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Executive
Science ofsummary
reading

When I started teaching in 2005, I had no
background in how kids learn to read. I
started to learn about the research on how
kids learn to read and it made sense to
me.

the specific curriculum I was using that
made a difference, it was the knowledge
I had about the science of reading and
how I used that knowledge to guide my
teaching.

Later on, I was able to translate what
I had learned to my own kindergarten
classroom. By the end of the year, nearly
all of my students were at or above grade
level in reading. It wasn’t necessarily

I think a lot of teachers are in the same
place as I was.
— Laura Pastor, Northeast College Prep

Great schools are
the cornerstone of
a just & thriving
community

At Great MN Schools, we believe that every
student deserves grade-appropriate curriculum
and strong instruction, provided by teachers who
are engaged, prepared and supported. Students
deserve a learning experience that meets their
academic, social-emotional, and cultural needs.

Background

Effective literacy instruction is the foundation for
learning and determines a student’s educational
trajectory. Students who do not achieve reading
proficiency in elementary school fall further and
further behind, as the majority of classroom
instruction is taught through reading.
Reading proficiency by the end of third grade
is one of the most important predictors of later
success in school and college.1
In Minneapolis and St. Paul, less than one-third
of Indigenous, Black, and Latinx students are
reading at grade level, compared with more than
three-fourths of white students; about one-fourth
of low-income students are reading at grade
level.2
The research is clear:
All students can
learn to read when
they are explicitly
taught using
instructional method
that follow the
science of reading.
In fall 2020, we
commissioned a
needs assessment
focused on

elementary literacy instruction in grades K-5 in
Minneapolis and St. Paul.
To better understand the needs of students,
teachers and schools, we invited local schools
to participate in a project designed to capture
strengths, challenges, and potential areas of
support. Seventeen schools participated.
We relied heavily on qualitative methods to
answer the evaluation questions, as they provided
in-depth information about school leaders’
perspectives, the quality of literacy instruction,
and the experiences of teachers. Our quantitative
methods were significantly limited because of the
lack of student assessment data available due to
the pandemic.
Explore the recommendations on the following
pages. And to access the full report that
includes information on the science of reading,
the assessment itself, and findings, please visit
greatmnschools.org/literacy.
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Recommendations

For students, we need to move forward
As we sought out to identify effective high-quality
literacy instruction, across the sample, most
schools demonstrated that they’re providing
explicit instruction in foundational reading
skills. Their instruction is aligned to the state
standards and gives students access to gradelevel skill building. Elements that were associated
with higher scores on the quality indicators
included the partnership with Groves, a highquality curriculum, and an intentional focus on
implementation. Participants also identified
small group and one-on-one interventions with a
teacher as a strength.

We have developed recommendations for action
to align with the common challenges and desired
changes that surfaced. These recommendations
are designed for schools and organizations that
support schools in their continuous improvement
efforts. For each recommendation, we have
listed potential action steps and ideas. These are
intended to be a starting point for conversation,
brainstorming, and planning.

Because this was a needs assessment, the primary
focus was on gaps and areas of support. During
the process, we asked both school leaders and
teachers if they could change one thing about
their literacy efforts, what would they change.
Table 1. School leaders and teachers generally want to make similar changes.

School Leaders
More teacher training/support
Improve curriculum/materials
Develop literacy leadership

Teachers
Accessible curriculum coaching/guidance Ongoing
literacy professional development
Full access to curriculum materials (e.g., complete sets
for each teacher)
Greater literacy standardization and alignment
School-wide literacy vision and goals

Improve literacy instruction
Improve or increase interventions
More and/or better time spent on literacy
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Recommendations

Recommendation 1
Literacy leadership and understanding are critical
•

Develop school leaders’ understanding of the
science of reading. Increase understanding
of the simple view of reading, especially
knowledge-based competencies.

•

Support school leaders in developing,
articulating and measuring literacy goals
for their school, including goals for student
achievement and goals for implementation.

•

Directly address misconceptions and
misunderstandings about reading and help
leaders and teachers unlearn them.

•

•

Encourage school leaders to articulate
and formally document a literacy vision,
philosophy, and goals including a plan for
training and coaching staff in implementation.

•

Develop school leaders to build a positive
culture and climate around literacy change
and improvement.

Create a formal (ideal) or informal position
to support teachers with literacy curriculum
and instruction implementation. This person
should be a science of reading enthusiast, a
strong ambassador for the school’s literacy
philosophy, familiar with the curriculum, and
available daily for observation, coaching and
support for teachers.

•

•

Support school leaders in the process of
unlearning and removing any balanced
literacy and whole language practices,
materials, beliefs, etc.

Communicate with families about the school’s
literacy vision and philosophy including how
it aligns with the science of reading.

School leaders, teachers, parents, consultants—
all of us—have held or do hold misconceptions
about learning to read that hold students back.

Table 2. Misconceptions about learning to read that hold students back

Misconception

Truth

Learning to read is a natural process

Students need to be explicitly taught

Students just need culturally relevant books
and then they will learn to read

Culturally relevant texts greatly enhance the learning process but alone will
not create readers

Once you offer phonics instruction,
everyone will learn to read

Students need to develop rich vocabulary and background knowledge in
order to make sense of what they are reading—this and phonics are part of
the simple view of reading and need to be taught

Students benefit the most from instruction
that is at their level

Students benefit most from core instruction that is at grade level or
higher—the language comprehension side of simple view should be at
grade level or higher (intervention methods should focus on differentiation
at the skill level, especially for decoding practice)

Looking at pictures and guessing words is a
helpful strategy in learning to read

This is counterproductive—a student is more likely to learn to read if the
focus is on decoding (e.g., “sounding it out”)

Decoding should be the focus of K-2 and
comprehension should be the focus of 3-5

Decoding should definitely be taught in grades K-2 but it should
continue into grades 3-5 for students who still need it (likewise, language
comprehension skills and strategies need to be taught starting in K)

Literature is the best content for students

The best approach to building language comprehension skills is to offer
students high-quality, rigorous fiction and nonfiction text—many schools
and home libraries put far too much emphasis on fiction texts which leave
huge gaps in vocab and background knowledge development for students

Students just need to love reading

Developing a joy of reading is an outcome of learning to read; however, it’s
often presented as a means or strategy for learning to read
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Recommendations

Recommendation 2
Provide teachers with additional literacy training and support
•

•

Ensure all schools have a robust science
of reading training for ALL staff. It should
be ongoing and address how to remove
balanced literacy practices and materials.

•

Provide teachers more training and support
on how to teach writing and how writing and
reading connect.

•

Ensure that every school has a robust,
ongoing system for teacher coaching and
observation in literacy.

Emphasize both parts of the simple view
of reading and support all K-5 teachers in
implementation of both parts.

Recommendation 3
Develop a strategic structure for literacy instruction
that is aligned and grounded in the research
•

Ensure that instruction aligns with the simple
view of reading and provides all K-5 students
access to both sides of the equation in a
high-quality way.

•

Focus on strong implementation of tier 1
literacy instruction (this will help reduce the
number of students requiring tier 2 and tier 3
supports).

•

Coach school leaders through a schedule
audit to determine the best use of literacy
time. Analyze the English Language Arts
block to determine if the time is used
strategically and effectively (i.e., students
receive adequate whole group instruction,
instruction covers both foundational skills and
knowledge-based competencies, students
spend minimal time on independent reading
with texts they have already mastered, small
group transitions are as efficient as possible,
etc.).

•

Ensure that students are receiving enough
content that is at grade level or above. Help
schools find the appropriate balance between
grade-level and skill-level content and when
to strategically address each.

•

Develop a family engagement plan that
explicitly includes literacy and is aligned to
the science of reading research. For example,
focus on the research-based elements of
literacy that families can help build (e.g.,
background knowledge, vocabulary, oral
language).

•

Improve writing instruction and ensure
adequate time is spent on writing; help
schools embed writing into their reading
instruction.
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Recommendation 4
Improve curriculum selection, quality, and implementation
•

Ensure all schools have high-quality curricula
that explicitly teach foundational skills and
knowledge-based competencies.

•

Ensure that materials are culturally diverse
and relevant; support teachers to supplement
materials where necessary.

•

For schools that are using ineffective
curricula, help them transition to a highquality option. Streamline and reduce
number of curricula.

•

•

For schools using an effective curriculum,
help them focus on teacher support and
implementation. Help teachers strategically
and intentionally apply the curriculum to their
school structure and context.

Provide a seamless, aligned experience
pre-K through 5. If using multiple curricula,
ensure they are aligned and work together
so students can progress smoothly through
grades.

Recommendation 5
Improve and/or increase interventions provided
to struggling students
•

Develop a systematic approach to tiered
instruction that includes a strong emphasis
on tier 1 fidelity and provides access and
appropriate scaffolding for students in need
of tier 2 and 3 support.

•

Ensure that progress monitoring data is being
used to regularly check on students’ learning
in tiers 2 and 3 and determine when they can
matriculate back to tier 1.

•

Ensure that school has the instructional
capacity to meet the demand of tier 2 and 3.

•

Help teachers develop a toolkit of specific
literacy interventions for small group and
one-on-one interventions and help them
differentiate in those settings, e.g., select the
best interventions for students based on their
strengths and gaps.

•

Provide the same science of reading training
to all support educators (e.g., EL teachers,
SPED teachers, paraprofessionals, EAs, etc.).

•

Build systems and processes for teachers
and support staff to better communicate and
coordinate their instruction.

5

Systems-level change

Potential actions for systems-level change
These are designed for organizations that work
across schools and systems and have the power
to change institutions, resources, and policies that
impact schools.
1. Train leaders in the field about the
science of reading and the importance of
unlearning misconceptions. Share the results
of the needs assessment to demonstrate that
schools are still on their journey. The schools
in this sample are likely more knowledgeable
compared to average school because of their
existing partnerships with external providers
(e.g., Groves, ANet). Help create a movement
by leveraging a variety of stakeholders to
create a culture shift (e.g., parents, institutions
of higher education, MDE).
2. Leverage COVID relief funding to drive
resources to this effort. Use funds to
provide intensive professional development
and on-site coaching to teachers. Reading
coaches can support and reinforce ongoing
professional development.

4. Develop a recognized list of high-quality
curricula and materials and encourage the
MDE, districts, schools, partners and trainers
to promote the list. Create a list of materials
that need to be removed because they
have whole language or balanced literacy
embedded in them.
5. Identify (or develop when needed)
supports for schools that specifically
target the gaps identified in this report:
training and coaching on knowledge-based
competencies; support for foundational skill
development for grades 4-5; training and
coaching on how to teach writing.

3. Create learning communities of schools.
Teachers and leaders expressed a desire to
collaborate and learn from each other. For
example, schools with the same curricula can
share experiences and lessons learned.
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