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from the director  STEPHANIE HIRSH

Literacy proficiency is foundational 
to every child’s success in school. 
Students take English language arts 

courses in every grade and apply their 
literacy skills in every course. Lacking 
literacy skills, students fall behind in all 
subjects. 

Every teacher is a literacy teacher, 
and every teacher is a learner. The 
educator’s learning cycle is similar to 
the literacy curriculum in most schools. 
Each semester, students’ engagement 
with literacy concepts gets more 
challenging and rewarding, just as each 
time teachers tackle a new learning goal, 
they build on previous learning and 
their work becomes more challenging 
and rewarding. 

Learning Forward’s theory of 
action is based on assumptions that 
educators won’t achieve their high goals 
for student learning if they don’t set 
and measure high goals for educator 
learning. 

I believe setting and achieving 
meaningful educator goals begins with a 
compelling vision for student learning. 
One example of a compelling student 
learning vision may be stated as: All 
students will read and problem solve on 
grade level. With that vision established, 
it is important to assess the current 
state of student literacy using multiple 
sources of data. 

With that in hand, we have the 

information we need to set goals for 
student learning as well as our own. 
We answer the question: What do 
students need to know and be able to 
do, and, given that, what do we as their 
teachers need to know and be able to do 
to ensure our students are successful? Only 
when we connect those dots can we be 
successful in achieving the vision and 
goals we set for students. 

With the right goals in mind, 
the hard work begins. We determine 
the precise content expertise we 
need to develop and the strategies 
for translating that knowledge into 
powerful instruction in the classroom. 
Not only do we determine the source 
of that expertise, we also decide how we 
will learn. 

We plan for translating our new 
learning into classroom instruction 
and assessments. We practice with 

colleagues, and finally we are ready to 
begin applying our new learning with 
our students. At that stage, we’ll gather 
information on the impact of our 
learning and adjust where our formative 
assessments tell us is necessary.

If the school and learning teams 
applying such a cycle are successful 
in changing practice, student literacy 
will begin to improve, and teachers’ 
motivation and commitment to 
repeating this cycle of learning and 
implementation will increase. 

This approach to improving literacy 
among students is far different than 
the “Houston, we have a problem” 
solution of sending everyone to a rocket 
workshop. Without making the shift 
to continuous improvement, we put 
students at great risk. 

If I were to conduct a survey of 
school improvement plans, I would 
expect to find that the most common 
goal among them is to improve student 
literacy. And while I expect they will all 
have identified strategies for improving 
student literacy, I doubt few will have 
detailed the kind of adult learning that 
is essential to support the day-to-day 
improvements that will be required if 
they are to be successful in achieving 
their goals. 

It is my hope that more and 
more schools adopt the continuous 
improvement mindset and achieve the 
results that we all know are possible 
for every student. Only then will our 
shared goals of equity and excellence be 
realized. ■

With a continuous improvement mindset, 
we can achieve equity and excellence
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