Professional learning is key to
improving reading

BY SHANNON BOGLE

ducation systems are

making sweeping changes

in how they approach

literacy instruction as they

acknowledge a reading crisis:
In the U.S., 45 million adults — five
times the population of New York City
— cannot read (National Center for
Education Statistics, 2019). People who
cannot read are at significantly increased

risk of dropping out of high school,

entering the criminal justice system, and

living in poverty (Cree et al., 2022).
This trajectory is established

early. Students who are not reading
proficiently by 4th grade are far more
likely than their peers to struggle in
school and life (Snow et al., 1998). It
is therefore alarming that, in 2022,
37% of U.S. 4th graders scored below
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basic on the National Assessment of
Educational Progress, often known
as “the nation’s report card,” and just
a third scored at the proficient level
(NAEP, 2022).

States and districts are aiming to
change these trends by shifting their
instructional approaches to reflect the
science of reading, a body of scientific
evidence that informs educators and
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parents about how students learn to
read and write.

Literacy instruction grounded
in the science of reading focuses
on the systematic and explicit
teaching of phonics, phonemic
awareness, vocabulary, fluency, and
comprehension. It prioritizes the
foundational skills necessary for
decoding and understanding text,
aiming to address and prevent reading
difficulties more effectively.

The research on how the brain
learns to read is not new. The science
of reading has accumulated over
many years from various disciplines
such as psychology, education, and
neuroscience. For example, the widely
accepted Simple View of Reading
framework, developed in the 1980s,
draws on research findings that students
need to develop both word recognition
and language comprehension to achieve
reading comprehension (Gough &
Tunmer, 1986). Word recognition
involves translating a word from print
to speech using knowledge of sound-
symbol (letter) correspondences, while
language comprehension involves
making meaning from something heard
(oral comprehension) or read (reading
comprehension).

Yet, despite the research, schools
have been plagued by philosophical
debates about reading instruction for
decades. Many systems’ recent shift
toward applying the principles of the
science of reading represents a move
away from balanced literacy or whole-
language methods that have remained
stubbornly popular.

Supporting teachers to understand
the science of reading and implement
high-quality instructional practices
is essential for improving literacy
outcomes for students of all
backgrounds. Many current teachers
and leaders learned about outdated
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instructional methods — or no literacy
instructional methods at all — during
their teacher preparation programs.
Some have never had access to curricula
that have been shown to develop
foundational reading skills.

Simply put, schools cannot
improve the troubling trends in
student literacy without investing in
meaningful, sustained professional
learning about the science of reading
for teachers, leaders, coaches, specialists,
and other staff.

As of April 2024, 38 U.S. states
and the District of Columbia have laws
or policies related to evidence-based
reading instruction (Schwartz, 2024).
To ensure the success of these efforts,
educators need and deserve multifaceted
support that involves professional
learning, curriculum resources, ongoing
support from leaders and coaches,
and a collaborative school culture that
encourages all staff to improve together.

Fortunately, education leaders can
turn to Learning Forward’s Standards
for Professional Learning (Learning
Forward, 2022) to design and provide
support that makes a difference for
students. All of the standards work
together to ensure high-quality
professional learning is effective,
regardless of topic or discipline. To help
education leaders begin to shape their
literacy professional learning, consider
how the following Learning Forward
standards can support teachers and,
ultimately, students.

CURRICULUM, ASSESSMENT, AND
INSTRUCTION

A crucial component in shifting
practice is the availability of high-
quality instructional materials and
educators’ ability to use them to
plan and implement daily lessons.
The Curriculum, Assessment, and
Instruction standard of the Standards

www.learningforward.org

The science of reading

for Professional Learning underscores
this, as does the influential publication
Transforming Teaching Through
Curriculum-Based Professional Learning:
The Elements (Short & Hirsh, 2022),
both of which draw on research about
the value of instructional materials.
High-quality literacy instructional
materials are designed to provide a
structured and systematic approach to
teaching reading, ensuring that students
build foundational skills in a logical
progression.

Districts should start by assessing
to determine if the curriculum and
materials they are using are high-
quality and support the instructional
shifts. EdReports is one resource that
districts can use to evaluate whether
their curriculum supports evidence-
based practices. Materials that do not
support evidence-based instruction
should be abandoned and new ones
selected. In districts where teachers are
involved in curriculum selection, it is
recommended that teachers first engage
in foundational learning about the
science of reading.

But teachers need more than just
initial training on how to navigate the
curriculum. They must be engaged in
ongoing learning and inquiry, with the
curriculum at the center, an approach
referred to as curriculum-based
professional learning.

In such learning, teachers explore,
plan, and practice using the curriculum
in teams to ensure the kind of deep
and contextualized learning that is
required for successful implementation.
Curriculum-based professional learning
requires that teachers have designated
time each week to investigate and plan,
using collaborative inquiry as a means of
learning and implementation.

High-quality instructional materials
are educative, meaning they include
support in the form of specific teacher-
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focused guidance and resources to help
teachers learn and prepare for student
learning. However, the authors of
high-quality instructional materials
empbhasize that these resources are not
meant to be used as scripts.

Rather, teachers who use these
resources with integrity, making
adaptations based on student needs, see
improved student outcomes compared
to those who either use them as scripts
or deviate too far from the intended
outcomes.

Through its Curriculum Equity
Initiative, Chicago Public Schools
has not only prioritized high-
quality instructional materials
but has also committed to
providing teachers with extensive
professional learning centered

in the curriculum. This effort is
built on recognition that teachers
need to buy in to the reasons

for and approaches to changed
practices as well as support to
build their capacity to use those
new practices (Hirsh & Ben-Isvey,
2021).

According to data from the lllinois
Assessment of Readiness, 31%
of elementary school students
in Chicago Public Schools were
proficient in reading in 2024,
compared to 26% in 2023

and 28% in 2019 before the
COVID-19 pandemic (Chicago
Public Schools, 2024), and an
independent study found that
Chicago students are recovering
from the pandemic in reading
skills more quickly than those in
most other large districts.

IMPLEMENTATION

Shifting to evidence-based practices
aligned with the science of reading
requires strategic planning and time.
Before any professional learning, leaders
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strategically plan for implementation,
applying change management strategies
to help anticipate any challenges

or resistance. The Implementation
standard articulates the importance

of change management strategies,
including clearly communicating a
vision and the reasons for change, as
well as a plan for collective action and
clear indicators of progress.

Starting with a theory of change,
districts can articulate how professional
learning will lead to changes in literacy
instruction, which will in turn lead to
improvements in literacy instruction,
and then to improved student reading
outcomes. A simple “if, then” statement
allows educators in a district to
understand why the shift is happening
and what it will ultimately lead to.

Once a theory of change is
articulated, system leaders, working
with their teams, should develop
SMARTIE goals and articulate clear
outcomes for literacy professional
learning. Most educators have been
writing goals in the SMART format
for years, ensuring goals are strategic,
measurable, achievable, relevant, and
time-bound. At Learning Forward, we
suggest adding inclusivity and equity to
ensure that all educators and students
are being considered in the goals
(Learning Forward, 2021).

An example SMARTIE goal for
implementing structured literacy might
read like this:

“Our goal is to implement a
structured literacy program across
all K-3 classrooms in the district
within the next academic year. We
aim to achieve a 20% increase in
student reading proficiency scores
by the end of the year. This will be
accomplished by providing professional
learning and coaching for teachers,
ensuring differentiated support for
all students, including those with
learning disabilities and English
language learners, and equitably
allocating resources to close the literacy
achievement gap.”

Systems can use the KASAB
framework, developed by Joellen
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Killion (2018), to determine and
articulate the specific outcomes to
focus on during both the planning

and evaluation of the professional
learning. KASAB is an acronym for
knowledge, attitudes, skills, aspirations,
and behaviors of the educators
implementing change. The table on

p. 41 shows examples of professional
learning outcomes organized by the
KASAB framework. This kind of a table
can help leaders organize their thinking
about desired outcomes and then
incorporate them into a logic model to
develop a coherent plan for change.

LEARNING DESIGNS AND
CULTURE OF COLLABORATIVE
INQUIRY

Job-embedded professional
learning relies heavily on time and
space for collaboration. The Culture
of Collaborative Inquiry standard
emphasizes the work that must be
done beyond a discrete learning event
so that educators engage in continuous
improvement, build collaboration
skills and capacity, and share
responsibility for improving learning
for all students.

A crucial part of shifting teacher
practice is ensuring that they regularly
engage in dialogue with their colleagues
about the instructional materials they
are implementing. Professional learning
communities (PLCs) and teacher teams
are most effective when they provide
teachers with the space and structure to
explore their misconceptions about the
materials and content, how they will
implement that content to best meet
their students’ needs, and prioritize the
teaching moves for each unit.

Collaborative planning supports the
implementation of the science of reading
by fostering a shared understanding
among educators about evidence-
based literacy practices. When teachers
work together, they can align their
instructional strategies, analyze student
data collectively, and develop consistent
approaches to teaching reading.

This teamwork enhances professional
learning, allows for the exchange of
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What are some key outcomes we want to focus on as we shift toward structured literacy?

Knowledge

Conceptual understanding
of information, theories,
principles, research

Structured literacy: Familiarity with the principles and components of structured literacy, including
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.

Science of reading: Comprehensive knowledge of the research and evidence supporting the science of
reading, including how children learn to read and the cognitive processes involved.

Developmental stages: Awareness of the different stages of reading development and the specific
needs of students at each stage.

Assessment tools: Knowledge of various assessment tools and methods to monitor student progress
and identify areas needing intervention.

Instructional strategies: Understanding effective instructional strategies for teaching reading, including
explicit and systematic instruction.

Attitude

Beliefs about the value of
particular information or
strategies

Commitment to student success: A deep-seated belief in the potential of every student to learn to
read, regardless of background or initial skill level.

Openness to evidence-based practices: Willingness to adopt and implement practices supported by
scientific research, even if they differ from traditional methods.

Reflective mindset: Openness to self-reflection and ongoing improvement in teaching practices.
Resilience and patience: Patience in the face of challenges and a commitment to persist through
difficulties to support student growth.

Desires, or internal
motivation, to engage in a
particular practice

Skills Explicit instruction: Ability to provide clear, direct, and systematic instruction in literacy components.
Strategies and processes to Diagnostic teaching: Skills in using assessments to diagnose student needs and tailor instruction
apply knowledge accordingly.
Differentiation: Proficiency in differentiating instruction to meet the diverse needs of learners.
Engagement techniques: Techniques to engage students and maintain their interest and motivation in
learning to read.
Data analysis: Skills in analyzing student data to inform instruction and track progress.
Aspirations Professional growth: Desire to continually improve literacy instruction through professional learning

and staying current with research.

Student empowerment: Aspiration to empower students with strong reading skills that will serve them
throughout their academic and personal lives.

Collaborative improvement: Commitment to working with colleagues to share best practices and
improve literacy instruction collectively.

Innovative practices: Ambition to explore and implement innovative teaching practices that enhance
reading instruction.

Behaviors
Consistent application of
knowledge and skills

Consistent implementation: Regular and consistent use of structured literacy practices in the
classroom.

Data-driven instruction: Routine use of student data to guide instructional decisions and interventions.
Professional learning: Active participation in professional learning focused on the science of reading.
Collaboration: Engaging with peers, literacy coaches, and other professionals to share insights and
strategies.

Feedback and adjustment: Regularly seeking and incorporating feedback to refine instructional
practices.

effective techniques, and ensures that all
students receive high-quality, research-
based reading instruction. Additionally,
collaborative planning provides a
platform for ongoing reflection and
adjustment, which is crucial for meeting
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the diverse needs of learners and
improving literacy outcomes.

Short and Hirsh (2022) point out
that certain conditions and structural
design elements enable meaningful
and collaborative curriculum-based

professional learning. One of these
elements is time. Teachers who are
provided time to work in collaborative
teams can make use of the opportunity
to annotate lesson plans, rehearse lessons,
and analyze student results. With a
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structured meeting schedule and clear
expectations for the use of time, teachers
use an inquiry model to improve their
use of instructional materials.

Charleston County School District
in South Carolina has focused on
creating conditions that support
the implementation of structured
literacy, with the support of
Leading Educators. Enabling
structural conditions include 300
minutes of planning time per
week, 60 minutes of collaborative
PLC time per week, quarterly
professional learning sessions,
and a literacy coach designated
full time for each school. With
this investment, the district saw

a 7.5% improvement in literacy
test scores at the district’s most
vulnerable schools from 2021 to
2022 (CCSD, 2023).

In my previous work with school
district leaders implementing high-
quality instructional materials for
literacy, our leadership team ensured
that teachers had at least one weekly
collaborative planning time built into
their workday. Additionally, they had
a half to a full day of planning for
each upcoming classroom module to
ensure they had a clear understanding
of its purpose and flow, a process
often referred to as lesson or module
internalization.

LEADERSHIP AND LEARNING
DESIGNS

Districts need to ensure that
district and site-based leaders are
knowledgeable and ready to support
educators in implementing any new
innovation, including improved
literacy instruction. Leaders should be
equipped to provide guidance, lead
data collection and analysis, provide
feedback, and coach teachers as they
embrace these changes.

Leadership is essential to ensure

that the knowledge teachers build in
courses, workshops, and coaching

is translated into classroom practice
in an ongoing way. Research shows
that, without ongoing support, new
knowledge and skills rarely transfer to
the classroom. To get a 75% to 90%
chance of successful implementation,
educators must have the opportunity to
practice, receive feedback, and reflect
(Joyce & Showers, 2002).

Of course, district and school leaders
cannot facilitate teachers’ learning on
their own. They should be part of a
team that includes coaches and literacy
specialists. Instructional coaches are
trained to work alongside teachers to
determine areas for improvement, set
action steps, collect data to determine
changes, and support reflection through
coaching conversations, providing
feedback as needed. The coach role
is layered and complex and includes
supporting the planning process as well
as conducting coaching cycles around
the implementation of what was planned
in collaborative planning meetings.

Systems-level leaders should look
to the Learning Designs standard to
determine how to structure professional
learning and whom to engage in that
work, and they should be sure to engage
leaders, coaches, and all staff in their
own professional learning, relevant to
their roles.

Learning Forward has been
collaborating with the Ohio
Department of Education
and Workforce literacy team
to help with ReadOhio, the
state’s plan to raise literacy
achievement. We are working
alongside regional literacy
specialists to create tools that
assist districts at all phases of
implementation. This effort
recognizes that everyone
involved, including literacy
specialists, benefits from
ongoing learning and support.
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EVIDENCE

The Evidence standard
should be applied at all phases of
teachers’ professional learning and
implementation of high-quality
curriculum and literacy practices.
Collecting data is crucial to
determining progress (or lack thereof)
toward identified outcomes and goals.
By gathering and analyzing relevant
information, educators can assess the
effectiveness of teaching strategies and
make informed adjustments to improve
results.

Data collection can be considered
for initial and intermediate outcomes
as well as long-term ones. For example,
when collecting data on initial
outcomes of teacher use of curriculum,
a district might use the Instructional
Practice Guides from Achieve the Core
(Achieve the Core, 2018) to gauge
levels of implementation.

When examining intermediate
outcomes of quality and short-term
impact, educators may use classroom
walk-throughs, formal rubric-based
observations, coaching cycles, and
student work to determine if both
students and teachers are accessing
the curriculum with integrity. Finally,
data is collected that aligns directly
with SMARTIE goals to determine if
student outcomes are being positively
impacted by the new practice.

Creating an evaluation plan for
implementation can provide a structure
for how and when these data are
collected, considering what data are
already available, and what other data
sources would be beneficial.

START WITH A STRONG PLAN
As districts and states make an
important shift toward evidence-based
reading instruction, it is essential to
make a strong and thoughtful plan
with high-quality curriculum and
high-quality professional learning
at the center. Such a plan can help
educators at all levels succeed in
making a shift that many find
challenging because of habitual
practices that run counter to the
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science of reading. Intentionality
and support, coupled with patience
and ongoing reflection, will support
systems in making changes that
students so urgently need.
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consulting, planning, and facilitation
services for a wide variety of needs related
to planning, implementing, and measuring
professional learning for your educators.

Learning Forward provides customized
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www.learningforward.org

Our high-impact professional services
help systems set an attainable vision
for an effective and equitable system of

professional learning that leads to improved

leader, educator, and student outcomes.
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