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Editor’s NotE
In addition to finding ways to boost 
reading proficiency, schools are working to 
make literacy instruction translatable to the 
workplace. In this Spotlight, learn how 
employers are valuing strong speaking 
skills, consider the effectiveness of 
ability-based reading groups, and take 
steps towards data-driven instruction.
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Using Job-Related Texts 
To Make Reading Real
How news articles and technical manuals might help 
career-technical students master complex texts

By Stephen Sawchuk

L
arissa VanderZee’s students 
are all going on to work with 
patients, not patents—but that 
doesn’t mean they’re getting 
out of her classes without a 

hefty dose of reading. Far from it.
As they go about their clinical rota-

tions, her students read news articles 
from The New York Times and The At-
lantic about issues facing elderly patients. 
Later, she will task them with research-
ing a health profession like nursing or 
being an EMT, compiling an annotated 
bibliography, and weighing the strength 
of online and print sources.

“In any kind of environment, you’re 
going to be thrown all sorts of texts, al-
ways. My students need to process them 
in a way that makes sense to them,” said 
VanderZee, an English/language arts 
instructor at the Traverse Bay Area Ca-
reer-Tech Center who works in its allied-
health program.

From business careers to graphic de-
sign to electrical occupations, she and her 
colleagues at the center in Michigan put 
an explicit focus on how to build the lit-
eracy skills of students within the context 
relevant to the work they will perform 
upon graduation.

It’s an unusual approach in an era 
when most of the increasing attention to 
career and technical education has high-
lighted science or math, technical skills, 
or apprenticeships.

And it raises the important question 
of what the reading demands are for most 
entry-level jobs and how CTE programs 
can best meet them.

Admittedly, reading does not show 
up nearly as frequently as writing and 
oral communication in most surveys of 
what employers find lacking in new tal-
ent. That’s not surprising: Reading is so 
essential to everyday functioning in the 
workplace that, like the eyeglasses sit-

ting on the bridge of your nose, it’s easy 
to overlook.

different Name, same skill
But when employers say they want new 

hires to have “the ability to understand 
and synthesize information from disparate 
disciplines,” “critical thinking,” or “docu-
ment analysis”—as they did in response 
to an Education Week online crowdsourced 
query last year—they are clearly prioritiz-
ing specific aspects of reading.

What’s more, the inability to read and 
understand complex, technical materials 
tends to have more serious consequences, 
sooner, for students who are heading off 
to the workplace than it does for those 
planning to spend several years more in 
an academic track, said Travis Park, an 
associate professor of agricultural educa-
tion at North Carolina State University, 
in Raleigh.

Use the wrong fertilizer in an agricul-
ture program and you risk killing a bunch 
of crops, Park pointed out. Fail to read a 
technical manual in manufacturing and 
you can damage machinery or parts. Mis-
interpret a patient’s chart in the health 
field, and he or she can get sicker.

“The consequence of not understand-
ing Romeo and Juliet may be just as se-

vere for students,” Park said. “But it is less 
immediate.”

Michigan’s Evolution
The Traverse Bay center’s evolution 

dates back to 2005, when Michigan law-
makers adopted a requirement that all 
students take 18 credits from among the 
core disciplines to graduate, including 
four in English/language arts.

In effect, to justify its continued oper-
ation in a suddenly crowded curriculum, 
the center had to prove that its CTE pro-
grams also provided strong instruction 
in English/language arts and math that 
could count toward the new state cur-
riculum goals.

Today, the center has three full-time 
and two half full-time ELA teachers, in-
cluding VanderZee. Importantly, they are 
not “coaches” or trainers but full-fledged 
colleagues who, with their technical teach-
ers, create a rich and relevant ELA experi-
ence for students attending the center. The 
center serves students from 16 public school 
districts, and it’s ultimately up to each to 
decide how to allocate earned credits. But 
most of the center’s three-credit programs 
are designed so that students can be award-
ed at least one credit of English or math, 
and two in their chosen technical field.

Generally, the reading materials used 
in these classes take three forms: text-
books in the fields, if they exist; lots of 
nonfiction news articles; and the technical 
documentation specific to each program.

Of course, the details vary by the field, 
said Kelly Hawkins, an ELA teacher. 
Her culinary students once annotated a 
New Yorker article on the art of writing a 
menu, and her power-equipment students 
analyze highly technical instructions on 
the use of micrometers.

The Common Core State Standards, 
the shared expectations that undergird 
dozens of states’ ELA guidelines, includ-
ing Michigan’s, emphasize reading within 
and mastering the specialized vocabu-
lary of each academic discipline, and that 
same principle applies to workplace read-
ings, she said.

“Even if you are reading a user manual, 
or trying to read for information to draw 
out specs because you’re going to use this 
micrometer and need to know tolerances 
and ranges, you need to understand how 
it’s organized,” Hawkins noted. “Students 
have to identify words that are difficult 
for them and how they can navigate them. 

data snapshot
73 percent of executives and 
79 percent of hiring managers 

said that ability to “find, organize, 
and evaluate information from 

many sources” is a very important 
skill for college graduates.

https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/09/26/how-to-make-reading-relevant-bring-job-specific.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/09/26/how-to-make-reading-relevant-bring-job-specific.html


646464of US 8th graders are not proficient readers*

FIND OUT MORE: 1.800.547.6747
Visit believeliteracyispossible.com

LANGUAGE! Live is a registered trademark and I Am More is a trademark of Voyager Sopris Learning®.  
*2017 NAEP report – https://www.nationsreportcard.gov/reading_2017/nation/achievement?grade=8

There is more to a student than the ability to read. 
Potential comes in all forms. LANGUAGE!® Live offers 
more for struggling readers than any other literacy 
intervention. Proven foundational and advanced  
reading instruction. Peer-to-peer instruction. Literacy 
brain science. A captivating modern, digital platform  
for grades 5–12. All in one affordable solution. 
Believe literacy is possible.

I am moreTM 

than a statistic

ADVERTISEMENT

https://www.voyagersopris.com/sites/believe-literacy-is-possible


 Literacy Instruction / edweek.org 3

The content might vary, but they are us-
ing very much the same tools in order to 
navigate those more difficult words.”

reading in Context
Research dating back more than 40 

years supports the idea that reading can 
effectively be taught in relation to a spe-
cific job field.

In the 1970s, researcher Thomas Sticht 
was charged with developing a method for 
improving the reading abilities of military 
recruits with low scores on the armed 
services’ qualification exam. Ultimately, 
his program taught the soldiers reading 
within the context of the work they were 
preparing for, based on specially produced 
texts mapped to teach each job’s demands. 
On pre-and post-test measures, recruits 
taught in this method advanced more on a 
measure of job-related reading than those 
taught via general literacy programs, and 
made equal progress in general reading.

Aside from revolutionizing remedial 
literacy within the military, Sticht’s work 
spawned a new approach to adult educa-
tion that is now generally called function-
al context education.

Curiously, the concept is still fairly un-
known in K-12 education circles, and only 
a handful of studies specifically address 
effective literacy teaching within a CTE 
setting.

“There is no written curriculum you can 
purchase,” said Stephanie Long, the cur-
riculum supervisor for the center. “Our pro-
gram staff had to educate ELA teachers on 

which standards lent themselves or could 
be crosswalked to the common core, and 
the [ELA] teachers had to develop the cur-
riculum using the content of the program.”

Her point is seconded by other CTE 
experts.

Administrators at Health Science High 
School in San Diego have set up RSS feeds 
looking for newly published articles and 
texts that might be worth reading in each 
of its various career programs, among 
other strategies, said Douglas Fisher, the 
dean of academic affairs there.

Some fields offer ample readings, but 
teachers have to be creative in others, like 
law enforcement. Students in that pro-
gram read summaries of famous criminal 
cases alongside sections of relevant code 
and regulations.

“I do think we need some repositories 
of good materials for the different career 
and technical subjects for students’ read-
ing,” Fisher said. “And I think we need 
more attention to preparation so that 
when CTE teachers are getting their cre-
dentials, they take a course in reading 
methods.”

room for Fiction?
As always, discussions about reading 

instruction focus not just on amount but 
also on the type of texts students are read-
ing. That brings up this question: Does fic-
tion still matter in a CTE context?

Thomas Newkirk, a professor emeritus 
of English at the University of New Hamp-
shire, rephrases the question this way: Do 

the students’ reading diets expose them to 
enough different types of narrative? After 
all, from journalism to an office memo to 
a presentation, most texts effectively de-
pend on telling a story of some kind and 
getting a reader to persist from start to 
finish. Studying both fiction and narrative 
nonfiction can accomplish that, he argues.

“Tolstoy’s The Death of Ivan Ilyich is 
one of the very best accounts of the decline 
of a patient. And a lot of nonfiction has the 
quality of great fiction,” Newkirk said, cit-
ing nonfiction pieces by Malcolm Gladwell 
and Elizabeth Colbert as examples. “I 
think it would be great to bring those into 
a classroom.”

He has an ally in VanderZee, who was 
trained in rhetoric and thinks a lot about 
its role in reading and writing in the work-
place. She and her colleagues have not giv-
en up on fiction; she has taught The Fault 
in Our Stars, which features two teenagers 
with cancer, in the allied-health program, 
while the manufacturing program has oc-
casionally used The Goal, a management-
oriented novel that draws parallels be-
tween a manufacturer’s work challenges 
and his relationship with his wife.

And Hawkins requires each student to 
keep a fiction book going, usually start-
ing off her lessons by examining students’ 
progress in their novels.

Most of all, the teachers said, being 
pioneers just takes a lot of trial and error.

“Finding materials is the biggest chal-
lenge,” VanderZee summed up. “I think it’s 
also a godsend. If we do something one year 
and it doesn’t work, we throw it out.” 

Published September 26, 2018, in Education Week’s Special Report:  
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‘ Elevator speeches’ and other 
skills students Are Missing 

Strong speaking skills are in high demand in the workplace

By Catherine Gewertz

E
mployers say they have trouble 
finding new hires with good 
oral-communication skills. 
But relatively few regular 
public K-12 schools explicitly 

teach those skills, and even fewer teach 
them with real-world workplace scenarios.

That mismatch doesn’t bode well for 
young people’s job prospects, or for compa-
nies searching for new talent.

In survey after survey, employers 
say they need people who are good 
communicators. And they say that 
strong speaking skills are even more 
important than good reading or writ-
ing skills.

In a survey released in August, execu-
tives and hiring managers said good oral 
communication is the skill they want most 
from job candidates. It outranked others 
that get far more public attention, such as 
critical thinking, solving complex prob-
lems, working in teams, and writing well.

More than 80 percent of the executives 
and hiring managers surveyed said good 
verbal skills were very important, but few-
er than half said recent college graduates 
were ready to hit that ball out of the park.

“Students haven’t been given much 
practice with these skills,” said Lynn Pas-
querella, the president of the Association 
of American Colleges and Universities, 
which conducted that survey of 500 busi-
ness executives and 500 hiring managers.

“You can’t find a business that doesn’t 
involve oral communication. It shows up 
everywhere on lists of skills employers 

https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/09/26/speaking-skills-top-employer-wish-lists-but.html
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value but no place on the lists of skills 
teachers feel they need to teach,” said 
Erik Palmer, a 20-year teacher who is now 
a consultant helping schools develop oral-
communications programs.

teaching What’s Not tested
Reading and writing dominate schools’ 

English/language arts instruction, but 
some schools also include speaking and 
listening. Typically, that instruction 
takes a traditional academic form, in 
PowerPoint presentations, debate coach-
ing, respectful classroom discussions, or 
delivering a report in front of the class.

The Common Core State Standards, 
which guide learning in half the states, 
include speaking and listening. They en-
vision students expressing themselves 
clearly, learning to build on one another’s 
ideas in discussion, and posing questions 
that “elicit elaboration.”

By 11th grade, students should be able 
to “ensure a hearing for a full range of po-
sitions” on a topic, resolve contradictions 
in conversation, and “work with peers to 
promote civil, democratic discussions.”

But relatively few schools emphasize, 
or even teach, those standards, perhaps in 
part because they’re not generally tested.

The Partnership for Assessment of 
Readiness for College and Careers and 
Smarter Balanced exams designed for the 
common core originally planned to test 
students’ speaking and listening skills, 
but those plans were downsized as the 
tests were shortened. Seventeen states 
currently use those tests, but neither one 
measures speaking skills, and only Smart-
er Balanced assesses listening skills.

Some schools and teachers are priori-
tizing oral-communication skills anyway. 
The Nashville, Tenn., school district’s 
literacy plan uses the “accountable talk” 
model designed by the University of Pitts-
burgh’s Institute for Learning. It develops 
students’ abilities to listen to one another; 
build on one another’s ideas; speak clear-
ly, concisely, and accurately; and support 
their statements with facts.

“It doesn’t matter to us that speaking 
skills aren’t assessed. Being able to com-
municate clearly in speech, to a variety 
of audiences, is a 21st century demand 
on workers, and our students need to be 
ready,” said Monique T. Felder, Nashville’s 
chief academic officer.

Teacher Kelly Gallagher is well known 
for his teacher-coaching books about read-
ing and writing. But he weaves speaking 
skills into his instruction at Magnolia 
High School in Anaheim, Calif. Working 

a lot in small groups, his students practice 
responding to one another’s comments in 
ways that elicit more discussion.

“It’s not just, ‘Oh, that’s nice,’ but ‘I like 
what you just said. I also wonder if you’ve 
thought about. …’ It’s a response that in-
dicates you’ve listened carefully and it 
teaches them how to deepen discussion,” 
Gallagher said.

Learning the Hard Way
After 33 years at Magnolia High, Gal-

lagher thinks teaching oral-communica-
tion skills is more important than ever. 
Career preparation is less on his mind, 
though, than his students’ technology-
saturated lives.

“A lot of them live in such entertain-
ment bubbles, and they speak to one an-
other digitally, but their face-to-face com-
munication is not as developed as it used 
to be,” he said.

Career preparation is front and center 
for Melanie Dever as she teaches math 
and science at Mill Creek Middle School 
in Dexter, Mich. She infuses oral-com-
munication skills into her classes by re-
quiring students to design a solar-energy 
product and pitch it to a panel of commu-
nity members in the style of the “Shark 
Tank” television show.

The students watch episodes of the 
show, analyzing what their grown-up 
counterparts did well—and not so well. 
They adapt the most effective tactics to 
their own presentations.

Working as an automotive engineer be-
fore switching to teaching, Dever learned 
the hard way that employers often want 
different kinds of communication skills 

than high schools and colleges teach. Her 
boss wanted shorter, more powerful pre-
sentations, for instance. And until she 
went to business school, no one ever taught 
her oral skills in a workplace context, such 
as how to explain weak quarterly results 
to a board of directors, she said.

When he coaches teachers, Palmer 
breaks oral-communication instruction 
into two phases: before you speak and 
while you speak.

In the first phase, teachers help stu-
dents learn how to analyze their intended 
audience, build and organize content tai-
lored to that audience, and add visual aids. 
In the second, they focus on what he calls 
the “PVLEGS” of delivery: pose, voice, 
life, eye contact, gestures, and speed.

Teachers who include oral-communica-
tion skills in their instruction typically do 
so in a context that has nothing to do with 
work, arguing that the skills are transfer-
able to nonclassroom settings.

The workplace connections are more 
explicit in adult education or private-sec-
tor programs specifically geared to work.

But it’s rare for students in high school 
to learn verbal-communication skills in 
real-world, workplace-oriented ways. A 
large Detroit utility company, however, 
has taken on that task in its internships 
for high school students.

A Private-sector Approach
DTE Energy hires about 90 interns ev-

ery summer as part of its push to cultivate 
a new generation of talent. Some students 
shadow construction and line workers in 
the field, while others are posted in the 
company’s offices.
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All interns get training in skills such as 
résumé writing and PowerPoint. But they 
also build their spoken-communication 
chops by training with the public-speak-
ing organization Toastmasters and by 
learning how to give an “elevator speech,” 
said Tracy DiSanto, the company’s senior 
manager for workforce planning.

Students devise a powerful, short pitch 
to sell themselves to potential employers, 
and then they ride up and down in DTE 
elevators with their company mentor, giv-
ing the speech to anyone who happens to 
join them.

“In real life, you need that 60-second 
elevator speech to explain who you are,” 
DiSanto said. “That skill is good for later 
on, when they’re networking, or inter-
viewing, to be able to be clear, concise, and 
confident.”

But that kind of instruction is rare in 
public schools. Verbal communication is 
often categorized as a “soft skill,” which 
can convey less urgency and importance.

Schools could also be uncertain about 
which verbal skills employers want most. 
Should they teach debate-type skills to 
buttress argumentation skills? What 
about responding to constructive feed-
back? Or learning how talking with col-
leagues on a team is different from talk-
ing with a boss?

Company surveys rarely identify or de-
fine the specific, concrete communication 
skills employers need. Matthew T. Hora 
thinks that’s a problem.

“Those lists aren’t detailed enough. 
They don’t break it out by mode: oral, 
digital, nonverbal, written. And they don’t 
break it out by discipline, either,” said 
Hora, a cultural anthropologist who has 
studied different types of oral commu-
nication as an assistant professor at the 
University of Wisconsin-Madison.

Traveling around Wisconsin to study 
the kinds of verbal interactions that are 
most important for nurses and petroleum 
engineers, Hora found differences and 
commonalities.

Nurses told him that it’s crucial for 
them to know how to listen attentively 
to patients and families and speak with 
warmth and empathy, he said. The engi-
neers and nurses both needed to master 
the skill of translating technical jargon 
into accessible language, to convey ideas 
to lay people or to train newcomers, 
Hora said.

To build the skilled workforce they 
want, employers might have to do a bet-
ter job of “signaling” what they need from 
job candidates, a 2017 report by Burning 
Glass Technologies and the U.S. Chamber 
of Commerce Foundation says.

But schools also need to reach out to 
businesses.

“Schools can’t understand the skills 
employers need without having a con-
versation with employers,” said Cait-
lin Codella, the senior director of the 
foundation’s Center for Education and 
Workforce. 

is there a school-
Workplace Mismatch 
on speaking skills?

oral communication skills 
commonly taught in K-12 schools:

•	 Book report presentations
•	 PowerPoint presentations
•	 Debate/argumentation
•	 Discussion skills (stating an

idea, listening respectfully,
asking questions)

oral communication skills 
employers often cite as important 
and rare among new hires:

•	 Constructing a clear, concise
message and tailoring it
to differing audiences

•	 Interacting well with a team
(discussing ideas respectfully
with colleagues, formulating
good questions, being prepared
for thorough answers)

•	 Public speaking (being well
prepared and confident,
making eye contact)

•	 Receiving feedback (listening
and responding well to
constructive criticism/guidance)

•	 Participating respectfully in
conversations to resolve conflict

Published September 25, 2018, in Education Week’s Special Report: 
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Is Professional Writing the Missing 
Link in High School English Classes?
Some experts say students also need lessons on the kinds 
of writing they will one day use on the job

By Sarah D. Sparks

i
f you want a hint of the gap be-
tween students’ writing skills and 
workplace demands, look at Aman-
da Baker’s new English class in 
Wayne, Mich.

Forget composing technical manuals; 
when the Wayne Memorial High School 
teacher developed a new course in pro-

fessional writing, she found her students 
weren’t familiar with writing formats of 
people even a few years older.

“The vast majority of my class have 
never attempted to write email; they only 
text,” Baker said.

While employers and educators have 
been working to infuse more career and 

technical content into K-12 curricula, 
studies show some of the most common 
writing tasks in the work world never 
find their way into high school English 
courses, and modern students may be less 
likely than those in previous generations 
to learn professional writing on their own.

“The assumption is typically that writ-
ing is a single skill, and that’s not really 
a correct assumption. I might be good at 
writing scientific articles, but God help 
me if I had to write a novel or poetry,” 
said Steve Graham, a writing education 
expert and a professor at Mary Lou Ful-
ton Teachers College at Arizona State 
University. “It’s pretty clear there is not 
a strong match between what businesses 
are looking for and what schools are do-
ing. [Writing in school] really has more of 
an emphasis on what might happen in col-
lege than in the workplace.”

From business leaders to engineers, in-
dustry professionals consistently rate writ-

https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/09/26/is-professional-writing-the-missing-link-in.html
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ten communication skills as among the 
most important for new workers. Yet even 
in the wake of new academic standards in 
most states that encourage more writing, 
educators and researchers find writing 
instruction inconsistent and more focused 
on academic than practical writing. That’s 
why some educators and business leaders 
are experimenting with 
ways to infuse career 
writing into students’ 
high school years, in or 
out of English class.

Baker’s English 
class at Wayne Memo-
rial High, and Tony 
Nassivera’s business 
class at Hudson Falls 
High School in Hudson 
Falls, N.Y., are two cas-
es in point.

While in two differ-
ent departments, both 
teachers developed 
their courses to bring 
in working profession-
als and human-resource 
staff from multiple fields 
to help students under-
stand what writing they 
will need on the job. Baker’s students use 
simulations of common work scenarios, 
from company meetings to product propos-
als, to learn to write alone and in groups.

“In my general English class, I have 
to keep reminding students, ‘Even if you 
don’t become an English teacher, this will 
still be useful,’ ” Baker said. “In business 
writing, they see that here immediately.”

What is Workplace Writing?
Though employer surveys tend to be 

vague about the specific skills in “written 
communication,” studies and interviews 
do show some consistent requests, includ-
ing the ability to analyze and explain 
concepts and situations succinctly, engage 
in clear and courteous conversations, 
present evidence-backed arguments and 
requests, and switch tone and format to 
respond to different audiences.

“It’s small things,” said Kyleen Gray, 
a literacy department head at Rainbow 
District School Board in Ontario, who 
also coaches U.S. teachers in how to incor-
porate business writing in English. “Aca-
demic writing is almost universally third 
person; business communication can be as 
formal, but more personal and more pur-
poseful—getting someone to buy some-
thing or hire you, for instance. A report is 
not the same as a [book] review.”

A 2018 survey by the American So-
ciety for Engineering Education found 
that leaders in the science, technology, 
engineering, and math fields listed pro-
fessional communication skills as the 
most important in their fields, above even 
problem-solving, analytical skills, and 
technical-writing skills.

“As you look at Gen Z, the kids in mid-
dle and high school and those entering the 
workforce right now, they’ve grown up in 
a world of 120 characters and Instagram; 
that’s how they’ve learned to communi-
cate,” said H. John Oeschsle, the president 
and chief executive officer of Swiftpage, 
a Denver-based digital marketing firm. 
Oeschsle is also a member of Gov. John 
Hickenlooper’s Business Experiential 
Learning Commission, which is working 
with businesses to help students develop 
workplace skills. “What we’re finding is, 
as younger folks are entering the market-
place, they have a real issue with putting 
together short, concise, and clear written 
communication about something, whether 
it’s a project or a problem that they’re try-
ing to solve. This is a real problem, and it’s 
getting worse, not better.”

National surveys of middle and high 
school teachers have found that even af-
ter the advent of the Common Core State 

Standards, which stress writing across all 
subjects, teachers use relatively few writing 
tasks frequently. Of the tasks they did use at 
least once a month, virtually none involved 
the kinds of writing that would be needed 
in the workplace, such as analysis or formal 
persuasive writing. In both middle and high 
schools, the most common written tasks 

were short-answer ques-
tions, worksheets, and 
note-taking while read-
ing or listening. Expla-
nations and analysis 
were used in high school 
but not as commonly as 
the other tasks.

“The most common 
activities involve writ-
ing without composing. 
How often do kids write 
stuff that requires more 
than a single page? Not 
very often,” said Gra-
ham of Arizona State 
University. “There’s not 
enough writing going 
on for students to meet 
the needs employers are 
looking for to be success-
ful in the workplace.”

In 2011, the National Assessment of 
Educational Progress changed its writing 
exam to focus on more real-world writing 
tasks, such as persuading, explaining, and 
conveying experiences. Little more than 1 
in 4 students at either 8th or 12th grade 
performed proficiently on the 2011 writ-
ing exam. For example, only 23 percent 
of students wrote a competent or effective 
letter giving evidence for or against a pro-
posed business in a town. And nearly 40 
percent of students exhibited developing, 
marginal, or no skill at explaining a type 
of technology they used frequently. More-
over, 8th grade gender and racial achieve-
ment gaps were significantly wider on the 
writing test than in the same year’s read-
ing NAEP.

The writing test allowed students to 
use more digital tools for writing, such as 
computer-based spell-check, thesaurus, 
and editing functions. Students who fre-
quently used editing and thesaurus tools 
performed better on the test, but most stu-
dents did not use those tools.

Leveraging tech or Pushing Back?
Like Baker, Nassivera said the transi-

tion from emotional, casual, highly abbre-
viated texting to business correspondence 
tends to be the hardest skill for students 
to master in his business course.
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data snapshot
76 percent of business executives and 
78 percent of hiring managers identify 
being able to communicate effectively 

in writing as a very important skill 
for recent college graduates.
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“When you are going into the profes-
sional world—I can’t find a less blunt 
way to say it—you have to sound smart. 
In the way you write and the words you 
choose, you have to sound credible,” 
Nassivera said. “If you are working 
with someone in their 50s and you are 
in your 20s, a smiley emoji is just not 
going to be considered professional.”

Knowing the basic format for an email 
isn’t enough, according to a forthcoming 
study in the October issue of the journal 
English for Specific Purposes. Research-
ers in England and Hong Kong gave stu-
dents a series of assignments in which 
they were asked to write a series of emails 
with a client and a manager in an ongo-
ing business scenario, using information 
from both prior emails and a voicemail.

Stephen Bremner, an associate 
English professor at City University 
of Hong Kong who focuses on work-
place communication, found the stu-
dent writers faced “considerable chal-
lenges” in deciding what information 
to include from different texts, how 
to present problems, and how to con-
sider their readers. “Students need to 
be encouraged to think about the re-
lationship as well as the message and 
to consider the question of how to ac-
knowledge the ongoing dialogue and 
relationship effectively,” Bremner and 
his co-author noted.

In a series of assignments, Nassivera 
helps his students build up from their 
texting. Students take a recent sub-
stantive text and try to rewrite it using 
no abbreviations but keeping the mean-
ing. From there, students study how 
businesspeople like Apple founder Steve 
Jobs wrote emails and memos and work 
their way up to writing formal e-mails 
to district staff.

‘immediate Payoff’
Baker said she tries to adapt her 

English course each year to practical 
skills in areas that interest students, 
such as writing business plans to pitch 
a new company or practicing the résu-
més, cover letters, and formal corre-
spondence associated with job searches. 
That project proved particularly useful 
for one of Baker’s 12th grade students, 
Jessica Leigh, who graduated this 
spring. “The job I found was a coaching 
job, and I needed the money, so I did the 
project but at the same time, I actually 
applied for the job,” she said.

A few classes later, Leigh asked 
Baker’s permission to keep her mobile 

phone turned on in class; she was ex-
pecting a call back from Sky Hawk 
Sports, the youth-coaching company 
she had researched.

“I put it on speaker, and everybody 
in class was quiet while the guy was 
talking with me”—to offer her the job— 
"but after we hung up, everybody was 
cheering and stuff,” she said. “It was re-
ally cool.”

Baker agreed. “It was so nice to see 
that immediate payoff for her. That is 
where the growth became really tan-
gible.”

Leigh noted that neither her other 
English nor business classes in high 
school taught her how to communicate 
in a professional environment. “I even 
had a marketing class where I worked 
in the school store and learned money 
handling, but it never taught me any-
thing about writing or résumés or job 
interviewing. Until I had [Baker’s] 
class, I didn’t know anything about it,” 
Leigh said.

She has continued to coach children 
for the sports group over the summer to 
save up for college to pursue a business 
degree later this fall.

“I’m really glad I took that class,” 
she said, “because otherwise, I wouldn’t 
have this job.” 

Most common 
writing tasks in 
secondary school:
•	 Note-taking while listening
•	 Short-answer responses
•	 Worksheets
•	 Reading analysis/interpretation
•	 Explanations
•	 Common professional

writing tasks:
•	 Clear and courteous emails
•	 Succinct explanation of

concepts or situations
•	 Evidence-backed

persuasive writing
•	 Conveying the same information

for different audiences
•	 Conducting or responding

to a written interview

SouRCE: “High School Teachers’ 
use of Writing to Support Students’ 
Learning: A National Survey,” Reading 
and Writing, 2014; Education Week

Published August 29, 2018, 
in Education Week

doubts Cast on 
Ability-Based 
reading Groups
By Sarah D. Sparks

E
ducators and researchers are 
looking to update one of the 
oldest, most popular—and at 
times one of the most contro-
versial—methods of targeting 

instruction: the elementary reading circle.
Grouping students of similar reading 

skills—think “bluebirds” or “redbirds,” 
for example—has become ubiquitous in 
American classrooms as a way to target 
instruction to students’ learning needs, 
spreading from 68 percent of classrooms 
in 1992 to more than 90 percent by 2015. 
But evidence suggests that the prac-
tice may be less beneficial than teachers 
think: It can exacerbate achievement 
gaps and even slow reading growth for 
some children unless the groups are fluid 
and focused on skills rather than overall 
achievement.

The spread of modern ability grouping 
is likely in response to growing pressures 
to raise test scores under the No Child 
Left Behind Act’s accountability system, 
said Adam Gamoran, the president of the 
William T. Grant Foundation and a long-
time researcher of ability-grouping strat-
egies. “Many people believe it is possible 
to use ability grouping as differentiated 
instruction to maximize achievement 
growth,” he said. “It often doesn’t work out 
that way in practice.”

Early grades are particularly likely 
to group students by ability, because the 
typical bell curve in a kindergarten or 1st 
grade classroom is so wide.

In one forthcoming study, Marshall 
Jean, a research fellow at the North-
western University Institute for Policy 
Research, tracked nearly 12,000 stu-
dents from kindergarten through 3rd 
grade in more than 2,100 schools, following 
them through high, middle, and low read-
ing groups or ungrouped reading classes.

He found about half of children who 
were in the lowest reading group in kin-
dergarten were able to improve to at least 
the median group by the end of 1st grade. 
By the end of 3rd grade, 46 percent of 
those who had previously been in the low-

https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/08/29/are-classroom-reading-groups-the-best-way.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/08/29/are-classroom-reading-groups-the-best-way.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/08/29/are-classroom-reading-groups-the-best-way.html
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est group in 2nd grade were able to move 
up. However, Jean found that none of the 
students initially placed in the lowest 
kindergarten group ever caught up to the 
reading level of their classmates who had 
started out in the highest reading group.

“The structural inertia is considerable,” 
Jean noted, finding that having been in 
the highest reading group in an earlier 
grade tended to protect students from be-
ing put in a lower group later, even with 
significantly lower scores. Students in 
lower reading groups not only progressed 
more slowly academically, but while they 
were in lower reading groups, they were 
also slower to develop “learning behav-
iors,” such as varied interests, concentra-
tion on tasks, and persistence in the face 
of difficulty. Those behaviors, in turn, re-
duced the students’ likelihood to move up 
to higher reading groups in later grades.

Potential Bias?
“If you are more motivated and the 

teacher perceives that about you, you are 
more likely to be put into a higher read-
ing group,” Jean said. “But there was also 
some evidence for bias: Even after control-
ling for prior reading achievement and 
learning behaviors, students in poverty 
were more likely to be assigned to lower 
groups, and their wealthier peers more 
likely to be tapped for higher reading 
groups. They were small effects, but they 
are there and consistent across grade lev-
els and statistically significant.”

Similarly, in a series of three new stud-
ies in Switzerland, researchers asked 
practicing teachers and college students to 
evaluate profiles of students whose scores 
put them on the borderline of more or 
less academically rigorous tracks in high 
school; the students’ achievement scores 
were held constant but their backgrounds 
were altered to make them appear to be 
either high- or low-income. Over multiple 
studies, recently published online in the 
journal Personality and Social Psychol-
ogy Bulletin, both student and practicing 
teachers were more likely to refer lower-
income students to a lower academic track 
and higher-income students to a more 
challenging track, even though their 
scores were the same.

“Because of inequality outside of 
schools, children from different socioeco-
nomic and racial and ethnic backgrounds 
often come to school with different levels 
of preparation. And so by separating the 
children by their initial reading ability, 
the teachers are also separating [them] 
by socioeconomic status or race or eth-

nicity,” said Gamoran of the William T. 
Grant Foundation. “And, of course, when 
teachers have low expectations for their 
weaker readers, they slow down the pace 
even more than they would need to, so the 
low-achieving students fall further and 
further behind instead of catching up.”

Fluid Groups
Besser Elementary School in Alpena, 

Mich., switched to ability grouping in 
its early-reading classrooms about three 
years ago. It’s not clear yet how well 
the practice is working. About half the 

school’s students live in poverty, and their 
achievement gap with higher-income stu-
dents has stayed stubbornly wide.

“We were focused on making instruc-
tion more meaningful for all students. 
Teachers need to focus on struggling stu-
dents, but on the other end of the continu-
um where students needed to be enriched, 
those students were being left behind,” 
said Eric Cardwell, the principal of Bess-
er Elementary. “The challenge teachers 
have seen now is they’re having to plan 
for three to four different groups.”

Those high-achieving students have 
improved, he said, but the groups 

How Often Are Teachers Using
Reading Groups in 4th Grade?

Teachers are more likely to place students in reading groups based
on ability than they are to randomly assign them. Among the 4th
grade teachers who use reading groups, the majority of them report
using ability-based groups often or always.

Never or hardly ever

Once in a while

Sometimes

Often

Always/almost always

0 5 10 15 20 25 30 35 40 45

Create groups for English/language arts by random assignment

Create groups for English/language arts by achievement level

Reading Achievement

High- and low-poverty classes that used ability-based reading groups
“almost always” scored lower on average than those that used them
“hardly ever” on the 2017 National Assessment of Educational Progress. 

Never or hardly ever 
(use ability grouping) 220 228 

Always/almost always 
(use ability grouping) 219 226 

High Poverty Schools Low Poverty Schools

SOURCE: National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) 2017 Reading Assessments
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themselves have remained more stable 
than he’d like.

“What we frequently see is slight move-
ment of students. You don’t generally see 
them jumping two levels at a time when 
we only do data reviews three times a 
year,” Cardwell said. “Ideally, there would 
be more [reviews] so that there would be 
more fluidity, but time is always the mon-
ster that’s chasing you: time to review 
data, time to plan.”

Internationally, the Organization for 
Economic Cooperation and Development 
found that countries that predominant-
ly use ability grouping showed signifi-
cantly deeper performance inequality on 
the Program for International Student 
Assessment but no significant benefits 
for the countries’ overall performance. 
OECD noted that more than 9 in 10 U.S. 
15-year-olds attend schools where they 
are grouped by ability.

“What we know now that we didn’t 
know back in the ‘80s is that when you 
group up students, it has to be spe-
cifically relative to the content that’s 
going to be taught,” Gamoran said. 
“There’re no IQ tests, not even a gen-
eral reading-ability test that can tell 
you how to form the groups so that you 
can meet their needs. You have to form 
the groups specific to the instruction 
that’s coming and then reassess to 

form new groups specific to the next 
instructional unit.”

Changing the Calculation
One California program has shown 

promise in making reading circles more 
flexible and less stigmatizing. In Assess-
ment to Instruction, or A2I, teachers give 
a diagnostic assessment to all students ev-
ery eight weeks to identify strengths and 
weaknesses in particular reading skills 
in four areas of literacy: decoding, fluency, 
comprehension, and usage. An algorithm 
based on the assessment tells teachers 
how much individual, small-group, and 
independent working time each student 
needs, and students are grouped for in-
struction based on particular focus skills 
rather than overall reading ability.

“What we’ve discovered is that it’s fine 
to have a group of students of different lev-
els, as long as they all are working on the 
same learning needs,” said Carol Connor, 
an education professor at the University 
of California, Irvine, who developed the 
program. “You can have students of differ-
ent reading abilities who all need to work 
on decoding. ... What doesn’t work is if 
you put your kids who already know how 
to code in a group to learn how to code, 
again. You receive more behavior prob-
lems because they’re really bored, ... and 

our research suggests that it has a nega-
tive effect on their growth.”

Phoenix Collegiate Academy (now 
ASU Prep) in Arizona was one of the 
schools that piloted the A2I program, 
and Amanda Jacobs, then-principal, said 
it changed the way teachers and admin-
istrators approached differentiating in-
struction in small groups. Previously, 
teachers focused on providing equal time 
with each small group, but “it shifts your 
perspective from trying to get to every kid 
in the time you have to being more stra-
tegic with how you’re spending your min-
utes with each child.”

In a recent longitudinal, randomized 
controlled study, students who partici-
pated in the targeted reading groups over 
three years performed significantly high-
er than students in a control group that 
used standard reading classes. Though 
45 percent of the students in the targeted 
reading groups came from a low-income 
background, by 3rd grade, all of them had 
higher reading scores than the national 
average for their grade, and none had 
scores below the expectations for their 
grade level.

“There are no ‘bluebirds’ being the 
bluebirds all year long,” Connor said. 

Research Analyst Alex Harwin and Librarian 
Holly Peele contributed to this article.

CoMMENtArY

Published October 26, 2018, in Education Week

Why Doesn’t Every Teacher Know the 
Research on Reading Instruction?
Three recommendations for greater reading proficiency
By Susan Pimentel

A
lmost two decades ago, 
the National Reading 
Panel reviewed more than 
100,000 studies and arrived 
at recommendations for 

how students should receive daily, explic-
it, systematic phonics instruction in the 
early grades. Why is this literacy research 
not more widely known? Why is the fact 
that reading skills need to be taught, and 

that there is a well-documented way to 
do it, not something highlighted in many 
teacher-preparation programs (or parent-
ing books, for that matter)?

Recently, a remarkable audio-docu-
mentary by Emily Hanford went viral, 
shining a spotlight on such crucial lit-
eracy research—none of which is new, 
but much of which is unknown to today’s 
teachers. Like many in the literacy com-
munity, I worry about our failure to bring 
research into classroom practice. My con-

cern is greatest for teachers who are be-
ing sent into classrooms without the tools 
they need to succeed. I’m hopeful this 
renewed interest will serve as a catalyst 
for overhauling reading instruction in our 
teacher-preparation programs. However, 
relying solely on better preparation for the 
next generation of teachers is a slow deliv-
ery system to children. The stakes are too 
high. We need more immediate solutions.

Only roughly one-third of our nation’s 
4th and 8th graders can demonstrate pro-

https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/10/29/why-doesnt-every-teacher-know-the-research.html
https://www.edweek.org/ew/articles/2018/10/29/why-doesnt-every-teacher-know-the-research.html
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ficiency on national tests, with students 
from low-income families and students 
of color faring the worst. When students 
can’t read, they have trouble learning; the 
great majority of students who fail to mas-
ter reading by 3rd grade either drop out 
or finish high school with dismal lifetime 
earning potentials.

I’d like to build on the momentum 
Hanford’s piece has sparked to call atten-
tion to additional research-based practic-
es that go hand-in-hand with the impor-
tance of phonics. As educators experience 
‘aha’ moments about the need for stronger 
phonics instruction, let’s talk about some 
other literacy practices that need fixing in 
elementary classrooms. Here’s my short 
list of practices and resources to add to 
the conversation:

1. Let all kids read the good 
stuff. The pervasive practice of putting 
kids into reading groups according to 
their “just right” reading level has meant 
that large numbers of students receive a 
steady diet of below-grade-level instruc-
tion. The texts they’re reading don’t re-
quire them to decipher unfamiliar vo-
cabulary, confront challenging concepts, 
or parse new and complicated language. 
Noted literacy researcher Timothy Sha-
nahan has written extensively about why 
this is the wrong approach, documenting 
that “after 70 years there still isn’t any 
research supporting the idea of matching 
kids to just-right texts” after 1st grade—
yet still the practice persists. This, de-
spite research showing that the ability to 
handle complex text is the distinguishing 
characteristic between students who go on 
to do well in college and work and those 
who don’t.

Why would we deprive our youngsters 
of the opportunity to build this muscle in 
elementary school, when all that’s stand-
ing in the way of their doing so is the op-
portunity and the support that close read-
ing can provide?

The Council of Chief State School Of-
ficers offers a host of resources to help 
teachers guide students with complex 
texts.

2. Build students’ general content 
knowledge. Some of the most profoundly 
important, yet under-recognized, read-
ing research shows that students’ reading 
comprehension depends heavily on their 
background knowledge about the world—
knowledge that comes largely from learn-
ing about science and social studies topics. 
When students know something about a 
topic, they are better able to read a text in 
which that topic is discussed, even when 
the sentence structure is complex or the 

words are unfamiliar. Cognitive science 
expert Daniel Willingham explains this 
principle clearly, and the Knowledge Mat-
ters Campaign expands on it further.

The implications for literacy instruc-
tion are enormous because young chil-
dren are receiving less time with sci-
ence and social studies content in their 
school day. According to a 2007 study, in-
structional time spent on these subjects 
dropped by an hour and a half per week 
since the 1990s. The diminished atten-
tion to these knowledge-building topics 
creates less fertile ground for reading 
comprehension to flourish and is a sig-
nificant culprit in our stagnant national 
reading outcomes. Given that time is a 
scarce commodity in most schools, the 
takeaway for school leaders is to incorpo-
rate rich content, organized around con-

ceptually-related topics, into the reading 
curriculum so that students learn new 
information about the world while they 
develop as readers. Student Achievement 
Partners has ready-made resources that 
teachers can pull into their classrooms.

3. Let quality English/language 
arts curriculum do some of the 
heavy-lifting. Poor-quality curricu-
lum is at the root of reading problems in 
many schools. It is not an overstatement 
to say that a school that doesn’t have a 
phonics program is doing its students a 
huge disservice. Increasingly, the same 
can be said about the lack of intention-
ality for building students’ knowledge 
of the world and access to complex text. 
The current lack of educator know-how 
can be remedied by curriculum that 
points the way.

Fortunately, bolstered by emerg-
ing research about the “curriculum ef-
fect,” we’re in the midst of a curriculum 
renaissance. In recent years, a number of 
respected organizations have developed 
curricula that are tailor-built to both state 
standards and the latest research. Edu-
cator reviews conducted by organizations 
such as the nonprofit EdReports or Loui-
siana Believes can help schools easily 
identify the best curriculum for their con-
text. No longer should classroom teachers 
need to scour the internet for materials. 
Instead, educators can spend their time 
focusing on how to become the best pos-
sible deliverers of thoughtfully arranged, 
comprehensive, sequential curriculum 
that embeds standards, the science of 
reading, and the instructional shifts de-
scribed above.

I have great empathy for teachers who 
have labored under the weight of misdi-
rected teacher preparation, insufficient 
curriculum, ever-shifting educational 
fads, and ever-increasing professional 
demands—and welcome the attention of 
journalists who are shining a light on the 
opportunity represented by the conver-
gence of science and a new class of high-
quality curriculum materials. Based on 
my own experiences with educators tak-
ing this improvement journey, significant 
reading gains are possible with the right 
support. Our students’ reading future can 
be bright—if we seize the moment. 

Susan Pimentel is a co-founder of the Stan-
dardsWork and a founding partner of Student 
Achievement Partners, both nonprofits dedi-
cated to improving K-12 student achievement 
through evidence-based action. She was the 
lead author of the Common Core State Stan-
dards for English/language arts literacy.
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Dr. Moats served on the board and as vice president of the International Dyslexia Association 

(IDA) for many years. She led the effort to develop the organization’s Knowledge and Practice 

Standards for Teachers of Reading, which specify the practices of Structured Literacy and 

how to apply them. Dr. Moats also is the lead author of LETRS professional development and 

LANGUAGE! Live for adolescent poor readers.

WHAT IS DYSLEXIA?  
Dyslexia, by its Greek roots, means difficulty with  

words. Specifically, dyslexia is an unexpected problem 

with accurate, efficient recognition and spelling of  

printed words. 

Dyslexia is the most common type of developmental 

reading disability and one of the most studied of all 

learning disorders. Given its prevalence, every teacher 

should be familiar with the nature of the disorder and 

how to teach students affected by it.

TAKING AIM AT LANGUAGE ABILITIES
Since learning to read words depends on linguistic 

awareness and knowledge of language forms and uses, 

good instruction explicitly and systematically builds 

students’ command of word recognition and language 

comprehension. In a nutshell, here’s how:

• Phoneme awareness
• Orthographic (spelling) knowledge
• Oral and written language comprehension

IT ’S CALLED STRUCTURED LITERACY 
Structured Literacy is shorthand for the content and 

methods referred to here. What teachers should know 

and do to reach students with word-level reading and 

spelling problems is detailed in the Center for Effective 

Reading Instruction’s Knowledge and Practice Standards 

(KPS) for Teachers of Reading. LETRS® (Language  

Essentials for Teachers of Reading and Spelling) 

professional development provides a way to learn that 

content and methods. LANGUAGE!® Live embodies that 

content and methods effective for all adolescent students 

with underdeveloped language and reading abilities. 

LANGUAGE! Live and LETRS are registered trademarks of Voyager Sopris Learning®.

It’s Dyslexia: What’s a Teacher to Do?
By Dr. Louisa Moats

To read Dr. Moats’ complete blog 
about dyslexia, common myths,  
and Structured Literacy visit  
go.voyagersopris.com/its-dyslexia

FIND OUT MORE: 1.800.547.6747
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Ever get the 
feeling your  
PD is missing
something?

Visit go.voyagersopris.com/letrs/white-paper

ADVERTISEMENT

https://go.voyagersopris.com/letrs/white-paper


CHAMPION CHANGE IN YOUR DISTRICT. 
Visit go.voyagersopris.com/letrs/white-paper
FIND OUT MORE: 1.800.547.6747

LANGUAGE ESSENTIALS FOR TEACHERS 
 OF READING AND SPELLINGLETRS is a registered trademark of Voyager Sopris Learning®. *National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ), 

2013 **2017 National Assessment of Educational Progress report (NAEP) †go.voyagersopris.com/letrs-niles-oh

You’re Right
When educators at Hilldale Elementary School in Oklahoma 
began the professional development program LETRS®, 
Principal Price Brown immediately realized, “This is 
something that our teachers are missing, and I don’t mean  
just our teachers. I’m talking teachers everywhere.”

Teachers matter more to student success than any other aspect 
of schooling. They, not programs, teach students how to read. 
Yet a study of most teaching institutions found only 29 percent 
actually prepare teachers with all five essential components of 
literacy instruction, including: phonemic awareness, phonics, 
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension.* Coincidentally, 
another national study found 63 percent of U.S. fourth grade 
students are not proficient readers.**

Learning to read is complex
Reading requires multiple parts of the brain learning  
to work together. Visual symbols must be connected with 
language. For example, the letter b represents /b/, which, in 
turn, distinguishes bat from pat. Brain pathways connecting 
speech with print must be built by every reader. Teaching 
reading should be based on scientific research applied to 
the classroom, and tailored to individuals. Without a deep 
understanding of the science behind how we learn to read, 
why we spell the way we do, or how phoneme awareness and 
phonics lead to comprehension, teachers are left feeling ill-
prepared–like riding a bike without wheels.

LETRS closes the gap in teacher training
“Going through LETRS, you sit there, moment-by-moment, 
thinking, ‘I should have known this,’” said Ebony Lee,  
Ph.D., director of curriculum, instruction, and assessment, 
Clayton County, Georgia Public Schools. “It’s the tool  
to change lives and change communities.”

In Ohio, where Niles City Schools implemented LETRS, 
students reading at or above average increased from  
53 percent to 89 percent within one school year.†

With LETRS, decades of research translates best practice into 
everyday classroom success, including a systematic approach 
to building oral and written language to improve reading 
instruction overall.

Your Professional Development  
is Missing 5 Essential Components

“Going through LETRS, you 
sit there, moment-by moment, 

thinking, ‘I should have known 
this.’ It’s the tool to change lives 

and change communities.”

Ebony Lee, Ed.D., Clayton County Public Schools, Georgia

ADVERTISEMENT
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6 steps to data-driven 
Literacy instruction
By Mary Brown

E
verywhere you turn in 
the education community 
these days, people are talk-
ing about data-driven in-
struction. And that’s great! 

More information about what students 
understand and where they still need 
help is a good thing.

But we’re educators, not data analysts, 
and sometimes all these numbers can 
feel like, well, a whole lot of numbers that 
aren’t connected to real students with real 
learning successes and struggles. How-
ever, by taking a step-by-step approach to 
analyzing and acting on data, a school or 
district can turn all those numbers into 
improved student learning.

As a literacy specialist for nearly two 
decades, I have had the opportunity to 
use a slew of intervention programs and, 
though they were all perfectly fine, it was 
always incumbent upon me to determine 
the specific foundational skills students 
needed to work on to grow and progress 
toward grade-level benchmarks. For the 
last four years, my district has truly 
embraced tech-enabled literacy instruc-
tion. Here are six steps we’ve taken to 
make data work for us.

1)  Begin with solid assessments
and reports.
To generate reports that help our lit-

eracy team and district collect data and 
put it to work for our students. The assess-
ments and the data generated allow for 
both diagnostic and prescriptive instruc-
tion. Unlike in years past, I have every 
tool I need to provide data-driven instruc-
tion, as well as generate reports for local 
and state accountability.

The standards report we use illus-
trates the level of mastery for each Ohio 
State Standard for every student, as 
well as their projected growth toward 
each. The Pathway to Proficiency Re-
port has strong correlations to our state 
test, and the line recalibrates each time 

the student is assessed, so teachers in-
stantly know who is on track for reach-
ing proficiency.

2)  Establish your benchmarks
early...but not too early.
The next step is to assess students

to create benchmarks of where they are 
when the school year begins. Accurate 
information means not wasting unneces-
sary time on intervention for those who 
really don’t need it and keeping those stu-
dents moving forward in their classroom 
with daily, rigorous, districtwide adopted 
reading instruction.

It can still be a challenge to ensure 
benchmarks are accurate, so we try to im-
prove the accuracy of early assessments a 
few ways.

First, we allow time for students to 
get past their “back-to-school mode” after 
summer vacation by not testing for the 
first week or two that they’re back.

Teachers make sure to provide quiet 
testing environments with limited dis-
tractions. Some even offer noise-cancel-
ling headphones.

Finally, teachers give clear pre-test in-
structions and explain the importance of 
the assessment to their students.

3) Look beyond obvious metrics.
Students’ reading proficiency isn’t the

only thing you can benchmark during 
these assessments. For example, we all 
know that some students will persevere 
where others may not. To help build their 
stamina, I track the actual time they 
spend on the test and reward their effort 
when they spend a little more.

4) Build groups.
Using the benchmark assessments, we

build our reading groups with students 
scoring above the 40th percentile consti-
tuting the non-intervention group, those 
between the 40th and 25th percentile being 
on watch, and students who performed 
below the 25th percentile flagged as be-
ing in need or in urgent need of interven-
tion. This school year we are raising those 
benchmarks.

I form groups so I can target instruc-
tion and provide practice for interventions 
based on Star’s skill recommendations for 
each range of scores. I also use learning 
progressions to determine the prerequi-
site skills my students need to understand 
and determine the most critical skills they 
need to learn next.

https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/education_futures/2018/10/6_steps_to_data-driven_literacy_instruction.html
https://blogs.edweek.org/edweek/education_futures/2018/10/6_steps_to_data-driven_literacy_instruction.html
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5) intervene and monitor.
We set goals for students who need 

intervention and monitor them for 
progress every two weeks to ascer-
tain if the interventions are appropri-
ate and effective. Once we have four 
data points from progress monitor-
ing, we begin building trend lines.

With each test, we have immediate 
access not only to a student’s percen-
tile ranking, but to their grade-level 
proficiency and their zone of proximal 
development (ZPD), which allows 
teachers to gear the students’ inde-
pendent and instructional reading 
assignments according to the Lexile 
scores where the optimal range of 
reading challenge is provided and the 
most reading growth will occur.

A new tool I’m looking forward to 
using this year is Renaissance’s new 
custom assessments tile, which will 
allow me to plan assignments based 
on the median score of my interven-
tion groups and pull up activities 
that correlate with the skills my stu-
dents have demonstrated they need, 
saving time in planning targeted 
instruction.

As students are monitored, I like 
to look back at how each of my in-
tervention students performed dur-
ing the quarterly benchmarks of the 
previous year to see if there are any 
trend lines.

6) Abandon habit for choice.
“Not choice, but habit rules the un-

reflecting herd,” said William Word-
sworth. Sometimes teachers, just like 
anyone else, can fall into the rut and 
comfort of habit.

As we have learned over the past 
four years, accurate data applied in 
a consistent and thoughtful manner 
can remind us that we have a choice 
in how we reach out to students, and 
it can empower that choice signifi-
cantly. 

Mary Brown is a reading intervention spe-
cialist at Franklin Local School District.

CoMMENtArY

Published September 5, 2018, in Education Week Teacher

Is 1:1 Technology the  
Elixir of Bad Writing?
By Elizabeth Brown

W
e are graduating bad 
writers. Despite in-
creases in the number 
of students finishing 
high school and enroll-

ing in four-year colleges, poor writing is 
ubiquitous. Students with subpar writing 
skills end up struggling in English 101 or 
in remedial college classes. Many resort to 
using “paper mills,” or paying online writ-
ing services to craft essays, or even dis-
sertations, for them.

Having taught writing to students in 
high school, college, and at a correctional 
institution, I have found commonalities in 
poor writing habits across these settings. 
The degree of struggle runs the spectrum, 
from writers who are barely able to write 
a sensible paragraph to hidden gems who 
are steeped in trepidation.

After working in a high-performing 
high school in Plainville, Conn., which 
has adopted 1:1 technology, I’m convinced 
we’ve stumbled on the elixir for writing 
ailments.

The 1:1 technology initiative provides 
each student with a light, wireless laptop 
to use both inside and outside of school. 
Emerging writers need a modern tool 
with which to flex their writing muscles, 
precisely what the 1:1 technology offers—
convenience, freedom, and more instant 
and frequent feedback, extending the 
dialogue beyond the classroom walls. The 
learning is dynamic, personalized, and or-
ganic, leading to less scripted and stilted 
writing.

The classroom ambiance is a writing 
instructor’s dream—the dim lights, soft 
clicking, students wired into writing. And 
how can we discount the trees spared—in 
the billions.

Paper and pencil is like parchment and 
charcoal to the tech-savvy students of the 
digital era. We have pushed and prodded 
and forced our students to endure an ar-
chaic model of education for too long, and 
in the process, created a generation of 
dysfunctional writers burdened with an 
assortment of neurotic writing habits.

I’ve observed a myriad of writing neu-
roses, mostly anxiety induced—from the 
gifted writer’s eloquent style obscured by 
awkward phrasing and grammar faux 
pas, to the passive aggressive writer’s 
intentional misspellings and punctua-
tion omissions, to the inept yet honest 
writer lacking finesse and deficient in 
the most basic skills. These perplexing 
behaviors are learned over time, perhaps 
in response to a forced writing instruc-
tion deemed irrelevant to the 21st-cen-
tury student, and considered banal in 
comparison to a rich technological world 
outside the classroom walls.

One-to-one technology gives tech-
savvy students a greater level of comfort 
with the writing process. The more famil-
iar and comfortable the student feels, the 
more inspired he or she will be to write, 
freely and more frequently.

When students are frustrated with 
writing instruction, it is revealed in the 
product—the poor writing they produce 
and their indifference or shame of it. For 
some, the awkward writing is intentional, 
almost retaliatory. And for others, sadly, it 
is their best, even if it is incoherent.

Writing should be exploratory and or-
ganic in nature. All students deserve the 
opportunity to use technology and to type 
their ideas freely and uninhibitedly. Writ-
ing rarely takes a linear course. In fact, 
the finish line is nonexistent, as the writ-
er is continually revising and improving. 
High-quality writing instruction requires 
the most efficient tool to manage multiple 
drafts and revisions. An English teacher 
working with a pen and paper is at a dis-
advantage.

I am witness to it. In our study of Wil-
liam Golding’s The Lord of the Flies last 
spring, my freshmen chose a character 
to analyze. They typed freely, unencum-
bered, explored “Ralph’s inept leadership,” 
Jack’s “descent into savagery,” Simon’s 
“innate morality,” Piggy’s “social awk-
wardness,” along with Golding’s take on 
our brutish nature. Only in a few situa-
tions did I have to remind them to “elabo-
rate.” The ideas flowed, unimpeded. Af-
terward, we took it a step further, and 

https://www.edweek.org/tm/articles/2018/09/05/1-to-1-technology-elixir-bad-writing.html
https://www.edweek.org/tm/articles/2018/09/05/1-to-1-technology-elixir-bad-writing.html
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students provided a psychological report 
of their character in a creatively designed 
presentation via Google Slides.

Nevertheless, despite the many ben-
efits, some critics view 1:1 technology as 
the leviathan of the modern classroom, 
pointing to the potential data mining, pri-
vacy breaches, and early recruitment to a 
lifetime of Google, for instance.

Yet, technology is here to stay, and it 
is our job as educators to be flexible and 
progressive, rather than encouraging 
neurotic behaviors and a resistance to 
writing.

The day before spring break, I remind-
ed students to keep at their essays and 
fine-tune their theses. With their laptops 
they have a solid footing, and I am confi-
dent they will be writing and sending me 
ideas, drafts, and revisions along the way.

I’m hopeful that 1:1 technology initia-
tives help students feel unfettered free-
dom to hone their writing skills and build 
confidence and expertise—eventually 
putting the paper mills out of business 
once and for all. 

Elizabeth Brown is a native of Connecticut 
and an English adjunct and writing tutor at 
Goodwin College and Asnuntuck Community 
College. She also taught college English to 
early-release inmates in the Second Chance Pell 
Program, and at the secondary level in various 
suburban and inner-city high schools. Her writ-
ing has been featured in the Hartford Courant 
and literary magazines such as Pithead Cha-
pel, Gravel, Literary Orphans, Sleet, and Wil-
derness House Literary Review.
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Schools Find Uses for 

Predictive Data Techniques

By Sarah D. Sparks 

Published June 30, 2011 in Education Week

T he use of analytic tools to predict 

student performance is exploding 

in higher education, and experts say 

the tools show even more promise for K-12 

schools, in everything from teacher place-

ment to dropout prevention.

Use of such statistical techniques is 

hindered in precollegiate schools, however, 

by a lack of researchers trained to help 

districts make sense of the data, according 

to education watchers.

    Predictive analytics include an array of 

statistical methods, such as data 

mining and modeling, 

used to identify 

the factors that 

predict the 

likelihood of 

a specifi c 

result. 

They’ve long been a standard in the 

business world—both credit scores and 

car-insurance premiums are calculated 

with predictive analytic tools. Yet they have 

been slower to take hold in education.

“School districts are great at looking an-

nually at things, doing summative assess-

ments and looking back, but very few are 

looking forward,” said Bill Erlendson, the 

assistant superintendent for the 32,000-stu-

dent San José Unified School District in 

California. “Considering our economy sur-

vives on predictive analytics, it’s amazing to 

me that predictive analytics 

don’t drive public edu-

cation. Maybe in 

Editor’s Note:  Access to quality 

data provides district leaders with 

the opportunity to make informed 

instructional and management 

decisions.  This Spotlight 

examines the potential risks and 

advantages of data systems and 

the various ways in which data can 

be used to improve learning.
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  On Implementing Common StandardsEditor’s Note:  In order to implement the Common Core State Standards, educators need instructional materials and assessments.  But not all states are moving at the same pace, and some districts are finding common-core resources in short supply. This Spotlight highlights the curriculum, professional development, and online resources available to help districts prepare for the common core.
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Educators in Search  of Common-Core Resources
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By Catherine Gewertz   

A s states and districts begin the work of turning com-
mon academic standards into curriculum and instruc-
tion, educators searching for teaching resources are 
often finding that process frustrating and fruitless. 

 Teachers and curriculum developers who are trying to craft 
road maps that reflect the Common Core State Standards can
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Wanted: Ways to Assess 
the Majority of Teachers   

Editor’s Note: Assessing teacher 
performance is a complicated 
issue, raising questions of how to 
best measure teacher 
effectiveness. This Spotlight 
examines ways to assess teaching 
and efforts to improve teacher 
evaluation.
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  On Teacher Evaluation

By Stephen Sawchuk 

T 
he debate about “value added” measures of teaching may 
be the most divisive topic in teacher-quality policy today. 
It has generated sharp-tongued exchanges in public forums, 
in news stories, and on editorial 

pages. And it has produced enough 
policy briefs to fell whole forests.

But for most of the nation’s 
teachers, who do not teach sub-
jects or grades in which value-
added data are available, that 
debate is also largely irrel-
evant. Now, teachers’ unions, 
content-area experts, and 
administrators in many states 
and communities are hard at work 
examining measures that could be 
used to weigh teachers’ contributions to 
learning in subjects ranging from career and technical 
education to art, music, and history—the subjects, 
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