Navigating Newsletters
In this area of Literacy Bridges, building administrators will find weekly, bi-weekly, or monthly newsletter content to use in written communications with their instructional staff. Each one addresses an area of literacy appropriate for any level administrator to include in their newsletter, and each one is accompanied by a graphic they may use as well. There are 30 entries organized to include content more appropriate for the start of the school year (Newsletter No. 1) to content more appropriate for the end of the school year (Newsletter No. 30).

Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 1
Every Student, Every Day
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All components of literacy are critical for living a fulfilled life. Literacy touches all aspects of our lives from basic communication with others to all of the complex ways we interact with one another as we navigate adulthood–work and life. Infants, preschoolers, young children, adolescents, and young adults should grow to love reading, writing, listening, and speaking. Enjoyment of these aspects of literacy grows throughout what occurs in a child’s life prior to and throughout their time in school and then through the academic work of educators. 
In 2012, Richard Allington and Rachael Gabriel wrote an article entitled “Every Child, Every Day.” Allington and Gabriel advocated for our students by writing what they believe to be six encompassing statements related to literacy skills and practices; others have been added by the team at Literacy Bridges. 
Every day…
· Every student reads something they choose.
· Every student reads accurately.
· Every student reads something they understand.
· Every student writes about something personally meaningful.
· Every student talks with peers about reading and writing.
· Every student listens to a fluent reader.
· Every student has access to a library. 
· Every student sees themselves in texts.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Read the bulleted list above and choose one to focus on for the week. I challenge you to focus on every student, every day.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 2
What’s In a Name?
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It can be quite challenging to learn all our students’ names, especially if see many students throughout a single school day. However, it’s a critical point in the school year, and learning our students’ names will make the start of the school year a positive experience for them. It’s important as your administrator that I learn all your names and whether you like to be called by a nickname or your given name. When we learn our students’ names, we “see” them as individuals and demonstrate respect for their presence in our classrooms.  “Building relationships with our students can create a climate that fosters positivity and equity. Students have to feel welcome and comfortable in order to learn” (Kahn-Baker, 2016).
But what does learning students' names have to do with literacy? Learning your students’ names and how to pronounce and spell them correctly is part of building a community of learners. At the beginning of the year, in many classrooms, it is fairly common to have students write about themselves or participate in some kind of community-building activity. If we want students to open up, participate fully, and write personally, then knowing their names will be critical to that process. Asking them to write or participate in this way helps you build a relationship with your students and begins the process of earning their trust. 
Here are some websites you can consult to learn ways to remember your students’ names:
https://www.literacyworldwide.org/blog/literacy-now/2019/09/11/name-writing-and-diversity 
https://kappanonline.org/practical-strategies-for-learning-students-names/ 
https://www.edutopia.org/article/tips-learning-students-names/ 
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Which of your students’ names presents the biggest challenge to you? Choose a method to remember how to say and spell that student’s name and use it until you’ve got it!
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 3
Becoming a Literacy Leader
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[bookmark: _Int_6zMo1pfa][bookmark: _Int_KzxWtfRm]One of my goals as an administrator is to be or work at becoming a literacy leader. Why? Because literacy impacts many aspects of our lives, all content areas that we teach, and how our students view themselves as literate beings. As an administrator, my area of expertise is school leadership; yours is the grade level or content area(s) you teach. But, as Rachael Gabriel (2020) tells us, “Starting conversations about the reading, writing, and discussions that support student learning across grades and content areas doesn't require a reading specialist's degree or expertise in every content area. It requires a commitment to ask and wonder about how literacy is being used for learning throughout the day. This commitment prioritizes literate practices across content areas and allows leaders to optimize a large and diverse range of opportunities to develop literacy in every period of every day” (para. 24) . Gabriel makes points about how students and adults in the school environment interact with literacy each day.  These include making sure that students are reading text, writing, and discussing in every classroom each day, looking at how students interact with text during instruction, and thinking about how adult learning is being planned for in the school. Gabriel’s first two recommendations are functions of observations made by an administrator throughout the school day. Planning for adult learning will stem from the observations I have made to focus on literacy during professional learning days.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Invite me into your classroom to observe how students are reading, writing, and discussing. When can I stop by to see the good work that is occurring in your classroom?
~~~~~ 
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 4
Teaching the Curriculum
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Why do we have scripted lessons? Do we need to consistently read the script when delivering instruction? Why is teaching with fidelity so important? As you know, the landscape of teaching has changed with many curricula supported through scripted lesson plans and online resources that navigate the lessons for us. Newer teachers may view these kinds of lesson delivery as supportive whereas more experienced teachers may see them as a loss of autonomy and control over lesson planning. However, scripted lessons and online resources tap into a different kind of skill set for teachers as you "still assert judgment, skill, and agency in preparing for...lessons” (Shields & Narayanan, 2026, p. 7). 
To answer the questions above: Scripted lessons have good intentions; they are intended to provide some standardization, consistency in instruction across classrooms, grade levels, and schools within districts, as well as address any achievement gaps within content areas. So, yes, the lessons need to be followed with fidelity. As experts in your field, you determine the way in which the lessons are delivered by familiarizing yourself with the material during planning and then using “your own voice” during delivery. As an administrator, I want your feedback about how students are engaging in the lessons and evidence about how they are performing using them. This will lead to productive conversations about how the materials we are using are working for our students and for our teachers.
Check out these resources for making scripted lesson more engaging:
https://www.edutopia.org/article/how-make-scripted-curriculum-engaging/ 
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Choose a day when you are delivering a scripted lesson. As you look out at your students, make notes about which ones are engaged and which ones are not. What do engaged students have in common? How about the ones that are not engaged? Try something as simple as using proximity or changing the tone or volume of your voice to re-engage your students who are not engaged.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 5
Phonological and Phonemic Awareness Skills 
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Phonological awareness is the ability to hear and manipulate sounds when words or parts of words are spoken to us. These skills include thinking about syllables and phonemes. 

Phonemic awareness is thinking about the smallest units of sounds (phonemes) and being able to identify those sounds, isolate them, and manipulate them. Blending sounds is a part of phonemic awareness. We often approach the work of phonemic awareness by having students segment sounds in words and then change a sound within that word to create a new word. These foundational skills combine to assist students in decoding text accurately while reading and spelling.

But what does that mean for students of all ages? Shanahan (2021) looked to two researchers who immersed themselves in studying phonemic awareness, Kilpatrick and Ehri. Shanahan outlined points about phonemic awareness that all educators can reflect on and use in their practice: 1) Our youngest readers need explicit instruction to learn sounds in words, the associated letters for those sounds, and the spelling patterns that we use every day. We want our students to be able to segment sounds within words. This is generally a focus in grades K-1. 2) Memorization does not work for learning sounds, letters, and parts of words. Understanding how sounds and letters and words work helps our students read. 3) Orthographic mapping is not a given even when students gain the knowledge they need for phonemic awareness skills. 4) Some students need more support than others. 

Shanahan notes that students can and will learn the skills they need even if they have not mastered them in the early grades. So, we need to support our older students in learning these skills. “We have long known that PA and reading are reciprocal – PA development improves early reading and reading practice extends PA” (Shanahan, 2021, para. 18).
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Education yourself on orthographic mapping. Even if you know what it is, a refresher is always good. Here is a link to a website that condenses information about orthographic mapping. This is about a 5-minute read. It doesn’t hurt any of us to brush up on our knowledge about orthographic mapping: https://www.orton-gillingham.com/what-is-orthographic-mapping/ 
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 6
We Need to Know Phonics
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One of our most important goals as educators is to make sure our students can read and to, at the very least, feel confident about their reading. The ability to understand, to comprehend, is the goal of reading. Whether or not our students enjoy reading is another discussion, but reading to understand is critical no matter what content area we teach.
So, how do we define phonics? At the technical level, it is having the ability to decode words (breaking down letters and sounds and seeing how they work together in words) and encoding words (putting the letters and sounds together). You may think that, just like phonemic awareness skills, this is something worked on in early grades. And, of course, it is, however, we should be teaching our students about content area vocabulary in our classrooms, and that includes breaking down words to be able to understand what they mean. 
Having strong phonics skills helps our students with their phonemic awareness skills, their reading fluency skills, and, finally, their comprehension skills. 
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Choose a word that your students may struggle with this week. This should be a vocabulary word that they need to know to understand content. Now, break it down—this could be thinking about prefixes, suffixes, the root words, the origin of the word. Ask yourself, what parts of this word will students struggle with? How can I help them learn the word to understand not only how to say it but to understand it?
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 7
Reading to Understand: The Role of Background Knowledge
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Understanding what we read is called reading comprehension. We read to understand what is written on paper, what we view, or what is read to us. To be able to comprehend, we have to be able to use what we already know and apply that to what we are reading. By finding out what connections our students have stored in their brains to what they will be learning, we find out what they already know, and we find out what misconceptions they might have about a topic. It is commonly held that background knowledge is essential to comprehend text that is read, text that is presented auditorily, or language that is received such as instructions. Without adequate background knowledge about what is presented, students will have difficulty with comprehension, no matter how old they are or what grade they are in. 
As a classroom teacher, you may have to provide those connections for your students. First, think about what background knowledge your students already have. Think, specifically, about students who may be at a disadvantage because they do not have this background knowledge. How can you provide background for them to increase their success in learning the new content? 
Next, think carefully about the content area vocabulary you will be using with the concepts you are teaching today. What words will be important to frontload? How can you involve students in defining the words they need to know to be successful with this content?
Finally, how can you help bridge the content your students will be learning today. Do they need another resource before diving into the current content? Is there a way to incorporate a short video or story to build their knowledge?
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Look at your lesson plans for today. What can you already identify that your students may struggle with? This could be vocabulary words, the overall concepts, or where you may see background knowledge lacking. Identify a resource to help you and your students frontload some information to lead to success. 
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 8
Academic Vocabulary
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[bookmark: _Int_7ZeXqrzb]Academic vocabulary, the words that our students hear and see every day during instruction and in the documents that you use during teaching, is a big part of their day in school. As you know, academic vocabulary is often referred to as Tier Two vocabulary and is second in volume that students encounter. They are considered to be high-frequency words, and they often have multiple meanings. We don’t want the challenges that come with academic vocabulary to be the reason that a student does not succeed on completing a worksheet, responding in a classroom discussion, navigating online material projected during instruction, working through an activity with peers, or taking an assessment. Setting up our students for success with academic vocabulary will help to “level the playing field” so that those words are no longer barriers. 
Academic vocabulary should be frontloaded as you explain how you want students to complete their work, an assessment, or a worksheet. As you plan your day, scan all documents and online materials for academic vocabulary that students will be working with. Highlight the terms that need to be clarified, defined, or deserve further explanation. Include your students in the discussion as you begin instructions for academic vocabulary. Ask them what words confuse them or what words they simply do not understand. If your students are not responding, pair them up for a peer-to-peer conversation. These peer discussions will often prompt additional terms you can frontload for your students. 
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Be honest with your students. Describe a time when you had difficulty completing paperwork or a task because you didn’t understand the academic vocabulary. What were those words? Share them with your students.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 9
Content Area Vocabulary
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Content area vocabulary is the “domain specific” words associated with specific content like social studies, math, or science. Content area vocabulary is often referred to as Tier Three Vocabulary, and it is the least in volume for our students. However, content area vocabulary is critical for understanding many disciplines. Students most often encounter content area vocabulary in their textbooks, in non-fiction texts, or in online resources that are used during instruction. Our online resources and textbooks do a good job of highlighting the vocabulary words that they deem important by using bold or italicized lettering. When students read these words using an online resource, they can often hover over the word to find a glossary definition. BUT, even with these kinds of support, do our students understand the words, and, even more importantly, can they apply that knowledge if asked to do so? After instruction that is heavily dependent on content area vocabulary, ask your students to tell you what they know. Engage them in discussions about the vocabulary and applying their knowledge of the words.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: As you teach about a topic, continually use the content area vocabulary throughout your day. How could you foreshadow the words by writing a sentence on the whiteboard students see when they enter the classroom?
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 10
Vocabulary for Everyday Use
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Everyday speech is a third area of vocabulary. These are the words that we use verbally and encounter visually every day (sometimes referred to as Tier One vocabulary). Many of the words we hear each day are these words. Generally, we do not spend much learning time on these kinds of words, however, English Learners often need support for them. To support your English Learners or any student who might struggle with everyday speech, you can explain by thinking aloud, using pictures, and accompanying your words with gestures or actions. You can also pair students who struggle with everyday language with peers who can easily explain or talk them through what they do not understand. Most of your time teaching about vocabulary should be focused on content area words and academic vocabulary. Don’t let everyday speech become a barrier for your students.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Be cognizant of the everyday language you are using during instruction. What words deserve to be explained or clarified so that everyone understands them? Once you’ve used the words, use them repeatedly so that students are not just familiar with them but can even use the words successfully themselves.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 11
There’s A Place for A Word Wall in Your Classroom
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Vocabulary word walls are not new, but they are often thought of as a tool for younger elementary aged students when, in fact, they can have an impact on all students. Their importance for visual learners, English learners, and students who have learning challenges is documented in the research related to learning vocabulary. Traditional word walls are a collection of words that are usually teacher-generated, but students interact with such as sight words or words within a word family. Interactive word walls are different because they are “planned by teachers but constructed by students. As students create interactive word walls, the process enables them to build on prior knowledge, have multiple encounters with new academic vocabulary, and connect learning to inquiry activities in the real world” (Jackson et al., 2017, p. 72). Jackson and colleagues recommend steps to create an interactive word wall starting with the planning phase where a standard is identified along with the vocabulary words that will be important for students to learn during a unit of study, for example. Second is to teach your students word learning strategies that are effective for your content area. Next is to “build” the word wall by creating a specific place clearly visible to your students and framing it using color tape or paper. Students then add words to the word wall. And, finally, you decide how students are going to interact with the words. One possibility is that students are responsible for keeping the words in a journal or notebook so that they have the words and information about them in their own space.  Emily Hatch (2024), a music teacher, notes the importance of having students maintain the words and interact with them regularly to help students learn and use the vocabulary word wall in meaningful ways.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Make a list of vocabulary words that your students are currently focusing on. What vocabulary strategy will you use to help students learn the words? If you decide to construct a vocabulary word wall, invite me in to not only learn from it, but to add a word to it. 
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 12
Reading Fluency
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Fluency can refer to reading, writing, speaking or even math fact fluency; it is not just about reading, although that will be the focus of this newsletter entry. To assess for reading fluency, we are generally talking about how a student reads orally and an educator is listening to that student reading. When a teacher assesses reading fluency, the student is reading a passage leveled appropriately for that student without practicing the passage first. (There are some fluency programs and assessments that have a student practice the passage before assessment.) Areas of reading fluency that are important include reading a text (often a paragraph or a short story) accurately, at a good rate or speed, and with expression, sometimes called prosody. 
But, why is reading fluency so important? Because when we have built skills for recognizing words automatically, then we can read more fluently and spend less time and energy on “figuring words out” and, instead, spend more time on comprehending what we are reading.
It is important for our students to hear a fluent reader throughout their academic day. You will be their model for a fluent reader. Even if you are reading from a textbook or another instructional resource, focus on reading it to your students fluently. Read with accuracy (that means you should have read the material ahead of time), at an appropriate speed, and use expression while reading.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: There are many, many picture books that contain high level material appropriate for content areas. Find one that relates to what you are currently teaching. Read the text aloud to your students using this as an opportunity to practice your reading fluency skills.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 13
Writing Everyday
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As we noted at the beginning of the newsletters, every student should write something meaningful every day, and this should happen throughout the day. In our world, writing is essential for communication whether it be texting, emailing, or for more formal writing purposes. We must give our students opportunities to write in all content areas so that they have multiple experiences of writing for different purposes. The International Literacy Association (2017) provides us with this distinction, “What constitutes “good writing” in one discipline may not be considered “good writing” in another” (p. 4). For example, we may want students to succinctly write something they have learned during an instructional period using an exit ticket. In that case, a student needs to condense their thoughts and summarize their learning. Or we may expect students to write expansively for a story, an essay, or a response to an assessment question. In that case, we expect students to gather many thoughts, in order to distill them into a format that is sequenced and often descriptive.
Because writing is a vast subject area, using some suggestions from The Cult of Pedagogy podcast (Gonzalez, 2015) can help you navigate writing, especially if you are not currently including it in your classroom. First, make certain you know what the writing process is, especially if you are expecting students to write something lengthy. Next, make sure you model what you want your students to write. Even an exit ticket should be demonstrated to students—what do you find acceptable in a response; what do you believe is unacceptable? Show your students what you want from them. Provide sentence stems when appropriate. Sentence stems support students who have difficulty writing and can help English learners write successfully. Make sure you have allotted time to write in class. This allows you to support your students during their writing time. And, finally, give your students opportunities to read their writing aloud. When we read our own writing, we may find errors that we can immediately correct.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: It's not just our students who should be writing every day. Educators should write each day, as well. During plan time or at the end of the day, reflect on your teaching. Write down what worked and what you would do differently next time. Tuck your written note away and reflect on it in a couple of days.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 14
The Power of the Exit Ticket
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As you read last week, our students should be writing every day, and that means in every content area. Incorporating writing into the school day comes easily for some teachers and applies naturally to many content areas. For other disciplines, it can be a challenge. If you haven’t been including writing in your time with students, start small and work up to more significant ways of including writing in what you do with students during your instructional time. What can be a very important form of assessment and includes a short amount of writing time is an exit ticket, for example. Provide your students with sticky notes and pencils (especially if you teach a content area where students may not bring these tools to class). What is a question or prompt your students can respond to toward the end of the instructional time that will show you what they know? What vocabulary have you focused on today that you want students to retain? Craft your question carefully and write it in a place students can refer to while writing. Have them write their responses on a sticky note and collect them. These can provide you with a wealth of knowledge about what your students gained from class today. And you’ve found a simple way to incorporate writing into your time with students. If you have students who struggle to write, ask them to respond with an emoji or an illustration, or have a discussion with them and record their responses.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Take out a sticky note and pencil. Respond to these questions and drop your note off for me. What did you find out when you used exit tickets with your students? What did they learn today and what remains a challenge for your students? What do you plan to do tomorrow based on what you found out today? 
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 15
Writing for A Purpose and Audience
[image: ]
When you have your students write for any reason in your classroom, make certain that they understand the purpose of the writing. They should know who the audience will be for what they have written. When you are clear about both aspects of writing, your students will have a better idea of where to start with their writing. After reading a chapter in a class novel, for example, you might say something like, “You will be writing a paragraph today to demonstrate your understanding about what you read in Chapter 4. I will be reading your paragraphs to determine if you have understood the main ideas and important details. This writing is an assessment to determine your level of understanding.” I know you will have more instructions than this to get your students started, but these sentences have given students the information that they should: 1) write a paragraph, 2) include main ideas and supporting details, 3) demonstrate understanding of the chapter, 4) understand that what the paragraph they write is a form of assessment, and, finally, 5) that you will be the audience for this particular piece of writing. 
We sometimes forget to help our students by identifying the audience for their writing. Often, the audience will be you, and the writing is a form of assessment. However, there will be other times when you will share your students’ writing with family members, school community when the writing is displayed, or peers when there is an identified peer conferencing process. And sometimes writing is for your students’ eyes only. State clearly who will be reading the writing that is completed. Students deserve that from us.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Again, take out a sticky note and pencil. Your audience for this writing will be me. I want to understand how you used writing this week in your classroom with your students. Record that on the sticky note and drop it off for me. I would like to see the kinds of writing our students are completing in a given week, and I will report back to you what I find out.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 16
Building Capacity for Writing Stamina
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In order to write for any length of time, students need to practice writing over time. When they practice, they build their capacity to write and increase stamina for writing. Writing can be very physical for some students, so the idea of practicing low-stakes writing will be important for them. As they increase their writing time, they will build stamina to write. This allows students to focus on the content of their writing rather than feeling like their physical effort is tiring to them. Building stamina for writing means that you will engage your students in writing every day. This will start as brief periods of writing. As students begin to get used to the short time frame, add minutes to what you expect from them. You might even consider challenging them by using a timer during writing time with increased time each day (in small increments). Display a graph of the students’ writing time so that they can see their time as writers is increasing. Celebrate with your students when you have hit a benchmark that you have set with them. Students will feel accomplished as writers as they increase their stamina for writing.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Find out what your stamina is for writing. Engage in writing something meaningful. Be aware when you need to take a break. How long from the time you began writing until you needed this break? If you are writing with a pen or pencil, at what point did your hand feel fatigued? If you are writing on a laptop, when did your arms or eyes feel tired? Share this with your students.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 17
Honoring Students' Voices
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To think about how we can improve the level of student discussions or discourse 
processes in our classrooms, we can look at the work of Martin Nystrand. In 2006, he 
published an article that addresses how classroom discussion (he uses the word discourse) impacts reading comprehension for our students. Nystrand notes, “A number of studies show that reading comprehension is enhanced by the classroom interaction of students with their teachers and peers, including both small-group work and whole-class discussion” (p. 398). In another study, the researchers found that when students were in classrooms where high expectations were the norm and there was “more emphasis on discussion-based approaches,” the students demonstrated higher performances for “higher end-of-year literacy performance” (Applebee, et al., 2003, p. 717). Nystrand, et al (2003) conducted a study of 200 classrooms at the middle and high school levels. Over 1,151 discussions were documented in the study. Findings included:
–93.31% of the discussions were completely monologic (teacher-centered)
–Only 6.69% of the discussions included “dialogic episodes” (moments when students directed the conversation), those episodes lasted for an average of 15 seconds.
While the studies shown here seem dated, it is not unusual to be in a classroom where students do not have opportunities for peer-to-peer discussions or even peer-to-teacher discussions. One of the drawbacks of scripted curriculums is that there is not a lot of room for these discussions to take place. As you continue to focus on your skills as a teacher, look for ways to improve discourse and discussion. Figure out how much of the time you are doing the talking and how much time students are doing the talking. And consider how literacy skills might be impacted when students are talking more.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: My challenge this week is for you to investigate a cooperative learning strategy that can be used in your classroom to facilitate student-to-student discussions. I’d like to come in and observe when you are using the strategy with your students. Let me know.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 18
What Are They Reading?
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When we show interest in what our students are reading, it just may prompt them to read more or to read something we recommend to them. You never know unless you try. Talk to your students about what they are reading, how they are reading, and what they plan to read next. Find out who their favorite authors are and why they like them. Ask where they like to read, if they snack while reading, if their family reads together, and whether they read more than one thing at a time. Recommend other reading material to them when you are given the opportunity. 
There are lots of surveys or questionnaires you can administer to your students to find answers to the questions above. Giving one at the beginning of the year can help you with recommendations, but giving a follow-up mid-year can continue to build relationships with your students when they see that you have an interest in what they read.
Remember that not all readers enjoy reading books. If your students like to read magazines, newspapers, manuals, or other instructional texts, see if you can provide more for them. They will see that you have noticed them as a reader.
Familiarize yourself with the genres that your students like to read. In a recent podcast, Jeff Kinney, the author of the Diary of a Wimpy Kid books, talks about students that need bridges between picture books and books without pictures. For those students, books like his are that perfect bridge. Those students may still be relying on pictures to make sense of text. And there are plenty of students who love graphic novels, anime, wordless books, and other non-traditional texts. You may also find a student who enjoys what you are reading or a book you have always loved. Start today...ask a student about what they are reading.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Right now, I am reading [insert what you are reading here]. I am interested in what you like to read. Stop me sometime this week, and let’s talk about what you like to read. 
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 19
Literacy Resources That Reflect Our Students
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In 1990, Dr. Rudine Sims Bishop described the impact books can have on our students. A famous quote from her publication is this one: “Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or strange. These windows are also sliding glass doors, and readers have only to walk through in imagination to become part of whatever world has been created and recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are just right, however, a window can also be a mirror. Literature transforms human experience and reflects it back to us, and in that reflection we can see our own lives and experiences as part of the larger human experience. Reading, then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and readers often seek their mirrors in books.” We all know that windows and sliding doors are truly important when it comes to the resources our students use, but materials that reflect our students are critical. This week, examine the materials in your classroom. Ask yourself these questions:
· Will the students in my classroom see themselves reflected in the materials and resources I use?
· Do I have books that provide plenty of mirrors for my students?
· When I select new materials, how am I evaluating those materials to make sure they reflect the students in the classroom?
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Inventory a shelf of materials that students access in your classroom. How do they reflect the students that sit in your room each day?
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 20
Literacy Barriers during Assessments
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For many students, the ways in which we assess them can be barriers to finding out what they know. These barriers come in many forms: 
· confusing or high-level academic language in instructions
· the quantity of reading required to complete an assessment
· the amount of writing expected of students on an assessment
· the time on task needed to complete the assessment
· the time in class or allotted to the assessment is not long enough
Each of these can produce anxiety, not only for students but also for teachers. And the barriers will impact how our students perform and what we find out about their level of knowledge about a topic. We want our students to perform well, so we need to work on removing the barriers we have control over. 
The academic language that is used in assessment instructions (also in daily work) should be thoughtfully taught throughout the year, not just at assessment time. Ask your students what words are confusing to them, words they simply do not know, or words they are unsure of. Engage your students in discussing those words before assessments. 
Evaluate how much reading is required of students for assessment. If you can assist your students with reading, do so. If you are not allowed to because of the type of assessment they are being given, then use encouragement and positive language to motivate students to persevere. Give them frequent breaks if time allows.
Breaks are critical when an assessment requires lots of writing from our students. Writing is a physical task. Which students may need support to write? Can those students use a scribe during the writing tasks? Can students use technology to write? How can you find out what your students know without making writing the barrier? Consider building stamina for writing well ahead of assessments.
As educators, time is always something we seem to be short of. And think about the students who will be challenged by reading and writing over an extended period. Carefully consider how much time your students will need to complete their reading and writing on the assessment. Then, build in breaks in natural places so that you can truly find out what your students know. 
Don’t make these literacy barriers the reason your students are not performing well.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Think back to a time you took an assessment when you experienced reading or writing fatigue. Think back to a time you took an assessment where you either thought you were going to run out of time to complete the work, or you knew you were not going to finish. How did that make you feel? What would have happened if you had been given a break during the assessment? How could the outcome have been different for you if the assessment had been structured differently and your literacy needs had been addressed? Consider these questions this week when you are reflecting on assessments with your students.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 21
Literacy Self-efficacy
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You are no doubt familiar with the term self-efficacy and the work of Alfred Bandura for his research in self-efficacy. Simply defined, self-efficacy is “a belief about one’s capability,” (Artino, 2012, para. 5), but it is also important to note that just because we believe we have the capability to do something, that belief may not match our capabilities. Self-efficacy has to do with how we persist with tasks, how much effort we are willing to spend on tasks, and how we make choices about the activities that we pursue. “Self-efficacy applied to literacy includes the sense of control a student has for learning through knowledge of strategy usage and belief that using a strategy would improve performance. Self-efficacy skills can be drawn from students’ own perceptions of themselves as a literate being” (Seeger & McNemar, 2020, p. 315). Note the emphasis here on successfully using strategies that can help us succeed in academic tasks. No matter what content area we teach, our students need to be taught well-placed strategies within lessons that will help them learn for that content area. This week, as you are engaged with your students, take an inventory of all the strategies you are using with them. Each day, ask yourself some questions: Are the strategies I am teaching and using with my students the best ones for the content? Am I using words to name the strategies so that my students can apply the strategies when they are working independently? Am I using sufficient modeling so that my students know what to do to deploy the strategy? And are the strategies working for all of my students? What do I need to do differently for the students that face challenges using the strategies? I would love to have a discussion with you about what is working and what is not working.

FOCUS CHALLENGE: As you are teaching this week and modeling a strategy for your students, use thinking aloud to show your students what it should look like and how you are responding to each step in using the strategy. Even if it’s a strategy your students have worked with before, be intentional about using it and talking yourself through its use. Make sure you tell your students why the strategy is a good fit for the lesson’s activities.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 22
Teachers as Readers
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Our students need to know us and view us as readers. They need to see us reading for different purposes, and we need to talk with them about what we are reading and why. If you are an avid reader, this is an easier task. If you don’t read often or don’t enjoy reading, sharing about reading can be more difficult. Even if you dislike or do not enjoy reading, you read every day because you must read to live in our environment. You read signs, product information, instructions, curriculum materials, emails, and text messages. We make a mistake when we think of the act of reading as only reading books or other materials like periodicals. 
If you enjoy audio books, tell your students about it so that they understand that audio books are a form of reading, too. You might tell them about how the narrator reads so fluently that you get lost in the book. You might tell them how listening to a book being read helps you when you are working out, running, or cleaning your home. 
As you get to know your students, recommend reading materials to them. They will know that you have paid attention to their interests and that you are a reader.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Somewhere in your classroom or outside your classroom door, post what you are reading. Doing this will demonstrate to your students that you are a reader. It will also spark conversations with others. I look forward to seeing what you are reading!
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 23
The Library: The Hub of the School
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You have all heard stories about how libraries are a safe place for young people and how a child spent hours in a library to escape a difficult situation at home. A school library can serve that important purpose, just as a public library can. It may be the space that a student feels most comfortable as they navigate through a day in school. In their standards, the American Association of School Librarians (2018) defines the school library as a “community’s learning hub. The school library’s physical and digital spaces provide equitable access to information for your entire learning community” (AASL, para. 1). Much like art, P.E., or music, the library is a place for all grade levels so that students have access to print and digital resources. Everyone within the school can use the library, so it is an equitable space when it comes to access. The library provides space for students to engage with a knowledgeable adult to help them select, utilize, and interact with the resources within the library. A library can also become a place for collaboration. Student groups, teachers alongside students, and teachers together can use the library to connect for academic purposes. AASL (2018) notes that school libraries are about our future saying, “The school library provides an interdisciplinary center where students and teachers explore connections across subjects, preparing them to engage in rich, responsible lives as citizens, workers, and scholars beyond the school” (para. 5).
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Sometime this week, walk through the school library. Spend some time there noticing what is on display and who is spending time inside. What is something new you noticed? Come share that with me this week.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 24
The Importance of Librarians
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Last week, I talked about the importance of libraries as a place within the school—the hub of the school. But libraries are not just spaces with books and other resources for use by students and teachers. They are a place where the experts within, the librarians, can recommend texts based on your needs and interests, steer you in the direction to find what you need, and to discuss the latest or the tried and true. In a YouTube video created by AASL in 2022, school and district administrators described librarians as connectors capable of expanding our world, collaborators, builders of the capacity of teachers for their students, and facilitators within a hub of learning. For those reasons, it is important that our library be one of the busiest places in the school and our librarian be one of the busies people within the building. 
If you are interested in how your standards intersect with school library standards, check out documents where AASL has completed crosswalks with other content areas. They continue to add these documents as they are completed, so check back frequently. Here is that link: https://standards.aasl.org/project/crosswalks/ 
Watch the short video at this link to hear more about what administrators say about school librarians. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=iERqgI8ajhk&t=4s
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Last week, I challenged you to walk through the library and notice displays and who was using the library. This week, your challenge is to have a conversation with our librarian within the library space. Ask for a recommendation, a time to collaborate, their thoughts on an upcoming topic you will be teaching in your classroom. What did you learn?
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 25
Book Awards
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There are lots of important and interesting ways to learn about great books. This week, my topic is book awards as a place to begin looking for quality literature for your students. The websites for these books will help you understand what the award stands for, provide lists of award-winning books (past and present), and give you some idea of what the books are about. As you probably already know, there are awards for illustrations, content, and for cultures. Most often, the books that have received awards are well written and can be beautifully illustrated if pictures are a part of the book. Familiarize yourself with the awards. Here are links to a few awards to consider when selecting books for and with your students:
(Latina/Latino literature] Pura Belpre Award https://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/belpre 
[African American authors and illustrators] Coretta Scott King Award https://www.ala.org/cskbart/2025-winners-and-honors
[content] John Newbery Medal https://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/newbery
[illustrations] Randolph Caldecott Medal https://www.ala.org/alsc/awardsgrants/bookmedia/caldecott
[young adult literature] Michael Printz Medal https://www.ala.org/yalsa/printz
Additionally, most states have a literature award of some kind. For example, Kansas has the William Allen White Children’s Book Award and the Bill Martin, Jr. Picture Book Award.
[literature for grades 3-5 and grades 6-8] William Allen White Children’s Book Award https://wawchildrensbookaward.com/ 
[picture books] Bill Martin, Jr. Children’s Picture Book Award https://www.emporia.edu/teachers-college/about-college/honors-awards/bmj-award-home/ 
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Go to our school library. Check out an award-winning book. Share the title with your students and, as you read the book, update your students on what the book is about and what is occurring as you read.
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 26
Assessment Equity
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The last couple of months of school means that assessment time is inevitable. We must focus on what our students have learned so that we can report results to our students, their families, other stakeholders in our school community, and prepare for the next academic year. This time of year can be very stressful for us, but more so for our students. What can you do to make the assessment process more equitable for all of your students, especially when it comes to literacy aspects of testing? Consider the following points as we enter testing season:
· Make sure your students understand how their assessments will be scored. Share rubrics, rankings, and how scoring works for each assessment you give them. Model the expectations and show them successful work if you can.
· Consider what you can read to them and discuss prior to giving the assessment. Discuss the academic language that will be used in the instructions and make sure they understand what the words mean.
· Ask if the assessment can be given in the students’ native language if that will assist them in performing better. 
· Ask if portions of the assessment can be read to the student if they need that support.
· Find out what kind of environment supports your students during testing (soft music, for example). 
· Because so many of our assessments are online or strictly scripted, consider other assessments you can give in different formats. Find other ways your students can demonstrate their learning to you.
· Make sure your students stay hydrated during this time. Give them frequent breaks if you can. And incorporate movement into their day when they are expected to sit for long periods of time during testing.
· Share immediate results if you receive them. Your students deserve to know how they have performed.
· Let your students know you care about them and how they perform on assessments and ask how you can support them.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Think about a small way you can support your students during assessment time. Maybe it’s a verbal mantra before they begin, perhaps it’s engaging them in a favorite read aloud when they are finished, or maybe it’s a small treat after assessments. I’d like to hear how you are supporting your students during this time.
~~~~~
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End-of-Year Assessment Results
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Sometimes at the end of the school year, we get so wrapped up in finishing the year and all the special activities, that we don’t give as much thought to how we will share the results of assessments as we should. You and your students need to process the results. It is important for students to understand how they have performed and what they need to work on next. Consider how you can conference with your students about their results. Then, think about how you will share assessment results with other stakeholders. That includes families, school community within and outside of the school building. What should be highlighted about how your students performed? How will the results inform your teaching next year? 
As you process results, take a deep dive into the data. Look for patterns in the data. Did a particular group of students perform well? Did another group not perform as well? If so, what do the students within those groups have in common? Are they attending school regularly? How are they supported outside of the school building? 
Consider having discussions with your students about overall performance (without sharing specific student results). Ask them what was difficult about the assessments they have taken. Ask them what advice they might have for the students you will have next year about assessments and how you can support those students. 
And, finally, celebrate the achievements your students have made this year. What are some small ways that you and your students can appreciate all the learning that has taken place this year?
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Identify one area of assessment this year that was difficult for your students. Let’s have a conversation about how we might problem-solve for next year so that incoming students can be more successful.
~~~~~
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Making Every Second Count
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The end of the school year is upon us, and every year seems to go faster than the previous one. That’s why it is critical to make every second of instructional time count even with all that is going on at the end of the academic year. Yes, we have special programs, field trips, graduations, and final assessments, and we can see those as quite disruptive to our day. However, if you make sure that students understand and expect that it will be “business as usual” outside of the special events, your students will end the school year learning just as much as they did at other times throughout the year. 
When students enter your classroom at the beginning of the day or at the beginning of a class period, make sure they know to get started with literacy learning as soon as they enter. If you don’t already have a bell ringer or another beginning-of-the-day engagement task, there is still time to implement that practice in the final weeks of the school year. A good beginning task is to focus on a vocabulary word that students will need to know during lessons today. Another way to begin the day is to give students a discussion prompt so that they can talk with their peers about an important topic to begin their time with you. As you greet students when they enter, pair them up to have their conversation. Then, start the day by highlighting one of the discussions that you heard. This demonstrates to your students that their discussions are important and that you are paying attention to what they are saying.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: What is something you look forward to at the end of the year? What are challenges for you? What can you do to stay focused on the remaining days of school? Share your ideas with a colleague.
~~~~~
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How Did You “Practice” Teaching Literacy Skills This Year?
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Returning to the first newsletter of the year and Allington and Gabriel’s (2012) work (plus the additions created by the Literacy Bridges team), consider how your teaching was a practice that included a focus on literacy every day. Think carefully about each of the questions posed here as a way to reflect on yourself as a practitioner focused on literacy throughout the school day and the academic year.
· Did every student in your classroom read something they chose and wanted to read?
· Did every student have access to text that they were able to read with accuracy?
· Was every student able to understand the reading that was included throughout the day in your classroom?
· How was writing included and meaningful to your students every day?
· Were your students allowed time to discuss their reading and writing with their peers?
· How did you include read aloud every day so that your students could hear a fluent reader?
· How did you facilitate access to the library for your students?
· Did you choose texts that reflected the students in your classroom?
FOCUS CHALLENGE: Please stop by or email me and tell me about one of your responses to the questions above. How did focusing on literacy skills throughout the academic year impact you as a practitioner?
~~~~~
Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 30
Reflection on Being a Literacy Leader
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As we wind down the academic year, we reflect on our successes and our challenges. As part of my own reflective practices, I return to what was written in the Literacy Bridges Newsletter No. 3 and ask myself questions about what I have accomplished as a literacy leader and what challenges or concerns I will address next year. I look to Rachel Gabriel’s work again and ask myself these questions:
· Have I made a commitment to focus on how literacy practices are being used for learning each day of the school year?
· Have I used observation to evaluate literacy practices in all grade levels and content areas throughout the school? 
· Have I thought about how the students and adults in our school interact with literacy each day?
· Are students reading text, writing, and discussing in every classroom each day?
· Have I observed students interacting with text during instructional time?
· What have I accomplished in planning for adult learning throughout the year? And, more importantly, what do I still need to do for adult learning so that literacy is a focus next year?  
As I reflect on answering each of these questions and making plans for the next academic year, I know I still need to address my skills as a literacy leader. My skills as a literacy leader can always improve, and I am already thinking about how I can improve literacy leadership next year.
FOCUS CHALLENGE: I would appreciate your reflections on my role as a literacy leader. Please stop by and discuss these questions with me or send me an email. I consider your input an important part of my reflection on my developing skills.
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