISBE. One participant later attended an  

https://www.ilga.gov/legislation/fulltext.asp?DocName=&SessionId=112&GA=103&DocTypeId=SB&DocNum=2243&GAID=17&LegID=147129&SpecSess=&Session=
https://www.isbe.net/literacyplan
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ISBE Board meeting and stated, “Thanks for making the summit happen, and I appreciate how we 
were allowed to share and collaborate." 

 

 

R9cc’s Approach in Supporting the Illinois State Literacy Summit   

ISBE’s need to gather and understand the diverse perspectives of various stakeholders guided 
R9CC actions and strategies. R9CC: 

1. Acted as a thought partner for ISBE. 
2. Supported planning and facilitation for the State Literacy Summit. 
3. Summarized discussions and identified the key themes and the needs shared by those partici-

pants in a Literacy Stakeholder Engagement Meeting, October 25, 2022: Summary of 
Themes report. 

 

Writing Committee’s First Draft of the Comprehensive Literacy Plan 

ISBE identified key perspectives and stakeholders from the State Literacy Summit to help form 
writing teams from among 20 Illinois educators and stakeholders to prepare first drafts of the plan’s 
sections in spring 2023. Writing teams developed first drafts to lay the plan’s foundation by June 
2023 using the themes and information gathered from the stakeholders who attended the literacy 
summit. This work was the second key to ISBE’s successful quest — the power of the people with 
the pen.  As Kirsten Parr, ISBE project lead for Standards and Instruction, noted, “We started with 
the pen in the hands of the stakeholders to draft the beginnings of our comprehensive literacy 
plan.”  

 

 
 

The Heart of the Quest: Stakeholder Feedback Sessions 

Having relied on feedback from the literacy summit to guide initial drafting of the state plan, ISBE 
— with R9CC’s support — would now journey forth to gather feedback from as many stakeholders 
as possible. ISBE strove to develop an Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan that everyone could  

  

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/102522LiteracySummitSummary.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/102522LiteracySummitSummary.pdf
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proudly commit to. The agency invited feedback from community members during two rounds of 
listening sessions and virtual focus groups.  
 
The task of consulting with stakeholders took the team to all areas of Illinois.  In the first round of 
feedback, team members visited four locations in-person and included two virtual listening ses-
sions. Additionally, smaller conversations took place with focus groups with particular perspec-
tives and stakeholder voices.  These opportunities helped to shape the information within the plan 
to help ensure all students and educators were represented and included through careful consider-
ation. 

The second round of the listening tour expanded the in-person opportunities to seven locations 
around Illinois in hopes of connecting closely with individuals. These meetings fostered ac-
ceptance of the plan and allowed stakeholders to not only voice their hopes and needs but also see 
their feedback implemented in the plan’s successive drafts.   

In addition, the meetings provided the third key, a map to guide decision-making to inform changes 
in course depending on feedback. 

 

 

ISBE listened to all stakeholders’ perspectives, creating an open dialogue of mutual respect in 
which ideas could flow freely to support revisions of the comprehensive literacy plan. The result 
was that stakeholders felt their recommendations and concerns were heard while providing feed-
back. Several stakeholders praised the engagement and feedback process: 

1. “This was an awesome experience! Thanks for listening and sharing together.” 
2. “Thank you so much for this opportunity. I really enjoyed it and learned so much from all of you. 

Thank you ALL!!!” 
3. “Thank you again for giving us the chance to have a voice in this process. This was an awesome 

experience! Thanks for listening and sharing together.” 
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R9cc’s Role in Supporting the Listening Tours  

 

R9CC supported two rounds of feedback sessions of the first (Round 1) and second (Round 2) 
drafts of the comprehensive literacy plan. The first round, conducted in June and July 2023, in-
cluded four in-person regional listening sessions that lasted three hours each; two virtual listening 
sessions; and 20 focus group meetings with community members, advocates, and representatives 
from 14 professional organizations that lasted 90 minutes each. The second round, in fall 2023, 
included seven in-person listening sessions of two hours each and three focus groups. 

R9CC supported ISBE before, during, and after these sessions by helping the agency to design the 
listening tours, then compiling feedback and identifying key themes from each round of feedback 
through qualitative analysis.  

R9CC literacy specialists sifted through and incorporated the enormous amount of feedback ISBE 
received and thematically organized it to facilitate revisions. Organizing the feedback into themes 
was the fourth key of the quest, a torch to light the path for revisions of the comprehensive literacy 
plan and to create other sections, such as a glossary of key terms. R9CC created Illinois Compre-
hensive Literacy Plan Community Feedback reports based on the identified themes for the first 
and second rounds of feedback. ISBE used these reports to develop a memo to the Board that 
included proposed revisions for the literacy plan. 

Challenges 

As with all quests, ISBE faced challenges during the process of gathering feedback. One challenge 
was navigating the Reading Wars,  an ongoing debate about how to approach early reading in-
struction. One side believes that early literacy instruction should focus on building foundational 
knowledge and skills through systematic phonics instruction. The other side advocates for a whole  

https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Feedback-Summary-Report.pdf
https://www.isbe.net/Documents/Feedback-Summary-Report-Round2.pdf
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/378003227_Terminologically_Speaking_the_Reading_Wars
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language approach — a focus on the meaning of a text with word-level instruction embedded in 
story reading.  

ISBE’s feedback sessions helped reconcile the evidence-based approach in the draft comprehen-
sive literacy plan with some stakeholders’ concerns about that approach and, by doing so, develop 
a literacy plan that provides guidance within the parameters of local control.  

The thoughtful design of the feedback sessions helped stakeholders understand positions and rec-
ommendations, moving the work forward. Keeping an eye on the why — the goal of improving 
outcomes for students of Illinois — carried ISBE and R9CC through this process, which supported 
their resolve to complete the quest. 

Quest Accomplished: Impact 

 The team's hard work and perseverance paid off as it met a number of challenges to complete its 
work. The ISBE Board approved the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan on January 24, 2024. 
Many stakeholders praised the process. One said, “I see that my thoughts and ideas mattered in 
this plan.”  R9CC helped ISBE develop a responsive plan that supports districts and schools in 
improving the quality of literacy instruction and literacy outcomes for Illinois  ’students. R9CC 
continues to serve as a thought partner for the ISBE team as it disseminates the Illinois Compre-
hensive Literacy Plan and develops implementation resources and tools. 

Dr. Erica Thieman, ISBE director of K-12 Curriculum and Instruction, stated, “We could have not 
achieved this without the support of R9CC.” 

Epilogue  

This isn’t the end of the quest, but there are already lessons to learn for the future. The quest for 
the Illinois Literacy Comprehensive Plan offers a roadmap for fostering engagement to navigate 
polarizing issues, such as the Reading Wars. Strategies include qualitative research methodologies, 
iterative revision processes informed by stakeholder input, and guidance that supports local con-
trol.  

The listening sessions and focus groups that the R9CC supported will continue as an ISBE model 
for future stakeholder engagement. Thus, this quest has transformed ISBE and how it conducts its 
work to offer guidance and support for districts and schools. Just as the journey to the Illinois 
Comprehensive Literacy Plan was not fully determined at the onset, the lessons learned through 
the quest will help to inform and guide future work to help strengthen opportunities for students, 
educators, and leaders across the state.  

  

https://nam10.safelinks.protection.outlook.com/?url=https%253A%252F%252Fwww.researchgate.net%252Fpublication%252F378003227_Terminologically_Speaking_the_Reading_Wars&data=05%257C02%257CKPARR%2540isbe.net%257C0beef5bf0d8b48de511d08dce2f3703a%257C0364fe8649c64af4b52c335a99e577d1%257C0%257C0%257C638634782456231002%257CUnknown%257CTWFpbGZsb3d8eyJWIjoiMC4wLjAwMDAiLCJQIjoiV2luMzIiLCJBTiI6Ik1haWwiLCJXVCI6Mn0%253D%257C0%257C%257C%257C&sdata=AhujuBi4ZNgyzxU09c8pzROxzAK6fbB4gwMsMUL41O8%253D&reserved=0
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Lessons Learned 

1. Focus on your “why.” Student literacy achievement data guided ISBE’s thoughts and actions, help-
ing the team calmly face challenges. 

2. Listen to as many stakeholders as possible. ISBE cultivated collaborative policymaking environ-
ments and supports within the context of local control. ISBE started by putting the pen in the hands 
of the stakeholders, empowering them to set guiding values and content for the comprehensive 
literacy plan and encouraging them to embrace it.   

3. You can provide guidance in local control states. 
4. Leverage partnerships to maximize resources and reach. ISBE collaborated with R9CC to increase 

buy-in, expand capacity, and increase access to resources.  

In conclusion, the development of the Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan exemplifies the power 
of collaborative policymaking to address critical educational challenges. Engaging a diverse array 
of stakeholders enabled the ISBE literacy team to not only craft a comprehensive strategy for im-
proving literacy outcomes but also foster a culture of inclusivity and shared responsibility. The 
lessons learned from this quest — listening to stakeholder voices, navigating complex debates, and 
leveraging partnerships — will serve as invaluable guides for future initiatives. As the implemen-
tation of the plan begins, the ongoing commitment to collaboration and responsiveness will be 
crucial in ensuring that all Illinois students have equitable access to high-quality literacy instruc-
tion. This journey underscores that, while the quest may have reached a significant milestone, the 
work to support and uplift every learner continues. 
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Abstract  
The Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan (CLP) is a pivotal initiative aimed at improving literacy 
outcomes across the state by providing a unified approach to literacy instruction from Pre-K 
through 12th grade. This article explores the goals of the plan which focuses on evidence-based 
practices, educator development, and leadership support. Key components such as oracy, phono-
logical awareness, word recognition, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and writing are identi-
fied as essential to developing well-rounded literacy skills. The literacy task force at the Center for 
Success is dedicated to supporting this initiative by providing resources and professional develop-
ment and leading collaborative efforts. The plan developed by the Illinois State Board of Education 
(ISBE) represents a comprehensive, statewide effort to ensure that every student, regardless of 
background, has access to high quality literacy instruction necessary to become a proficient reader 
and writer. 
 
Introduction 
Literacy encompasses four key domains; speaking, listening, reading, and writing, often collec-
tively referred to in schools as English language arts. Together, skills in these domains allow indi-
viduals to effectively communicate, process information, and express their ideas across various 
disciplines and contexts. All four are interconnected and necessary for full literacy development. 
Simply put, literacy is the foundation upon which education is built. It is a key that unlocks a 
student's ability to learn, think critically, and engage meaningfully with the world around them. 
Beyond the classroom, literacy shapes a person’s ability to convey ideas, collaborate with others, 
and contribute to society in meaningful ways.  Without a solid foundation in literacy, individuals 
and communities are at risk of being left behind in the rapidly evolving world.  
 
Over the years, efforts to ensure reading proficiency for all children by grade three have been 
articulated through various initiatives for decades (National Reading Panel 2000, NCLB 2002). 
Chall’s Stages of Reading Development (1983), a well-known model of understanding how chil-
dren learn to read, supports this grade level. This stage theory provides a structure for understand-
ing the ways in which readers progress through six phases. According to Chall, individuals may 
progress through the stages at varying rates, but usually follow a similar sequence. Stage three is 
defined as a stage at which children typically enter third grade. A highlight of this stage is that it  
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marks a shift for young readers as they move from learning how to read to using reading as a tool 
for learning. In the state of Illinois, third grade is also the first measure of proficiency in English 
language arts (ELA).  The most recent Illinois Report Card (2023) released by ISBE indicates low 
levels of proficiency. Nearly 71% of third grade students in the state did not reach levels of profi-
ciency in ELA. This is a drop of 6% from previous reporting in 2019. Furthermore, 31% of those 
third-grade students were below basic English language arts levels. This critical third-grade mile-
stone, where children typically transition from learning how to read to using reading as a tool for 
learning presents a challenge for many students. 
 
In 2024, ISBE took a significant step forward in strengthening the literacy instruction in schools 
across the state by launching a framework for K-12 education. Launched in January of 2024, as a 
key part of Public Act 103-0402, CLP provides a roadmap for literacy instruction for all students. 
With a strong focus on evidence-based practices, the plan seeks to improve the quality of literacy 
instruction students in the state receive, support educator professional development in literacy, and 
equip leaders to create conditions for success in both.  The plan is the result of extensive work with 
stakeholders across the state who provided insights and feedback throughout the plan’s develop-
ment. Truly, this was a community effort.  This article explains the goals of the plan, reports on 
ISBE’s components for effective literacy instruction, and highlights noteworthy aspects that aim 
to create a more literate future for the state of Illinois. 
 
Goals 
ISBE established literacy as a fundamental priority at the state level. The CLP represents ISBE’s 
commitment to a unified approach to literacy instruction. This is a pivotal step toward improving 
student outcomes across the state. To achieve this, ISBE identified three goals that situate this 
literacy reform work. 
 
Goal 1: Every student receives high-quality, evidence-based literacy instruction. 
 
Goal 2: Every educator is prepared and continuously supported to deliver high-quality, evidenced-
based literacy instruction. 
 
Goal 3: Every leader is equipped to create, maintain, and sustain equitable conditions for high-
quality, evidence-based literacy instruction. 
 
Students 
Goal one ensures that all students in Illinois, ranging from Pre-Kindergarten through 12th grade, 
receive high-quality, developmentally appropriate instruction in literacy. The focus is on providing  
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students with access to evidence-based literacy practices that are scientifically validated to im-
prove literacy outcomes.  Critical to this is a significant emphasis placed on explicit and systematic 
instructional approaches. While other approaches are valued, a large emphasis is placed on the 
importance of prioritizing an explicit and systematic approach, especially for foundation skills 
(i.e., phonological awareness, phonemic awareness, and phonics). This is particularly important 
for young learners as they take their first steps in literacy learning, but also for older students who 
may be experiencing literacy difficulties. Paramount to reaching this goal is the recognition of the 
diverse background, learning needs, and cultural backgrounds of all students. This means, literacy 
instruction should be responsive to the needs of all students. The establishment of this goal pro-
motes literacy success for all students served by the state of Illinois.  
 
Teachers 
Goal two recognizes the pivotal role educators play in literacy development. It highlights the im-
portance of ongoing professional learning that supports educators in implementing evidence-based 
practices. This goal applies across all levels, including educator preparation programs, pre-service 
and in-service teachers, instructional coaches, school leadership, school librarians, professional 
development providers, external consultants, and higher education faculty members.  
 
Strengthening literacy outcomes for the students in the state of Illinois requires an intentional ap-
proach. In other words, all who work with educators should be aligned in their efforts and working 
towards the same objectives. Through this plan ISBE not only highlights as a priority, but also 
coordinates efforts by providing a wide range of accessible tools and resources. For example, an 
educator workbook is embedded in the plan that provides a guide to support educators as they take 
first steps in implementing the CLP in their own practice.  Section 5 of the plan is solely dedicated 
to this by providing a robust array of resources and tools that align with and further complement 
the plan. Another important aspect of this goal is acknowledging the diverse needs and preferences 
of educators. Improvement in literacy instruction requires customizing professional learning op-
portunities to meet the needs, preferences, and objectives of educators. To accomplish this chal-
lenging task, the plan offers guiding questions as a framework for discussion to help with imple-
mentation: 
 
What is the preferred balance between in-person and virtual interactions for the target audience? 

How critical is real-time collaboration and discussion to achieve the learning objectives? 

What level of flexibility is required to accommodate diverse schedules and learning paces? 

How can community and relationship-building be best fostered among participants? 

What is the preferred method for ongoing support and collaboration after the learning series? 
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Addressing these questions ensures that professional development is not only flexible but also 
tailored to the specific needs of each educator. Ultimately, this goal reinforces ISBE’s commitment 
to continuous growth and collaboration among educators. This is essential in driving meaningful 
improvements in literacy instruction across the state. 
 
Leaders 
Driving meaningful improvements in literacy education requires strategic leadership. Goal 3 fo-
cuses on leadership needed to create and sustain improvements in schools across the state in liter-
acy. School leaders are charged with championing evidence based instructional practices and cre-
ating an environment where these practices can thrive. The plan advocates for a multifaceted ap-
proach to achieve this.  First, informed decision making is valued. Leaders with a solid under-
standing of effective evidence-based literacy instruction are well positioned to champion these 
efforts. Tailored support is the second component that focuses on identifying gaps in knowledge 
and skills and providing targeted responses to those for all in their respective school community.  
Lastly, is continuous improvement. Establishing a culture of continued growth and development 
in literacy can set schools up for success. Just as the plan equips teachers, it is also designed to 
similarly provide leaders with tools and resources to create, maintain, and sustain the conditions 
necessary for high-quality literacy instruction in their schools. 
 
ISBE has approached these literacy reform efforts from a holistic perspective by developing key 
goals that address all aspects of the educational system. Literacy instruction is not just the respon-
sibility of individual teachers but a collective effort involving educators, administrators, and poli-
cymakers.  This approach recognizes that true literacy reform requires synergy across all levels of 
the educational ecosystem, from the classroom to the boardroom. Setting these goals demonstrates 
ISBE's commitment to ensuring every student in Illinois becomes a proficient, confident reader 
and writer, laying the foundation for lifelong learning and success. 
 
Components of Literacy 
Literacy instruction is a complex process. In its commitment to fostering strong literacy skills 
across all grade levels, the Illinois State Board of Education (ISBE) has developed a comprehen-
sive framework for effective literacy teaching and learning. This framework identifies seven key 
components that are essential for high-quality literacy instruction: oracy, phonological awareness, 
word recognition, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and writing. Together, they form a com-
prehensive approach that supports the development of essential literacy skills from early childhood 
through high school.  
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Oracy 
Oracy refers to spoken language, a foundational piece of literacy development. Before children 
learn to read, a variety of language experiences can help with the development of the linguistic 
skills essential for reading. This importance continues throughout a student’s literacy development, 
with a rich base of language skills, students in later grades are better equipped to tackle complex 
texts, engage in critical thinking, and excel in reading comprehension as they advance through 
their education.  
 
Phonological Awareness 
Phonological awareness refers to the ability to recognize and manipulate larger and smaller units 
of spoken language. The smallest unit of spoken language is a phoneme. Included under this um-
brella termed phonological awareness, is the subdomain of phonemic awareness. Phonemic aware-
ness is the ability to identify and manipulate individual phonemes. Instruction in this domain sets 
students up to understand the alphabetic principle, the understanding that letters represent speech 
sounds. This foundational knowledge prepares younger students to decode words and build their 
reading abilities. Students with reading difficulties in later grades may benefit from instruction in 
this domain. 
 
Word Recognition 
Word recognition helps students crack the code of the English Language. The goal of this domain 
is to help students automatically and correctly recognize, understand and use words in print.  
ISBE’s comprehensive literacy plan identifies several skills as part of the domain of word recog-
nition: phonics, decoding, morphology, orthographic mapping, and encoding. Systematic and ex-
plicit instruction of these skills is favored. 
 
Fluency 
Fluency is the ability to read a text accurately, at an appropriate speed and with expression. This 
domain of literacy instruction serves an important role, it is the bridge between word recognition 
and comprehension. A fluent reader can recognize words automatically. Fluent readers do not have 
to focus their attention entirely on decoding words, rather they can direct that attention to under-
standing what the text they are reading means.  
 
Vocabulary  
Vocabulary are the words used for both oral and written communication. Children start to acquire 
new words in their vocabulary early in their lives and continue to accumulate more words as they 
move through their educational experiences. A large and robust vocabulary is essential for com-
prehending texts, especially complex text and for expressing ideas and other higher order tasks. 
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Comprehension  
Comprehension is the goal of reading. The reason we read is to gain meaning and understanding 
from a text. To do this, readers must actively engage with what they are reading. This engagement 
involves using a range of strategies, such as making predictions, asking questions, visualizing, and 
connecting the text to their own experiences or prior knowledge. Active engagement means that 
readers are not just passively moving through words on a page, instead, they are thinking critically, 
making inferences, and constantly monitoring their understanding as they read.  
 
Writing 
Writing includes all the skills and processes involved in effectively expressing thoughts and ideas 
through written language. Writing includes understanding basic skills like spelling, grammar, and 
punctuation, as well as more complex skills like organizing ideas, reflection, and critical thinking. 
Reading and writing have a reciprocal relationship; they influence each other in powerful ways.  
 
Noteworthy Aspects 
One of the key insights made clear in the CLP is that literacy extends far beyond elementary edu-
cation. Literacy development begins in Pre-K and continues through grade 12. The plan outlines 
each of the seven key components of literacy instruction, describing how each is applicable at 
various educational levels: early childhood, elementary, middle grades, and high school. This chal-
lenges the misconception that literacy is only a focus in the early grades and highlights the im-
portance of effective literacy instruction at every stage. This serves as a reminder of the critical 
role that educators across the entire Pre-K to 12 continuum play in fostering their students' literacy 
growth. 
 
In addition to grade levels for all seven components of literacy, the plan addresses diverse groups 
of learners. It includes specific considerations for multilingual learners, advanced learners, and 
students with special needs, ensuring that all students have access to high-quality literacy instruc-
tion. Providing visual aids for multilingual learners or technology assisted tools for learners with 
specialized needs are two examples of considerations offered to help educators with vocabulary 
instruction. Assessment and intervention considerations are also attended to in the plan, organized 
according to component.  The plan provides guidance on differentiation, helping educators meet 
the diverse strengths and challenges of all learners. Every student, regardless of background or 
learning needs, deserves the opportunity to build strong literacy skills. 
 
Another noteworthy feature of ISBE’s Comprehensive Literacy Plan is its user-friendly design.  
The plan distinguishes evidence-based strategies from those not aligned with research by domain 
of literacy instruction. This eliminates confusion and helps educators make informed choices. Ad-
ditionally, the plan's alignment with the Illinois Learning Standards for ELA and the Illinois Early  
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Learning and Development Standards (IELDS) is presented in a straightforward manner, allowing 
teachers to easily see how their instruction fits within state requirements.  To ensure educators 
have a clear understanding of key concepts and terminology used throughout this plan, a compre-
hensive glossary of common literary terms is included.  This user-friendly organization sets edu-
cators up to take actionable steps towards improving literacy instruction in their own classrooms 
without feeling overwhelmed by complex jargon or dense information. 
 
Center for Success Literacy Task Force 
The Illinois Comprehensive Literacy Plan is an essential guide for improving literacy instruction 
across the state, from PreK through grade 12. Illinois has made literacy a key focus; ISBE deserves 
strong recognition for its dedicated efforts in the development and implementation of this robust 
plan. Their commitment to equip educators with the tools and knowledge they need reflects an 
unwavering dedication to the future of Illinois schools and the students served by them. The liter-
acy task force at the Center for Success is aligned with the CLP goals and remains committed to 
supporting literacy development across the state. Through professional development, resources, 
and collaborative initiatives, the task force is working to ensure that every student, regardless of 
background or learning needs, receives the high-quality literacy instruction they deserve. Together, 
we hope to build a brighter future for students throughout Illinois. 
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Abstract 
Dyslexia is a common learning disorder that impacts as many as one in five students in America’s 
classrooms, yet teachers are often not aware of the signs that might indicate dyslexia.  In addition, 
schools often do not have a systematic way to serve students who experience dyslexia and other 
reading challenges.  Some students will benefit from appropriate accommodations while others 
will require both interventions and accommodations to meet their learning needs ensuring that they 
acquire the necessary skills in the areas of reading and writing.  This paper will review the warning 
signs of dyslexia and describe frequently used accommodations as well as strategies and interven-
tions for students with dyslexia. Links for additional resources are also provided.  
 
 
Dyslexia: Signs, Supports, and Strategies 
The development of reading proficiency in childhood is a public health issue which extends be-
yond the field of education (Irwin, Siddiqi, & Hertzman, 2007).  As a widely recognized determi-
nant of health outcomes and the fact that literacy development is associated with many indices of 
academic, social, vocational, and economic success (Sanfillipio, Ness, Petscher, Rappaport, Zuck-
erman, & Gaab, 2020), it is imperative that schools possess a thorough understanding of literacy 
development and related challenges that impact students. One of the most common, yet least un-
derstood reading disorders affecting students in today’s schools is dyslexia.  Dyslexia has been 
defined as a: 
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 specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. It is characterized by  

difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word recognition and by poor spelling and decoding 
abilities. These difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component of 
language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive abilities and the provision 
of effective classroom instruction. Secondary consequences may include problems in read-
ing comprehension and reduced reading experience that can impede growth of vocabulary 
and background knowledge. (Lyon, Shaywitz, & Shaywitz, 2003) 
 

And while various revisions to this definition have been and are currently being developed, reading 
challenges indicative of dyslexia and the related characteristics of the disorder continue to affect 
numerous students in our PK-12 school systems.  Prevalence estimates range from less than 5 
percent to near 20 percent of the school population. Furthermore, dyslexia occurs in all countries 
and cultures and across languages; it is not an English-only disorder although dyslexia may look 
different across languages and writing systems. Regardless, it is likely that even if the lower-end 
prevalence estimate is utilized, teachers will encounter students with dyslexia in their classrooms 
and thus need to be able to not only identify the symptoms of the disorder, but also possess the 
skills to best serve this population.  
 
Characteristics of Dyslexia 
Dyslexia manifests on a spectrum with some individuals experiencing minor reading and spelling 
difficulties and others encountering significant challenges across all aspects of life.  Common “red 
flags” for dyslexia vary by age and are included below (ISBE Dyslexia Guide, 2023): 
Preschool 
1. Difficulty with sensitivity to rhyming 
2. Poor auditory memory for nursery rhymes and chants 
3. Difficulty learning the alphabet 
4. Difficulty learning  new vocabulary words 
5. Inability to recall the correct word (word retrieval) 
6. Difficulty learning and naming letters and numbers and remembering the letters in his/her 

name 
7. Aversion to print (e.g., doesn’t enjoy following along if a book is read aloud) 
8. Disinterest in books 
9. Delay in learning to talk 
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Kindergarten and First Grade 
• Difficulty breaking words into smaller parts, or syllables (e.g., “baseball” can be pulled 

apart into “base” “ball” or “napkin” can be pulled apart into “nap” “kin”) 
• Difficulty identifying and manipulating individual sounds in syllables (e.g., “man” 

sounded out as /m/ /ă//n/) 
• Difficulty learning letter names 
• Difficulty learning letter sounds 
• Difficulty decoding single words (reading single words in isolation) 
• Choppy, inaccurate decoding 
• Difficulty spelling words the way they sound (phonetically) or remembering letter se-

quences in very common words seen often in print (e.g., “rob” for “rope”) 
• Challenges memorizing high frequency words 
• Odd letter formation 
• Difficulty with recall of dates, names, numbers 

 
In subsequent grades, many of the previously described behaviors remain problematic; however, 
there are additional risk factors of which to be aware. 
Second and Third Grade 

• Difficulty recalling the correct sounds for letters and letter patterns when reading 
• Difficulty decoding individual words 
• Difficulty reading fluently (e.g., reading is slow, inaccurate, and/or without expression) 
• Difficulty recognizing common sight words (e.g., “to,” “said,” “been”) 
• Difficulty connecting speech sounds with appropriate letter or letter combinations and 

omitting letters in words for spelling (e.g., “after” spelled “eftr”) 
• Difficulty decoding unfamiliar words in sentences using knowledge of phonics 
• Reliance on picture clues, story theme, or guessing at words 
• Difficulty with written expression 

 
Fourth through Sixth Grade 

• Difficulty reading aloud (e.g., fear of reading aloud in front of classmates) 
• Difficulty reading fluently (e.g., reading is slow, inaccurate, and/or without expression) 
• Difficulty decoding unfamiliar words in sentences using knowledge of phonics 
• Avoidance of reading (particularly for pleasure) 
• Acquisition of less vocabulary due to reduced independent reading 
• Use of less complicated words in writing that are easier to spell than more appropriate 

words (e.g., “big” instead of “enormous”) 
• Reliance on listening rather than reading for comprehension 
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Middle School and High School 

• Reading may be accurate but slow 
• Difficulty reading fluently (e.g., reading is slow, inaccurate, and/or without expression) 
• Poor spelling 
• Difficulty reading out loud, but may have strong comprehension 
• Better comprehension in context than in reading words in isolation 
• Guessing when decoding, based on the initial letter of the word (e.g., reading “singing” as 

“swimming”) 
• Frequent substitution and omission errors 
• Difficulty with the volume of reading and written work 
• Frustration with the amount of time required and energy expended for reading 
• Difficulty decoding unfamiliar words in sentences using knowledge of phonics 
• Inconsistencies when reading and spelling (i.e. reads/spells a word correctly once and then 

incorrectly three different ways later in the passage) 
• Difficulty with comprehension of text due to vocabulary and contextual clues 
• Difficulty finishing timed tests 
• Difficulty with written assignments 
• Tendency to avoid reading (particularly for pleasure) 
• Difficulty learning a foreign language 

 
In addition to the risk factors described by grade above, students with dyslexia often struggle with 
writing. Sometimes they are not able to identify the correct phonemes in words, which puts them 
at an immediate disadvantage as this skill is essential for spelling. Additionally, when an individual 
with dyslexia is composing a written piece, the time spent on spelling, word selection, and even 
handwriting may detract from their focus on idea organization and development which can result 
in a shorter written product, products that are less developed or elaborate, or even frustration as 
the task may become so laborious that students give up or act out.  
 
The Impact of Dyslexia 
Dyslexia primarily impacts reading and spelling but can also affect additional areas of learning. 
Other learning problems may arise in areas secondary to reading and spelling, including vocabu-
lary, grammar, reading comprehension, writing, and math. Moreover, dyslexia does not impact 
only academics. Approximately half of young people with dyslexia have psychological difficulties 
including anxiety, depression, and/or attention difficulties.  In fact, research has concluded that 
over 60 % of children meet the criteria for an additional diagnosis such as Attention Deficit Dis-
order, Dysgraphia, Developmental Learning Disorder, Dyscalculia, Oppositional Defiant Disor-
der, Nonverbal Learning Disorder, etc., resulting in the likelihood of co-morbidity for this disorder.   
 



Voices for Educational Equity 20 (2) 
December 2024 
 

33 

Jones-Bromenshenkel 5 
 
Supporting Students with Dyslexia 
While some students will experience significant negative effects of dyslexia and thus require spe-
cial education services to meet their educational needs, others will not.  Nonetheless, many stu-
dents who exhibit reading challenges (whether they have been formally diagnosed with dyslexia), 
will need accommodations, supports, and/or interventions to allow them to access the curriculum 
and to continue to progress in their skill acquisition.   An evidence-based, tier one reading curric-
ulum that comprehensively integrates the 7 components of literacy delineated in the Illinois Com-
prehensive Literacy Plan (ISBE, 2024) provides a solid foundation for most students to acquire 
the necessary literacy skills. During skill acquisition and beyond, students may require accommo-
dations to access the content being taught.  While accommodations may alter how content is de-
livered or change the way students demonstrate their skill or proficiency, accommodations should 
not change the standard.  If a child has an Individualized Education Plan (IEP) or a 504 Plan, 
accommodations are clearly described in that document. As teachers and teams make decisions 
about which accommodations are necessary, student learning needs should be at the forefront of 
the conversation and schools must remain cognizant of the fact that accommodations do not elim-
inate the effects of the student’s disorder or disability.  Rather, they are intended to allow curricular 
access and “level the playing field”. Following is a list of potentially beneficial accommodations 
for students with dyslexia:  
 
Presentation Accommodations  

• Provide audiobooks for students to use to support reading printed texts  
• Provide text-to-speech technology to allow student to hear digital text 
• Provide step-by-step instructions (oral and written) 
• Clarify or simplify written directions 
• Repeat directions then check to ensure student understanding 
• Utilize spelling words that assess specific linguistic elements (such as CVC or CVCe) ra-

ther than general vocabulary topics, and whenever feasible, select words from the student’s 
phonics-based intervention program for their spelling list 

• Provide a copy of notes and reduce copying by including information on handouts or work-
sheets 

• Provide graphic organizers for extended reading and writing tasks 
• Pre-teach new and important concepts 
• Employ multimodal techniques for new skill acquisition (e.g. reading, writing, listening,  

saying, moving manipulatives, etc.) 
• Pair visuals with printed text for directions and schedules 
• Provide bookmarks or another tool to follow along when reading 
• Allow access to spellcheck, speech-to-text, or predictive text 
• Provide alphabet strips for student reference for efficiency and to provide a correct model 
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• Provide sentence starters that show how to begin a written response 
• Show examples of written work that is correct to serve as models for students 
• Arrange questions or problems on worksheets from least to most difficult 

 
Response Accommodations  

• Oral testing or prompting when allowable  
• Assignments and tests should be evaluated primarily for content; however, attention should 

be paid to identifying issues like letter reversals, spelling errors, and punctuation mistakes, 
which will be acknowledged but not used to lower the grade 

• Allow student to type their writing assignments via computer 
• Allow oral reports or small-group presentations in lieu of written reports 
• Only ask the student to read aloud if he volunteers (when in group/in front of peers) 
• Offer alternative response options (oral answers rather than written, matching or circling 

rather than filling in the blank, etc.) 
• Allow lectures to be recorded 
• Allow the use of a scribe so students can dictate responses to test questions or for writing 

tasks 
• Allow grammar check or a “proofreader” to identify written errors 
• Utilize collaborative or cooperative learning where each student has a specific role or part 

of the task 
 
Setting Accommodations 

• Allow student to test in a quiet location 
• Allow student to have assessment read out loud in an alternate location 

 
Timing Accommodations 

• Provide extra time for reading and writing 
• Allow breaks if extensive reading or writing is required 
• Provide a timeline for extended reading and writing assignments 

 
Despite having appropriate accommodations in place, some students with dyslexia will require 
more intensive interventions that provide a different approach to instruction along with additional 
practice of essential literacy skills.  Structured Literacy instruction prepares students to read and 
write in a systematic and explicit manner.  It is built on a scope and sequence that follows the 
logical order of language beginning with the most basic concepts and elements, progressing to 
more difficult ones as the foundational skills are mastered.  Additionally, Structured Literacy in-
struction relies on a diagnostic approach that meets students where they are in an attempt to avoid 
creating or to alleviate any existing skill gaps.  Deliberate teaching of all content and skills along  
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with frequent opportunities for engagement and feedback make the approach explicit, often em-
ploying what many know as the “I do, we do, you do” sequence.  The elements addressed in a SL 
lesson include phonology, sound-symbol correspondence, patterns and conventions of print, mor-
phology, syntax and semantics. See the related YouTube videos from Middle Tennessee State 
University for additional information https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CcsXZ9MLMNs and  
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NcDZWmtLvQE&t=193s .   
 
Some commercial curricula designed around this approach have materials that integrate each of 
the elements and skills.  Furthermore, there are lesson plan templates (e.g. UFLI  https://ufli.edu-
cation.ufl.edu/resources/teaching-resources/lesson-structure/ and CORE https://www.core-
learn.com/science-of-reading-phonics-lesson-plan-template-small-groups/) that can aid educa-
tors in creating lessons built around this model.  SL is an instructional approach that is supported 
by research and beneficial for all learners but necessary for students with dyslexia (Young and 
Hasbrouck, 2024) who are learning to read and write, regardless of their age.  To conclude, Struc-
tured Literacy instruction ensures that all children get equitable access to the optimal foundations 
for reading and writing.  
 
There are numerous strategies that can be used within a Structured Literacy approach or as indi-
vidual activities to address specific needs of students who are struggling to learn to read and write. 
For example, Elkonin boxes, also known as Sound Boxes, are often used to help students build 
phonological awareness.  Emerging readers can use these to segment words into individual sounds 
and to match letters (graphemes) to sounds (phonemes).   
 
Decodable texts can be used to help students practice and apply the patterns and sounds they have 
been explicitly taught.  For instance, after learning the short o sound, students might read The Hot 
Pot with their teacher.  Decodable texts should be aligned to the scope and sequence of instruction 
and be carefully chosen or crafted to focus on the sounds that students have learned.   
 
Word chaining (sometimes referred to as word ladders) directly supports phonemic awareness, 
decoding, and encoding helping students become more effective readers. To engage students in 
this activity, the teacher says a word that aligns to a specific phonics pattern (e.g. pig).  The student 
writes the word, and the teacher then changes one sound to make a new word (e.g. Change pig to 
peg). The student repeats the new word and writes it, changing the appropriate letter/sound.  This 
continues and can include modifications in sounds across various parts of a word (e.g. pig-peg-
beg-bet-bent).  
 
 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=CcsXZ9MLMNs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=NcDZWmtLvQE&t=193s
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/resources/teaching-resources/lesson-structure/
https://ufli.education.ufl.edu/resources/teaching-resources/lesson-structure/
https://www.corelearn.com/science-of-reading-phonics-lesson-plan-template-small-groups/
https://www.corelearn.com/science-of-reading-phonics-lesson-plan-template-small-groups/
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Graphic organizers can be used to “dissect” new vocabulary words or to aid students in thinking 
about the features of a word.  The POSSUM approach employs explicit instruction and an accom-
panying graphic organizer to aid students in thinking about the six POSSUM elements: phonology, 
orthography, syntax, semantics, understanding, and morphology. Once students have mastered this 
strategy, they may use the graphic organizer independently during vocabulary learning, independ-
ent reading, or other relevant activities.  
 
Repeated reading can be utilized once students have a foundation in letters, letter-sound corre-
spondences, words, phrases, and sentences. The teacher carefully selects a passage that is suited 
to the student’s functioning level and then models reading the passage aloud to the student.  The 
student is then given three opportunities to read the same passage receiving corrective feedback 
from the teacher during each.  Repeated reading gives students opportunities to work on accuracy, 
rate, and prosody simultaneously in a controlled environment and with teacher support. (See Read-
ing Universe Skill Explainers and Printable https://readinguniverse.org/, the Florida Center for 
Reading Research https://fcrr.org/student-center-activities, Reading Rockets https://www.read-
ingrockets.org/classroom/classroom-strategies and the ISBE Dyslexia Handbook and accompany-
ing Toolkit https://sldsupports.org/dyslexia-guides for additional resources and ideas.)   
 
As we consider the diversity in our schools and the inherent challenges faced by many students, it 
is essential that we ensure the adoption and application of an asset-based mindset.  Regardless of 
their skills, ability, or respective backgrounds, all students bring a wealth of knowledge and expe-
riences to our schools.  It is our charge as an educational system to recognize their strengths and 
needs, respect their desires and paths, appreciate the role they play in our classrooms and commu-
nities, and empower them to become critical thinkers, problem solvers, educated citizens, and 
strong leaders.  For students with dyslexia, this may mean that we need to adjust our practices and 
instruction so they can gain the needed skills to become effective readers which will, in turn, make 
the aforementioned goals more easily attainable.  
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Abstract 
Language as a deficit and monolingual approaches focused on phonics and phonemic awareness 
have dominated the conversation on biliteracy and the ways that we assess literacy. The ways that 
we assess literacy with a monolingual lens impacts the placement of emergent bilingual students 
in remediation and intervention.This article focuses on the collaboration between an instructional 
specialist and a professor as we analyze data and work to combat deficit thinking and to disrupt 
monolingualism and monolingual ideologies in the over-identification of emergent bilingual stu-
dents for remediation services. Through collaboration, communication, and coaching, we explored 
how having a translanguaging stance and a translanguaging approach to foundational reading im-
pacts the ways we think about reading holistically and as centered on the child. This article con-
cludes with the need to explore teacher’s ideologies and stance around language as a way to ex-
plore alternatives to traditional remediation services.  A translanguaging approach to foundational 
reading enables the instructional specialist to notice and name how Spanish remediation centers 
monolingual English models, materials, and methods. 
 
Introduction 
Jessie, a biliteracy coach, and I analyzed the biliteracy zones of second graders in the dual language 
program. We noticed the upward trend in literacy in English and how Spanish, particularly in early 
elementary classrooms, seemed to plateau. After reviewing the literacy levels of the students in 
intervention services, a pattern emerged: Students who were in intervention services since kinder-
garten had made limited to no growth in their biliteracy trajectory. We noted that students were 
still emergent readers in both languages. At the end of second grade, the data suggested that the 
students were making minimal growth in literacy skills in English, even with targeted, intense 
remediation services based on phonics and phonemic awareness using a boxed curriculum. The 
students were also making no growth in Spanish, many having the same reading level since kin-
dergarten. After discussing the remediation focus on letter names/ letter sounds and CVC words,  
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we also discussed how foundational reading in Spanish operated in a different way. This observa-
tion, though, did not impact how reading intervention was happening at the school. The Spanish 
reading interventionist, following the districts’ monolingual remediation gaze, focused on silabas 
but mostly letter name/letter sounds in Spanish,  and word formation, as well as decodable books 
in Spanish. Jessie turned to me and asked, “ Shouldn’t the focus be on oracy and on building 
phonemic awareness in context and then, after second grade, providing remediation services?”  
 
Jessie’s question was one we revisited throughout the year, particularly as we considered that the 
students who were being flagged for intervention services at many times were able to read in 
Spanish but not English. The silent focus of the biliteracy program and intervention and remedia-
tion was in English. Could the students read as well as their monolingual peers? If not, it must be 
because of Spanish and the dual language program. Jessica’s question, on a larger scale, was about 
the role of remediation services in dual language classrooms, and how a student’s bilingualism is 
positioned when considering how literacy is performed, listened to, and assessed in traditionally 
monolingual spaces. Considering the intersection of bilingualism, literacy, and intervention, how 
do teachers’ stances and understanding of bilingualism mediate the ways in which students lever-
age their cultural and linguistic repertoires during literacy instruction and remediation (Ascenzi-
Moreno, 2024)? 
 
This article explores how remediation and intervention must grapple with the questions above and 
with the ways in which a teacher, the instructional specialist, has adopted a translanguaging stance, 
acknowledging the role of  language as a resource during reading intervention and foundational 
reading instruction. A translanguaging stance is defined as “the philosophical, ideological, or be-
lief system that teachers draw from as they design and implement literacy instruction and remedi-
ation” (Garcia, et al., 2017,p.27). This article analyzes how one school district is considering re-
mediation services using a translanguaging stance and centering the bilingualism of students in the 
dual language program.  
 
El Contexto 
The one dual language program in the district is housed in an elementary school in the Chicagoland 
area. In the school, the DLB program uses a 50/50 model where one teacher teaches in English for 
half the school day and another teacher teaches in Spanish for half the school day. The teachers 
create biliteracy unit frameworks (BUFs) for their grade levels and plan together under the guid-
ance of a bilingual curriculum specialist and the emergent bilingual coordinator. The school district 
already taught foundational reading skills using the  Orton- Gillingham method, Structured Word 
Inquiry (SWI), and used Estrellitas to teach phonics in Spanish. It is important to note that curricula 
that focus heavily on phonics and are aligned to the Science of Reading are being implemented  
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without considering the ways in which they use and build on the bilingualism of students and how 
to address biliteracy for multilingual students (NCEL, 2022). 
 
This article draws on a case study of a bilingual educator:  the biliteracy coach and her interaction 
with the reading interventionist in Spanish/English dual language bilingual programs and investi-
gates how their own understandings of biliteracy, their translanguaging stance, and their reflection 
on their own journey to biliteracy and bilingualism influences how they consider intervention and 
remediation.  
 
Interventions and a Translanguaging Approach to Foundational Reading  
For interventionists working with students in the dual language program, the decision on whether 
a student qualifies for intervention depends on the data collected through Fountas & Pinell reading 
data in both named languages, the use of Fastbridge where students are accessed using letter 
name/letter sounds and CVC words, and teacher observations. After the students are flagged for 
services, the biliteracy coach, reading interventionists, principal, and the multilingual coordinator 
met to discuss the data and to review the data of the students that have been selected for interven-
tion services. When the meeting ended, the case load for the interventionists are finalized and the 
students receive 20-30 minutes of intervention services 3-4 times a week until the data is reviewed 
after 8 weeks.  
 
The reading interventionists use Leveled Literacy Intervention (LLI). LLI is described as provid-
ing strong support for students who are learning English and receiving classroom instruction in 
English (Fountas & Pinnell, n.d.). However, curricula in English and Spanish are typically created 
using a monolingual lens and bilingualism  and emergent bilinguals are usually seen as “two mon-
olinguals in one” (Ascenzi-Moreno, 2024, p.46). The reality of bilingualism in the classroom is 
that students have  varying levels of English and Spanish as well as varying sources of cultural 
knowledge (Ascenzi-Moreno, 2024). In order to understand how to best support emergent bilin-
guals, we must know who our emergent bilinguals are and their behaviors as bilingual readers; this 
includes how students interact with text and their preferred modalities for making meaning. When 
considering intervention support, it is also important to make sure students have context and audi-
ence and know how to use all their linguistic resources. When intervention services are isolated 
and provided in one named language, for example in English, there is no space or modeling of how 
students can use their bilingual language resources.  
 
Many questions have arisen as we continue to problem solve how we can continue to grow bilat-
erally and bilingualism under internalized monolingualism. The district has provided professional 
development, resources, and intervention plans that focus on monolingual phonemic awareness 
and phonics, including the incorporation of programs such as Orton-Gillingham and Estrellitas.   



Voices for Educational Equity 20 (2) 
December 2024 
 

41 

Pichardo 4 
 
Reading support is modeled after the “high-achieving” monolingual schools as a way to support 
reading in the dual language program, particularly supporting English literacy to the detriment of 
the ways we support biliteracy. The goals of interventions and the materials used to support biliter-
acy must be different than what is happening in the other schools. In a dual language program, we 
need first to decide if we are providing intervention services, or if the students are in their biliteracy 
zones (Escamilla et al, 2014) and then the language of intervention—English or Spanish. This is 
particularly difficult since as a school, we have moved away from the strict separation of named 
languages and have started to question what  the L1 or the L2 is, particularly for dynamic bilinguals 
who purposefully use both. This creates an area of ambiguity for the district about how to navigate 
resources and professional development when there is a misunderstanding around how 
translanguaging and biliteracy work.  For many students whose home languages come in contact 
with English, typical designations of named languages depend on the task, the purpose, and the 
audience (Gottlieb, 2021).  Are we building the native language or building literacy skills in a 
second language, or both? If a student comes from a bilingual home and our goal is for that student 
to be bilingual and biliterate, where do we begin?  
 
In an era of the science of reading (SOR), when we look at student literacy assessment in two 
languages, it is typical to then prescribe an intervention. However, it is very challenging to identify 
the specific intervention needed and why this intervention is needed given a holistic understanding 
of biliteracy and bilingualism. The concept of intervention, as a fix, is rooted in monolingualism 
and an understanding of biliteracy is necessary. To complicate matters, reading interventionists 
are usually trained using monolingual methods but still need to be well-versed in the distinct needs 
of multilingual learners.  The needs of multilingual learners may not be fully assessed using tradi-
tional monolingual methods (Mahoney, 2017). The first step is to observe students and see how 
they are languishing during literacy blocks and how they interact with texts. Who are our multi-
lingual learners in the district and how are they languaging? 
 
An approach that can be applied to remediation is the use of a translanguaging approach to literacy. 
A translanguaging perspective to literacy highlights how students use all their meaning making 
resources, linguistic, cultural, familial, and otherwise, across language while reading, including 
decoding and comprehension (Ascenzi-Moreno, 2024, p.46). When applying a translanguaging 
literacy lens, reading interventionists and educators know and recognize that emergent bilinguals 
use both languages when making meanings of sounds, letters, words, and word meanings in order 
to learn to read (Ascenzi-Moreno, 2024, p.46). This is the opposite of how bilingualism is currently 
treated in reading intervention; the focus is to ensure that the students are reading, like their mon-
olingual peers, in English. Students, therefore, are asked to read in one named language at a time 
and to perform under the monolingual literacy gaze. On top of this, students are taught using best 
literacy practices that continue to entrench monolingual literacy practices since the practices are  
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developed without emergent bilingual students’ languaging, cultural knowledge, and biliteracy in 
mind and without focusing on research that centers bilingualism and biliteracy (Escamilla et al., 
2014). 
 
When considering foundational literacy and interventions and remediation, a multilingual perspec-
tive of phonemic awareness and phonics is critical not only to reading instruction but to the ways 
that intervention and remediation are nuanced and respond to the reading behaviors of  multilingual 
and multiliterate learners (Suoto-Manning et al., 2021).  Approaches to phonics and phonemic 
awareness are founded on monolingualism and have created monolingual intervention and literacy 
practices for emergent bilinguals. Screening for reading on grade level and for intervention ser-
vices are typically about reading in English, predominantly, even if the students are reading in 
Spanish. This article leans into a translanguaging approach to foundational reading instruction, 
specifically how emergent bilingual educators use their varied experiences to consider languages 
and reading and how specialists use these observations to learn how we think about dual language 
education, intervention and remediation (Ascenzi-Moreno, 2024, p.47). The research described in 
this chapter focuses on the following research question: In what ways are specialists using their 
stance to disrupt the hierarchy of  English  and moving towards  a translanguaging framework 
based on their experiences? 
 
Teaching Intervention in the Era of the Science of Reading: La Instructional Specialist  
The educator in this case study is a Latine instructional specialist, the only bilingual Latine spe-
cialist in the school district. When I worked in the school district in 2021, I was the only bilingual 
instructional specialist. As a bilingual specialist, I worked with the dual language educators in the 
school district; Jessie was then a first grade dual language educator teaching in the named language 
of Spanish. We both worked in service of the same dual language program in the same school. 
Jessie and I worked together as part of an instructional coaching cycle.  I observed her class 2-3 
times a week and we worked together on identifying a focus on foundational reading. Our identi-
fied  focus was on authentic bilingual and biliteracy methods. One of our first coaching sessions, 
as I was observing her foundational reading in a small group, she was going over the letter of the 
week N, and was going over the sound it makes in the initial placement. The students then worked 
on sounding out a list of words. She moved on to teach how N sounds in different placements of 
words and the students continued to practice with her and then with each other. She then read a 
decodable book that used the letter N in Spanish. This continued with her second small group of 
the day.   
 
We meet during her lunch or prep period to discuss the observation and next steps. When we met, 
I asked Jessie if she felt the small group lesson was successful. She said yes. I then asked her how 
her instruction was different from the kindergarten instruction that relied on Estrellitas; she  
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acknowledged that it was the same. My last question focused on biliteracy; I asked her if we used 
letter names/letter sounds in Spanish. She immediately said no and looked horrified. I asked her 
about the  ways that we make words in Spanish and she said silabas; I then followed up by asking 
her if we went letter by letter when reading in Spanish. She said no and then asked me to collabo-
rate with her on teaching phonemic awareness in ways that were authentic to the students in her 
class. Throughout the year, we sat with students and listened to the ways that they were using 
Spanish and English in her Spanish dual language classroom and we used this as a way to plan for 
small group and whole group instruction with a focus on literacy. This was the start of her aware-
ness and embracing of a translanguaging stance. Part of her translanguaging stance was a focus on 
how students used language flexibly and dynamically, including the use of both Spanish and Eng-
lish as they worked toward comprehension and towards completing the task in Spanish. There was 
no strict separation of languages and students fully embraced Spanish while navigating their bilin-
gualism. 
 
As I transitioned to a position in higher education, Jessie became the instructional specialist and 
applied her translanguaging stance to her coaching stance and to her work in service of bilingual 
students in the dual language program. In the following excerpts, Jessie reflects on her own edu-
cational learnings within the dual language program and how it impacts her work with the instruc-
tional specialist working with the dual language program. In particular, she discusses her own 
translanguaging stance and approach and how it impacts her work with reading, with data as seen 
in the introduction, and with interventionists.  
 
Jessica’s Experience: Teacher’s Translanguaging Stance at the Forefront 
Jessie spoke about her experience as the Spanish side of the 50/50 dual language program and 
spoke about her identity as the one Latine educator on the grade team, on the district first grade 
team, and now as the one Latine instructional specialist in a predominantly White school district. 
In the following quote, she and I were discussing how all three kindergarten sessions were dual 
language this year as opposed to previous years where two classrooms were dual language and one 
was a general education classroom. Only one child requested a monolingual classroom this year; 
the parents, families and communities are highly supportive of the dual language program and 
Jessie saw this as a shift in the right direction for the growth of the program, even when others in 
the school district were less supportive: 
 

It has been causing a lot of hate comments for sure. One of the (other) coaches said to me 
yesterday that she doesn’t agree with it and that it’s unfair. That if someone else wanted a 
general education classroom, that they are forced to learn Spanish. This is ignorant since 
the world has always catered to monolingual speakers. I told her that there were three other  
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district schools that had monolingual classrooms. You know how this goes but I love it so 
much and it is so exciting. 
 

As part of the instructional specialist team and the instructional leadership team, Jessie has seen 
how district policies around language continuously other the dual language program and the dual 
language instructors that work in service of the community. Monolingualism is internalized to the 
extent that we all must teach it and service it. Jessie’s experience as a dual language instructor has 
shaped her view of Spanish and of the dual language program. Her awareness and development of 
a translanguaging stance has allowed her to advocate for the program during instructional leader-
ship meetings and during meetings on curriculum and instruction. Her awareness of how mono-
lingualism is centered is pivotal to her coaching and to her work with school administrators, with 
data, and with supporting biliteracy efforts in the building:  
 

I had to have the no core phonics survey in Spanish for a newcomer conversation today 
with    our new Spanish reading interventionist. She had the assessment out and I was like 
we don’t test them on their letter sounds. She responded that she wanted to know if they 
knew their letter names. She said that they were newcomers in third and she had nothing 
else to use . But it’s most likely those were practices from her former district. I don’t mean 
to sound like I am calling out the reading interventionist …its just interesting to think of 
and it reminds me of what I used to do, too. 
 

Jessie’s experience with teaching foundational reading and working with biliteracy influences her 
perspectives on how emergent bilingual students experience foundational reading, particularly the 
teaching of phonics and specifically letter names/letter sounds as the first step in prescribing inter-
ventions. Although the goal of the dual language program is biliteracy, many of the students at the 
district come from English speaking homes and Spanish is the language they are acquiring. This 
reinforces the centering of English since interventionists are used to focusing on monolingual 
methods and practices and to using monolingual resources and perspectives in the absence of a 
resource in Spanish. The district chooses the curriculum used by the reading interventionists and 
the interventionists meet as a team to discuss the resources they will use.The words that an emer-
gent bilingual student  who speaks Spanish at home is being asked to read in a  translated phonics 
core assessment may be unfamiliar, particularly when they are used out of context and without any 
activation of background knowledge or the varied cultural and linguistic resources that students 
may have.There is only one Spanish reading interventionist and Jessie  is contemplating whether 
she is approaching the teaching of foundational skills in a monolingual way.  The Spanish inter-
ventionist has requested to use the same program as the English interventionists, citing a lack of 
materials and resources in Spanish. The goal of the interventionist, silently, is to model Spanish 
intervention as acquiring English. 
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The two short excerpts presented show Jessie’s translanguaging stance through her questioning of 
the use of monolingual resources and the centering of monolingual spaces. The excerpts also show 
how challenging it is for emergent bilingual interventionist and foundational reading educators to 
assess, prepare, and coach around language and literacy. The focus on phonics and phonics in-
struction makes the teaching of literacy through the use of languaging especially difficult since it 
is divorced from the cultural and linguistic funds of knowledge of students (Ascenzi-Moreno, 
2024, p.52). Jessie is questioning and coaching the interventionist, trying out different ways to 
make sure Spanish reading interventionists are considering biliteracy. In her questioning, she is 
disrupting the pervasiveness of English and embracing her translanguaging stance. 
 
Moving Forward With the Teaching of Foundational Reading  
While curriculum and instruction focused on the teaching of foundational reading skills has in-
creasingly focused on English phonics and English phonemic awareness, even in dual language 
programs, my work with Jessie  has highlighted how a teacher's own educational histories and 
language learning has impacted how they view and teach foundational reading skills. Since so 
many interventionists focus on foundational reading skills almost exclusively before focusing on 
meaning making, a critical stance for emergent bilingual interventionists is to focus on using con-
text and meaning making.  
 
My work with Jessie is bi-directional; we learn from each other and implement practices and re-
search that center our emergent bilingual students. The ways that we think about language and 
literacy and our work with emergent bilingual students inform the ways we work and coach fellow 
educators. In order to apply research in both our spaces, we must ground it in our own experiences 
and reflect on the dissonance. This is the starting point for incorporating a translanguaging ap-
proach to foundational reading. We do not negate our language trajectories or ideologies; we use 
them to provide counter narratives to a language as a deficit approach that continuously centers 
English. Jessie’s work with the Spanish interventionist, as seen in this article, allowed both of them 
to disrupt the use of monolingualism in a Spanish space and to start considering and developing 
approaches and curriculum that highlight bilingualism and biliteracy. This critical awareness and 
reflection is the first step to incorporating and using a translanguaging approach during interven-
tion and assessment and in the teaching of foundational skills. 
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Abstract 
This paper analyses influences of early childhood development education on children’s educa-
tional outcomes in Malawi. Secondary data from the fifth integrated household survey (IHS5) be-
tween 2019 and 2020 collected by the National Statistical Office (NSO) was used in this analysis 
using STATA version 17. The analysis used a logistical regression model due to the binary nature 
of the variables and focused on children who were in primary school from standard 4 to 8. Some 
but not all of these children had attended pre-school before enrolling in primary school. The early 
childhood education (ECE) variable was found to be significant with a marginal effect of 0.20, 
implying that children who had attended pre-school had a 20% higher probability of being literate 
compared to those who did not attend pre-school. Other significant covariates were head of house-
hold’s education, distance to school, mother’s education, and child’s residence. Unlike other stud-
ies, the analysis revealed that distance to school had a marginal effect of 0.005, indicating that 
distance to school increases the probability of literacy by 0.5% for the child. 
 
Introduction 
Early Childhood Development (ECD) programs aim to provide developmental support for children 
in their early years of life so that they can acquire the necessary skills for realizing their potential 
(Agbenyega, 2013 in Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018). Thus, the benefits of quality 
ECD programs hold great potential in child's educational success.  Quality ECD programs have 
been associated with increased literacy levels, improved school enrolment and achievement, en-
hanced developmental outcomes, and better adult outcomes such as improved productivity 
(Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018) 
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In Malawi, various policy documents have recognized the significance of early childhood educa-
tion to achieve both educational performance targets and national development goals—hence de-
liberate policies are put in place. The National Educational Sector Investment Plan (NESIP) span-
ning 2020 to 2030 has set an objective to ensure equitable access to quality ECD services for 
children (MoEST, 2020). The NESIP aims at addressing the following challenges: 1) limited ac-
cess to ECD due to limited number of ECD centres in the country, 2) inadequate supply of qualified 
ECD caregivers, 3) inadequate policy awareness and communities prioritizing ECD, and 4) poor 
planning exacerbated by inadequate funding within the decentralized system (MoEST, 2020). Ad-
ditionally, the Malawi vision 2063 emphasizes deliberate policy to improve ECD. The vision states 
that by 20263, “We shall provide and make it a priority for every child to go through early child-
hood development (ECD); and make it compulsory for every citizen to attain at least 12 years of 
formal education” under Enabler 5 of human capital development (NPC, 2020). This clearly shows 
that the Malawi government has interest in boosting early childhood development education. 
 
Families who are well-connected with networks of supportive individuals are better at  improving 
child development. Families are the first to have the power to act on behalf of the child and ensure 
their rights are respected. Hopefully, their objectives are to protect the child and to secure the child 
an education, development, security, health and morality. To achieve these objectives, a family 
should provide supervision by controlling the child’s comings and goings, relationships, and com-
munications. Families make educational decisions including religious and sex education and de-
cide on the health care to give their child. Families are responsible for the needs of the child, such 
as food, clothing, shelter, educational costs, and health coverage. 

 
Parental involvement in their child’s education is, of course, enormously beneficial to the child. 
This is a proven theory, documented through years of research and statistics, (Shallwani, Abubakar 
and Nyongesa, 2018). Most of these studies reveal that parents who are more actively involved in 
the education process have childcare actively involved in different aspects of children’s lives. 
These children turn out to be successful following their formal education. Parental involvement at 
the school level is important  because it plays a crucial part in the child’s emotional and academic 
development. Today, many parents feel pressures because of work and social obligations that may 
cause them to neglect school involvement such as their daughter’s nursery school activities and 
graduation. Thus, when the child experiences school setbacks and lacks direct parental support, 
they may feel unmotivated to do well. Parental involvement in their children’s educational process 
means a lot to them. Children often try harder and fare better in order to please their parents. 
 
According to Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa (2018), the social environment can provide ef-
ficient support to parents that enhances their capacity to care for their children. An individual’s 
social environment, including the social relationships an individual makes within it, can also have  
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a profound impact on the quality of parenting,. This in turn affects a child’s healthy development 
and future achievements. Inclusive social environments which provide support to parents have 
been shown to enhance parents’ capacity to care for their children and, in doing so, promote better 
child health and development.  
 
The social environment refers to an individual’s physical surroundings, community 
resources, and social relationships (Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018). The physical sur-
roundings of a social environment include housing and facilities for                                                                                                                                                                                 
education, healthcare,  employment and open space for recreation. The nature of physical sur-
roundings (including their quality, e.g. the extent to which open spaces are clean and buildings 
maintained) can influence the quality of parenting and in turn affect the health and wellbeing of 
children within that environment. 
 
The social environment also influences the nature and quality of the social relationships in which 
parents and children engage, as the social environment largely determines who, how often, and on 
what terms parents and children will interact socially. Developing and maintaining positive social 
relationships is fundamental to a good quality of life and psychological health. Individuals who 
have good relationships develop a sense of belonging and receive support from other members of 
their social network. This helps them to function normally from day to day, as well as to cope with 
stress and difficult times. Social relationships also provide opportunities for generating new ideas, 
discussing issues and concerns, sharing good news, and obtaining social, economic and emotional 
support. In most rural areas in Malawi these kinds of gatherings rarely exist  because most of the 
rural population is engaged in farming. This affects early child learning because role models are 
scarce in such areas. 
 
Literature Review 
According to the study by Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa (2018), factors still impede the ef-
fective implementation of ECD programs in most countries in south Saharan Africa (SSA). For 
example, inadequate public investment has been made in ECD in many African countries ( Mun-
thali, Mvula and Silo, 2014). To fill this gap, communities in many SSA countries have come 
together, often with the support of community-based organizations (CBOs), to establish and run 
ECD centers to improve their children’s developmental and educational opportunities. 
 
These community-based ECD programs hold tremendous potential for promoting children’s devel-
opment and learning in their earliest years. However, in both government-supported and commu-
nity-based programs the quality of the learning and care available to children in SSA remains a core 
challenge. In Malawi, for example, research has documented the severe challenges in both the 
sustainability and quality of ECD centers  (Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018). 
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If ECD programs are of low quality, they are unlikely to produce the desired child and family 
outcomes  (Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018). Thus, it is crucial to examine the quality 
of learning and care in ECD programs in different parts of SSA, and to consider how best to support 
communities, CBOs, and governments to improve quality and child outcomes. 
 
Many community-based childcare centers (CBCCs) are run by community management commit-
tees which include representation from parents and other community members. Unfortunately, 
these committees vary in how functional they are. Three key strengths of the CBCCs model have 
been described as: 1) its reliance on community ownership and involvement, 2) support and in-
vestment from community-based organizations (CBOs), and 3) the CBCCs’ linkages with other 
local services such as health facilities, primary schools, and child protection committees  (Shall-
wani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018). However, the CBCCs also struggle with extremely limited 
resources because of inadequate investment from the government and high levels of poverty at com-
munity levels (Shallwani, Abubakar and Nyongesa, 2018). 
 
Access to early childhood education is very low in Zambia, especially among vulnerable groups 
(Chitondo, 2022). He found that only 17.3% of children enrolled in primary education, enjoyed 
any kind of early childhood education. Moreover, the quality of early childhood education is often 
substandard. Zimbabwe faces the challenges of a high teacher-child ratio, lack of parental in-
volvement, lack of trained ECD specialists with expertise in using a play-based curriculum, and 
shortage of equipment, material resources, and age-appropriate infrastructure. 
 
According to a study by  Lukanga and Nyanda, (2023), Tanzania is also among the countries that 
lag behind in the SSA region. The severity of poor child development is still high, with an estima-
ted 70% of children being at risk of not attaining their full developmental potential. Many children 
enrolled in standard one failed to master school readiness skills with an average score of less than 
50% on cognitive and socio-emotional development assessments (Lukanga and Nyanda, 2023). 
Wordu, (2015) using a t−test revealed a significant difference between pupils who had early chil-
dhood education and those without in their academic performance (cognitive ability, affective and 
psychomotor skills). The findings indicate that those that had attended early childhood education 
had excellent performance compared to those that did not. 
 
A study by Chitondo, (2022) shows that distance to school negatively affects child performance at 
school. It contributes to absenteeism and tiredness in young children that negatively affects their 
performance. Furthermore, findings from Litheko, (2012) and Ishii and Meke, (2022) acknowledge 
the resource endowments gap between rural and urban schools, putting rural schools at a disad-
vantage in terms of child performance. 
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Methodology 
Data and Data Analysis 

The study used secondary data from fifth Integrated Household Survey (IHS5) collected by the 
National Statistics Office between 2019 and 2020. The data was analyzed using the STATA ver-
sion 17 program. The analysis specifically used Logistic Regression Model to quantitatively ana-
lyze the impact of early childhood education on educational outcomes. The analysis focused on 
children that are in primary school standard 4 to 8. Conventionally, the child enters primary 
school at the age 6 years in Malawi which implies that a child reaches standard 4 at age 9 years 
and leaves primary school at age 12 years, assuming no repetitions. From this age range, there 
were two groups of children, those that attended pre-school prior to primary education and those 
that did not attend pre-school. Educational success is measured as the children in standard 4 to 8 
who are able to read or write a text or do basic computations. 

 
Analytical Model 
The study adopted the Logistic Regression Model (LRM) due to the binary nature of the dependent 
variable which is child educational success, i.e., 1 if a child is able to read or write a text or do 
basic computations and 0 if a child is unable to read or write a text or do basic computations. The 
main independent variable is early childhood education attendance, i.e., 1 if the child in the age 
range had attended pre-school before enrolling in primary school and 0 if the child did not attend 
pre-school before entering primary school. 
According to Agyire-Tettey et al (2020), the theoretical presentation of the LRM model is given 
as follows:  

𝑓(𝑧) =
𝑃

1 − 𝑃 = 𝛽! + 𝛽"𝑥" + 𝛽#𝑥# +⋯ . . +𝛽$𝑥$ + µ% 

Where f(z) is the logistic function representing the probability of a particular outcome in the pres-
ence of the risk factors with the value range of 0 to 1 and the  𝑷

"'𝑷
  gives the odds ratio. In this 

paper, it is defined as the probability of attaining educational success given that a child attended 
pre-school before enrolling in primary school. In this case f(z) is the probability of a child being 
literate against a probability of being illiterate. The 𝛽! is the intercept (constant), and 𝛽", 𝛽#, to 𝛽$ 
are the regression coefficients of the predictor variables 𝑥", 𝑥# to 𝑥$ including the early childhood 
education which is the main independent variable and other covariates. Table 1 below describes 
the variables that the study used in the Logistic Regression Model including the dependent varia-
ble, main independent variable and covariates (control variables). 
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Table 1: Study Variables and Description 

VARIABLES VARIABLE DESCRIPTION 

Dependent Variable  

Child Education Success (CES) The child is successful if can read/write or do basic computa-
tions. Those from 9 years to 12 years in classes standard 4 to 8 

Main Independent Variable  

Early Childhood Education 
(ECE) 

This is measured as 1 if the child attended pre-school before en-
rolling in primary school and 0 if the child did not attend pre-
school before entering primary school. 

Covariates  

Household Income Measured as real household expenditure for household as in Ma-
lawi income is captured using expenditure approach. 

Residence This is captured as binary whether child resided in rural or urban 
area. Taking 1 for rural and 0 for urban. 

Household head Education Measured as years of schooling for the household head 

Mothers Education Measured as number of years of schooling for the mother of a 
child 

Information Technology Access This is measured by availability of information technology gadg-
ets and amenities that can reinforce learning outcomes 

Disability Measured whether a child has disability or not 

Chronic Illness Measured whether the child has chronic Illness or not 
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Distance to School The distance the child covers to go to school measured in 
minutes taken to school. 

Household Head Age Measured as age of the household head 

Household Size This is measured as number of household members 

 
 

 
 

Results and Discussion 
The number of children aged 9 to 12 were 6, 217 (study sample size). Out of this number 5,120 had 
not attended ECE before enrolling in primary school and 1,097 had attended ECE before enrol-
ling in primary school representing 82.4% and 17.6%, respectively. O f  t h e  1,097, there 
were 889 children that were literate and from 5120, o n l y  973 were literate, thus, a n  81% 
literacy rate for those that attended early childhood development centres versus just a 19% literacy 
rate for those that did not attend early childhood development centres. 
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From the binary Logistic Regression Model, the results reporting marginal effects and 𝑝 −values 
are presented in table 2. The double star (**) indicates the variables that were significant at a 95% 
confidence level.  

From the results in table 2, five variables were found to be significant at 5% significance level in 
influencing educational success of a child namely; early childhood education, household head’s 
education, mother’s education, distance to school and place of residence. 
Early childhood education was significant with a marginal effect of 0.2 implying that a child who 
had attended early childhood education prior to primary school has a 20% higher probability of 
being literate compared to those who had not. These results concur with the findings by Wordu 
(2015) and  Horton, (2019). Using a t−test W o r d u  f o u n d  a significant difference in academic 
performance between pupils who had early childhood education and those who did not. The pupils 
that attended pre-school had above average cognitive ability and affective and psychomotor 
skills.  
 
Child residence (rural versus urban) was also significant with a marginal effect of −0.0784, imply-
ing that a child who resides in rural areas had a 7.8% probability less chance of being literate as 
compared to those residing in urban settings. These results agree with the findings of studies by 
Litheko (2012) and Ishii and Meke (2022). They both acknowledge the resource endowments gap 
between rural and urban schools put rural schools at a performance disadvantage. 
 
Distance to school has a marginal effect of 0.005 indicating that distance to school increases the 
probability of literacy by 0.5% for the child. This finding counters prior expectations that the 
longer distance to school is likely to affect performance negatively. Chitondo (2022) concludes 
that distance to school negatively affects child performance at school as it contributes to absentee-
ism and tiredness for young children, thus negatively affects performance. 
 
Household head’s and mother’s education had marginal effects of 0.0224 and 0.023 respec-
tively. This means that an increase in years of schooling for household head increases probability 
of child literacy by 2.2% while an increase in mother’s education increases the probability of 
child literacy by 2.3%. Separate studies by Wang et al (2020) and Dubow, Boxer, and Huesmann 
(2010) found parental education to be crucial in children’s better educational outcomes. These 
studies show that  the parental education level has both cognitive and non- cognitive educational 
effects on children. On the non-cognitive, more educated parents have higher educational expec-
tations for their children and manage their children’s daily lives more stringently (Wang et al, 
2020). 
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Conclusion and Recommendations 
Our paper concludes that early childhood learning raises the probability of children’s educational 
success in later years. The learners that attended pre-school have a 20%      higher probability of 
being literate in primary school c ompared to those w h o  did not attend pre-school. This higher 
performance is reinforced by parental educational background, child residence (rural versus 
urban), and distance to school. 

The paper recommends the following: 

• Educated parents, especially mothers, should be involved in ECE for childrem’s educa-
tional success. 

• Ministry of Education, Science and Technology, communities and development partners 
should work together to establish more ECD centers in rural areas for equal resource dis-
tribution. 

• Programs that enhance ECD (National Numeracy Programme, National Reading Pro-
gramme, etc) should be included in pre-primary school curriculum to assist in achieving 
children’s educational success. 

• Policies on ECD should be encouraged through equal allocation of resources (both mate-
rial and human) as these have the potential of improving children’s educational success 
in their later school years.  
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How do we support differentiation? 
When students are introduced to the concept of differentiation, it often leads to confusion. Ques-
tions arise such as, “How can I differentiate between 30 students in one elementary classroom?” 
The idea of differentiation–adapting teaching methods to support diverse learners–remains a 
challenging concept for teacher candidates and educators as they attempt to apply it in lesson 
planning. This raises an important question: How can differentiation be better presented to sup-
port future teachers and those already in practice? Valiandes, Neophytou, and Hajisoteriou 
(2018) advocate for differentiated instruction further as “...a teaching theory based on the prem-
ise that instructional approaches should vary and curriculum be adapted in relation to individual 
and diverse students in classrooms” (p. 379). A practical first step is to include differentiated 
Learning Targets in the lesson plan template.  
 
Supporting Differentiation in Lesson Planning 
All students should be able to do the same shared objective within the differentiated Learning 
Target (Stiggins, 2017), as all learners utilize the same measurable verb selected for instruction. 
The work outcome is one that can be differentiated so that every student can develop deeper 
thinking predicated on an accessible learning outcome. The table below is an element of a fuller 
lesson plan template teacher candidates might develop for coursework. 
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Planning for Assessment: Set-
ting Learning Targets  
These must match the selected 
measurable verb chosen for the 
lesson objective. What task 
should the students be able to 
do? You will assess the degree 
to which the students can do 
this task/objective(s).  
 
Work samples should be origi-
nal thinking from students.  
 
Planned assessment task should 
answer: How will student 
work be assessed? 

Objective Learning Targets:  
What can the novice student do?  
“I can…. and more.” Student friendly language 
 
_________________________________________________ 
What can the intermediate student do?            
 “I can…and more.” Student friendly language 
 
_________________________________________________ 
What can the advanced student do?             
 “I can…and more.”  Student friendly language 

Assessment Tool(s):  
Identify the format option for 
this lesson plan that you will 
use to measure the Learning 
Target:  

1. Checklist 
2. Feedback types - self, 

peer, and/or teacher  
3. Rubric 

List Chosen Assessment Tool(s):  

 
Teachers design tasks that align with the learning objectives, using them to assess and track stu-
dents' progress over time. The task students complete is directly tied to the learning targets, and 
the way teachers assess each task provides evidence of how much the students have learned or 
grown in relation to those skills. A change occurs for the educator within the differentiation pro-
cesses. Rather than view assessment through the lens of what a student cannot do, the teacher 
looks at what each student can do and discusses with them what potentially comes next. The 
novice, intermediate, and advanced students each have potentially different rubrics. Thus, we can 
differentiate the assessment metric, while maintaining fidelity to the objective.   
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Differentiation Supports Equitable Learning 
What does equitable learning look like? The advanced learner, for example, debates math con-
cepts in depth, promoting the use of academic language in the classroom, and offering nuanced 
arguments with strong evidence and sophisticated reasoning. The intermediate learner debates 
using structured arguments with some evidence and examples. The novice learner debates high-
lighting deeper understanding of one idea, relying on personal experience. All students have the 
opportunity to equitably debate academic concepts, making the learning experience inclusive and 
inviting to everyone while building essential skills, regardless of level or label. As Dack et al. 
(2022) note:  
 

In a differentiated classroom, educators do not view students as statically ‘high’ or 
‘low;….They are not permanently grouped - either explicitly or in the teacher’s mind. In-
stead, groupings are flexible.…Rather than limiting access to rich curriculum and instruc-
tion to ‘high’ learners, students of all proficiencies benefit from meaningful learning ex-
periences with scaffolds built in…for different access points (p. 17). 
 

The intellectual and cultural capital that each student brings to the table matters. Their skills and 
knowledge should be incorporated into the learning process. The aim is to identify varied out-
comes for what each might do.  
 
Capable Students with Authentic, Meaningful Learning in the Assessment 
As Darling-Hammond (2022) stresses, educators must “Design curriculum, assessment, and in-
struction for deeper learning that builds on prior knowledge and experience; integrates students’ 
cultural and linguistic funds of knowledge” (p. 56). That work of engaged and meaningful aca-
demic work-–whether linguistic, numeric, historic, or scientific-–demands that all students inter-
act with the same targeted learning objective in order to support and produce meaningful varied 
outcomes for everyone. The reality is one of not trying to serve the “illusory middle” as David 
Rose notes (Retrieved 8.27.24 https://youtu.be/pGLTJw0GSxk) but to push instead for all to ex-
cel with needed differentiation based on specific learning targets as students “debate” a math 
concept, “analyze” a historical text, or “illustrate” their favorite part of a poem. Each student can 
produce an original work sample and do deeper thinking to support growth for all in the class-
room community.  
 
Differentiated learning targets have helped teacher candidates understand the importance of hav-
ing all students engage with the same learning objective and experience a shared activity for the 
entire group. By applying the same measurable verb with varied application, teachers can  
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focus on making outcomes achievable for each student while ensuring a strong grasp of the ob-
jectives. The educator is mindful of documenting the next steps of learning tasks to come with 
use of evidence.  
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Reinventing Paulo Freire: A Pedagogy of Love brings the personal encounters and reflections of 
Antonia Darder Paulo Freire to the everyday life of students, teachers, university professors, crit-
ical pedagogues, policy makers, and curriculum developers challenging the existing political ide-
ologies that undermine the humanizing pedagogy, the pedagogy of love. Darder reinvented 
Freire’s inspiration, hopes, humility, love, concerns, care, and struggle for social justice and equal-
ity for today’s world. She invites educators and change makers to reconsider classrooms spaces 
for inculcating freedom, justice, equity, equality, welfare, and restoring humanity through eman-
cipatory and revolutionary practices. She paves the way for all educators to embrace this noble 
struggle and praxis with testimonials and convictions. 
 
Darder defines neoliberalism as a system that prioritize market driven values such as privatization, 
deregulation, and individualism often at the expense of public goods  and social equity (pp. 17, 
24). She critiques its impact on education, where learning is commodified, as schools prioritize 
measurable economic outcomes over human development (pp. 78 – 79, 82). She castigates the 
pervasive and vicious attack of neoliberal ideology on today’s educational, housing, and welfare 
systems. She elaborates on her determination to debunk this systemic structure of power of colo-
niality that affects the lives of many. She states the devastating effect of the economic and political 
efforts to dismantle the growing gains of the civil rights movements. She boldly addresses how  
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neoliberal ideologies and ethics of competition and marketization destabilize social services, job 
opportunities, and, more discouragingly, paralyze the educational programs and systems that serve 
the deliberately made poor. 
 
She contends that neoliberalism shapes power relations domestically and internationally that leave 
the poor, the least, the last, and the lost behind. She refers to such actions and practices as perpet-
uating economic inequality, coloniality, and exclusion. In addressing the coloniality of power, she 
describes what she calls exclusionary discourses of meritocracy within education and society. She 
exposes the hidden curriculum of schools and society that is solidified by relations of power and 
cultural hegemony that neoliberal ideology perpetuates. She argues how neoliberalism turned ed-
ucation into profit-making enterprises including teacher preparation programs that are affected by 
corporatization of educational life (p. 70). 
 
To Darder, this ideology of capital accumulation created more educational inequalities as “a cur-
riculum of dominant values through dishistoricizing and depoliticizing of society ignoring suffer-
ing of many through systemic denial of dehumanizing propensities over human needs.” (p.11) She 
advises teachers to be cognizant of intentionally designed racialized inequalities, exclusions, and 
segregations that are linked to colonizing historical events and ideologies. She brings three societal 
issues to our attention in her introduction of reinventing Paulo Freire as a pedagogy of love. These 
are environmental devastation, immigration, and incarceration that neoliberal ideology expands its 
coloniality and capital accumulation for a few elite groups while others, victims of their greed, 
suffer from such inhumane acts. 
 
She also calls attention to “the neoliberal educational programs that consider schools and economic 
engines with a focus on STEM education as opposed to humanities which stands for social justice 
and equality.” (p. 19). This book stresses unceasingly her call to all teachers to be conscious of 
how hegemonic schooling functions undemocratically to continue to disadvantage the poor in so-
ciety. The wake-up goes on and on to remind us of “the issues with school choice, destruction of 
safety net programs, wage inequalities, teachers' workforce homogeneity, high stake testing, 
school push-out, youth incarceration, police shootings, and many other forms of neoliberal ideo-
logies that strip off the rights of the citizens.” (pp. 24-26) 
 
Darder argues that Freire's revolutionary practices should be central to our vision of schooling. 
She encourages us to be prepared to contend with issues such as livable wages, adequate health 
care, welfare reform, affordable housing, and equal education. She continually advises us to move 
together to build an alternative vision of schooling that is concerned with the larger project of 
liberating. She challenges us to examine capitalism as the root of domination that leads to the  

 



 

Voices for Educational Equity 20 (2) 
December 2024 
 

64 

Bezabih 3 
 
dehumanizing praxis in society. She urges us to be cognizant of “capitalists as the generator of 
scarcity which robs our free-of-charge happiness to be bought and sold.” (pp. 43-44). 
 
Darder echoes Freire's notion of solidarity and hopes to fight these dehumanizing ideologies with 
greater commitment and labor, labor born of love. She advocates to a call to solidarity with an 
enthusiastic sense of understanding of hope in the emancipatory practices and decolonization of 
our everyday lives. (p.36) In quoting Freire, she also argues education should be understood as a 
political act. In doing so, she invites us to use revolutionary pedagogy to dismantle and discard the 
capitalists' exploitative structure and practice. She asserts that these practices and the trends of 
“capitalist educational programs such as testing, teaching-to-test, and teacher evaluation which 
only check the compliance to the system rather than to humanity, sweep away humanity.” (p. 69). 
 
To Darder, teachers are so powerful and can ultimately make decisions about what takes place in 
the classroom. She passionately believes that teachers should reinvent history and the world. She 
encourages teachers to strive to stretch “the limited boundaries of what is generally considered 
permissible discourse within the classroom.” She indicates the need for conviction in practicing 
what we preach and walking the talk. In giving an account of the heroes and heroines who fought 
for the freedom of the oppressed in the struggle for social justice, she encourages teachers to con-
sider the possibility of being revolutionary teachers who emulate their ancestors so that we can 
enliven dreams of justice. 
 
In elaborating on problem-posing dialogical educational practices, she emphasizes the freedom, 
creativity, and power the students develop in their learning (pp. 90-91). She insists teachers should 
have love, faith, and dialogue with students. These ensure the development of student voice as 
self-expression, an undeniable revolutionary praxis that requires full pressure and involvement of 
teachers and students. She stresses the importance of creating curiosity in students besides arguing 
against the politics of cultural subordination and cultural invasions that exist in the system of ed-
ucation. Her strong point is that culture embedded in the language of linguistically racialized pop-
ulations needs to restore cognitive justice to “afford learners a place for cultural self-expression.” 
 
Darder concludes with the call to become a committed educator in implementing emancipatory, 
critical, and revolutionary pedagogy. She exemplifies her critics with multiple lived experiences 
of different educators, social justice advocates, classroom teachers, university professors, parents, 
and community mobilizers. Darder leaves us with these inspiring examples and challenges us to 
continue practicing critical, revolutionary, and emancipatory pedagogy in our own space to create, 
recreate, and reinvent the world in reinventing Paulo Freire today (pp. 127-197). 
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This book is a contribution for teachers, students, parents, educational leaders, policy makers, so-
cial justice advocates and activists. As has been true in my situation, the book is an inspiration for 
university students who are in preparation for teaching and leadership positions in the field of 
education to carry on the struggle for freedom and social justice. 
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Introduction 
Following the on-set of the COVID pandemic and the increased discussion of trauma-informed 
practices in education, many educators have been left to wonder, what can I do? In Trauma-Sen-
sitive Literacy Instruction: Building Student Resilience in English-Language Arts Classrooms, 
Rachelle S. Savitz and Britnie Delinger Kane provide an answer. Savitz and Kane effectively 
weave together research and practical experience surrounding adolescent literacy, culturally re-
sponsive teaching, and trauma-sensitive literacy practices (TSLI) to provide teachers with an ac-
cessible and effective guide for practice. While the text maintains broad appeal for all educators 
(including those outside of ELA) by focusing on text in grades 6-12 ELA classrooms, the authors 
are able to provide greater depth to their discussion and recommendations for practice to best 
support students who have experienced trauma with the goal of building student comfort and re-
silience. 
  
Chapter Overviews 
In their opening chapter, the authors are careful to provide a definition of both trauma-informed 
and trauma-sensitive practices which they present as distinct from one another. In discussing the 
importance of incorporating students lived experiences into the curriculum, Savitz and Kane 
note, “if students’ life experiences include trauma- which they do far more often than is comfort-
able to admit-teachers must learn how to incorporate trauma-sensitive instructional practice into 
their daily work” (p.3). The discussion then turns to how trauma is consistently present in the 
classroom and influences learning in a variety of ways such as impacting a student’s focus, 
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memory, behavior, and ability to self-regulate. TSLI is presented as an instructional framework 
that allows teachers to navigate student trauma with literacy tools and strategies, ultimately em-
powering students to not only gain academic success, but also grow in resilience.   
  
In chapter two, the authors discuss the five pillars of trauma-sensitive literacy instruction that 
guide the strategies in the remainder of the book. The five pillars, as defined by Savitz and Kane 
are: 
1. Investigate our own implicit biases 
2. Provide academic choice 
3. Share vulnerabilities with students 
4. Build from who students are and what they already know 
5. Foster peer to peer relationships that honor multiple perspectives  
 
While the authors note that each of the pillars are inseparable from one another, for each pillar a 
comprehensive discussion follows that includes the rationale and research supporting the inclu-
sion of each. The ultimate aim of the five pillars is for educators to operate from an ethic of care 
that recognizes student lived experience and seeks to empower them. 
  
Throughout chapter three, the authors focus on how to curate appropriate high-quality literature 
that resists replication of stereotypes and damaged-centered narratives often found in texts tradi-
tionally taught in the Western canon. While the authors do not discount the canon outright, strat-
egies for pairing canonical texts with contemporary literature to allow students to make connec-
tions with their own lived experience are presented. The chapter provides a plethora of resources 
for teachers to examine their reading lists and seek out additional titles that may align with their 
curriculum. Ultimately, in TSLI the goal is for students to be able to build resilience, and this is 
unlikely to occur if they are not engaged in readings that relate to them.   
  
Chapter four explores critical dialogue and discussion in the trauma-sensitive literacy classroom. 
Dialogic teaching is presented both conceptually and practically as an approach to education that 
centers student voice as students explore the characters and stories they read, particularly as they 
make connections with their own lived experiences. As Savitz and Kane note, “When we tackle 
complex subjects head on to show our students that they and their hardships are part of the class-
room and create space for discussing these experiences, we create TSLI that promotes hope, 
healing and learning options” (p.74). Multiple strategies are presented for opening classroom dis-
cussion with reading conferences discussed in-depth as a strategy for both improving academic 
performance while also building relationships with students.   
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Moving beyond discussion, chapter five provides guidance for teaching writing through a TSLI 
lens. The chapter provides a strong overview of the research surrounding teaching writing from a 
trauma-sensitive perspective. Strategies are outlined to help students write expressively without 
being required or expected to share their own lived experience. In addition, the importance of us-
ing writing conferences to respectfully and compassionately respond to student writing is pro-
moted. 
  
In the penultimate chapter six critical inquiry is presented as a trauma-sensitive literacy practice 
that supports students' conceptual learning, literacy development, and roles as individuals in the 
political and social worlds they live in. Critical inquiry and trauma-sensitive literacy instruction 
are presented as inherently interconnected ,as they both root education in one’s personal experi-
ences. The chapter provides strategies for discussion, questioning, and using critical inquiry 
skills. 
  
In chapter 7, Savitz and Kane move beyond instructional techniques to focus on the psyche of 
teachers working with students who have experienced trauma. This is a topic that is often left out 
of books and trainings, that tend to focus solely on methods of teaching students who have expe-
rienced trauma.  The authors provide examples of hot moments in the classroom and tips on how 
to handle those moments as they arise, including establishing policies for classroom discus-
sion/debate, trigger warnings, and restorative practices and circles. The authors close the chapter 
with a rich discussion on the emotional labor of teaching, compassion fatigue, and compassion 
satisfaction. 
  
Text Strength 
 In addition to providing high quality-background knowledge on the impact of trauma on learn-
ing, perhaps the most significant strength of the text is the human face the authors put on teach-
ers who are working with students who have experienced trauma. Though providing comprehen-
sive and accessible vignettes for the strategies presented, the authors humanize the interactions 
between students and teachers both before, during, and after classroom interactions. One poign-
ant vignette illustrates the use of the critical dialogue strategy, Circle of Viewpoints, while teach-
ing the text Maniac Magee in a 7th grade classroom. Vignettes such as these allow for both nov-
ice and late-career educators to be able to reflect on the ways in which strategies may be em-
ployed to promote student resilience. In addition to putting a human face on trauma-sensitive lit-
eracy instruction, the included discussion surrounding teacher self-care both validates the experi-
ences of teachers working with students, while also providing guidance for what teachers can do 
if they feel frustrated or overwhelmed when attempting to meet the needs of their students. 
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Critique 
While primarily a methods book for classroom educators, the authors might expanded on their 
discussion of the five pillars of trauma-sensitive practice presented in Chapter 2. Further consid-
eration of these pillars would help the reader develop a more theoretical understanding of 
trauma-sensitive practice. This would enable readers to develop a deeper understanding that 
could lead to increased learning and practice. For instance, the first pillar involves investigating 
our own biases as educators. It would be beneficial for there to be vignettes and strategies for this 
practice in addition to the methods presented in this book as teachers who have not yet done this 
work may be less likely to employ trauma-sensitive literacy instructional methods. 
  
Recommendation 
Savitz and Kane have produced a text on a timely topic that has wide appeal for educational pro-
fessionals. While most useful for current practicing ELA teachers who are already in the class-
room full-time, the text also has value for students in teacher education programs. Pre-service 
teachers would benefit from the exposure to both theoretical as well as practice recommenda-
tions that this text provides; however, if used by teacher preparation instructors, it may be benefi-
cial to supplement the text with additional resources and examples for students if they do not 
have classroom experience.  
  
References 
 Savitz, R. S., & Kane, B. D. (2023). Trauma-sensitive literacy instruction : building student 
 resilience in English-language arts classrooms. Teachers College Press. 
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Future Issue Themes and Call for Submissions 
2025-2026 

 
Voices Future Issue Call: Volume 21, Number 1, “Innovations in Educational Technology” 
(Submission Deadline, March 15, 2025)   
 
Since the days when calculators replaced the slide rule as an electronic tool to accelerate analytical 
functions, educators and the public at large have experienced angst about the rapid pace with which 
technology has replaced functions long considered building blocks of ever more sophisticated 
learning. The concern has been that technology may replace the human brain to the extent that 
humans may become overly dependent on technology in performing everyday analysis, calcula-
tion, and communication, but may also be forced to cede essential decision-making control to ma-
chines regarding human and societal well being.   
 
Yet, the recent pandemic made increased uses of educational technology essential, especially in 
responding to stay at home schooling mandates that required home-based learning early in the 
pandemic and later a hybrid model blending in person classroom learning and online remote learn-
ing. There are widespread reports of learning deficits that resulted from this home-based learning, 
especially in the lower elementary grades. Research is needed to determine whether technology 
was responsible, the absence of in-person guided instruction, a combination of the two, or other 
factors. It seems clear that remote learning was given a boost as a result of the pandemic, that 
expanded online learning is here to stay, and that the pandemic encouraged technological innova-
tion in education. 
 
Although anxiety about the educational impacts of technology are far from new, the experience of 
the pandemic seems to have added to such concerns while also encouraging the advocates of tech-
nological innovation. On the alarm side, concerns have grown especially with the advent of inno-
vations that have made artificial intelligence (AI) both the hottest new educational product on the 
market and the subject of regulatory efforts at the highest level. Corporate AI innovators herald a 
transformative new technology that they claim has boundless benefits for American education, 
economy, and security in a tumultuous world. 
 
In this issue Voices for Educational Equity reviews recent technological innovations in education 
broadly speaking, while focusing on the impacts of AI specifically. The former are many and their 
benefits well-established and should not be overshadowed in the wake of recent concerns about 
the impact of Open AI’s Chat GPT and AI more generally. It seems clear that the march of tech-
nological innovation represents the arc of history. Given this likely inevitability and its accelera-
tion, it is appropriate for Voices to help take stock of the educational impacts of new educational 
technologies, including what they are, their projected benefits, and causes for concern that they 
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raise. With the above considerations in mind, Voices invites research articles, program descrip-
tions, case studies, opinion pieces, and book and media reviews that explore and analyze recent 
innovations in educational technology with questions such as the following in mind: 
 

1. What are leading technological innovations and their educational adaptations, especially 
reflecting the experiences of remote learning during the recent pandemic? What have we 
learned, positively and negatively, about effective ways to use technology as a result of 
pandemic experiences in education? 

 
2. How can educators strike a balance between utilizing technology as a teaching tool and 

ensuring that students still develop essential non-digital skills such as critical thinking and 
effective communication? 

 
3. What have research findings shown to be most beneficial and most concerning about these 

technological innovations? What new educational best practices have emerged as a result 
of educational technological over the past decade? 

 
4. How does the use of artificial intelligence (AI) and machine learning algorithms in educa-

tion impact personalized learning and adaptability to individual student needs? What role 
does gamification play in motivating and engaging students in the learning process? What 
are the limitations of such gaming in education? 

 
5. With equity concerns in mind have new technologies improved or exacerbated the “digital 

divide” in education in recent years? 
 

6. How can technology assist in fostering global collaboration and cultural awareness among 
students in a diverse, interconnected world? 

 
7. What should all teacher candidates know, be able to do, and have experienced about tech-

nology before they enter the classroom? How can teachers effectively teach digital literacy 
and responsible online behavior in an age when students are constantly connected to the 
internet and social media? 
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Voices Future Issue Call: Volume 21, Number 2, “Special Education Re-examined” (Submis-
sion Deadline, September 15, 2025)  
 
Pressures that have threatened to overwhelm schools in recent years, exacerbated during the recent 
pandemic, have manifested themselves most, perhaps, in special education. A combination of in-
adequate special education teacher preparation to address the range of disorders children present 
and the growing numbers of children with social, emotional, and learning disorders has produced 
either a current crisis or a crisis in the making depending on one’s view. Special education licens-
ing criteria that in some states are as minimal as four courses leave these teachers underprepared 
to provide adequate services for this growing number of students.  
 
This under preparation is especially acute from the viewpoint that many students have both edu-
cational and psychological needs that should be treated simultaneously for special education to be 
effective. Moreover, many of these students suffer from traumas that require the attention of ther-
apists, suggesting the need for close relationships between schools and the therapy profession that 
for the most part do not exist. In the context of the gaping national teacher shortage, the long-time 
shortage of special educators truly constitutes a crisis in the present context.  
 
In addition to providing adequate preparation for special educators, teacher education programs 
should prepare general education teachers to provide a certain level of services to children with 
special needs. MTSS (multi-tiered school services) requirements in IEPs (individual educational 
plans) call for significant integration within three tiers of often hybrid services involving both 
special educators and general education teachers.  MTSS is designed to meet special needs of 
students with disabilities in a comprehensive fashion. 
 
With the above call for action in mind, Voices for Educational Equity poses the following ques-
tions to help guide those who prepare submissions to further understanding and effective re-
sponses to needs in special education: 
 

1. What research findings shed light on the scope of the special education crisis, especially 
on the numbers of students and their disorders that require special education services, the 
services that are most in need, and the numbers of additional special education teachers 
required to address these needs? 

 
2. What model curricula, programs, and best practices exist that might help guide a mean-

ingful reform of special and general education teacher preparation and professional prac-
tice? 
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3. What would an ideal teacher education curriculum look like to prepare all teachers to 
contribute meaningfully in meeting MTSS requirements? How would it ideally be imbed-
ded into the total teacher preparation curriculum? 

 
4. How might schools improve/expand cooperation with parents and providers of therapy 

services in meeting the needs of students?  
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