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Engineering Solutions to the National Crisis in Literacy: 
How to Make Good on the Promise of the Common Core State Standards 

 
The United States faces unprecedented challenges to its economic dominance. In order for the country to 
maintain its position at the top, dramatic improvements will be needed to improve the literacy skills of 
middle and high school students. The phenomenal expansion in information and knowledge is having a 
profound impact on the competencies young Americans need to gain entry into the modern global 
workplace. An analysis of workforce trends by Georgetown University economist Anthony Carnevale and 
his colleagues found that nearly 60 percent of all job openings in 2007 required some postsecondary 
education or training, compared to just 28 percent in 1973.1 Postsecondary success depends on the ability 
of graduates to read and comprehend challenging content and apply what they have read to solve 
problems. 
 
Yet national and international test data show that secondary-level students in the United States lack these 
advanced literacy skills. Although students in grade four score among the best in the world, by grade ten 
U.S. students place close to the bottom among developed nations.2 American fifteen-year-olds rank 
fourteenth among developed nations in reading, lagging behind such countries as Poland, Estonia, and 
Iceland.3 In fact, over the past four decades the literacy performance of thirteen- and seventeen-year-olds 
on the National Assessment of Education Progress (NAEP) has remained stunningly low, seriously 
compromising the nation’s capacity to compete in a knowledge-based economy.4 
 
Young adults who lack reading and writing proficiency likely will be relegated to the ranks of unskilled 
workers in a world where literacy is an absolute precondition for success. The consequences for the 
individual and the costs to the nation are staggering in terms of lost wages and earnings over a lifetime. 
Estimates for dropouts, who typically have low literacy skills, are on the order of about $335 billion per 
year.5 For those who gain entry into the workplace, private industry spends an estimated $3.1 billion 
annually to bolster the literacy skills of entry-level workers.6 In a similar vein, while increasing numbers 
of students must take remedial coursework upon entering college, the results are not promising—students 
who take one or more remedial development courses of any kind are less likely to eventually earn a 
degree or certificate.7 Additionally, students who enroll in a remedial reading course are more than three 
times less likely to earn a bachelor’s degree within eight years than students who take no remedial 
education courses.8 
 

Common Core State Standards in English Language Arts 
 
In the face of this literacy crisis, the majority of states have agreed to dramatically improve reading and 
writing instruction across all grade levels by adopting the English language arts common core state 
standards, developed under the direction of the Council of Chief State School Officers and the National 
Governors Association. The common core state standards are a breakthrough based on the best state work 

 



to date. Firmly grounded in evidence, their design addresses the serious shortcomings in how standards 
have been defined in many states. These internationally benchmarked standards provide a much-needed 
shared understanding of the essential literacy skills graduates need to succeed in college and the twenty-
first-century workplace. Together, these standards and aligned common assessments can serve as a bold 
first step to raise the level of achievement for all students in the United States. 
 

The Rise in Text Complexity 
 
Over the past fifty years, the expectations for what students read in school and what they do with what 
they read have continued to decline. Many secondary schools have tended to reduce cognitive demands in 
courses because of the broad range of their students’ learning abilities and reading and writing skills. A 
number of studies have shown a steady downward trend across grades in the complexity of reading texts 
since 1962.9 Students are asked to read very few informational texts: these texts comprise about 7 percent 
of reading assignments in elementary school and 15 percent in middle school.10 
 

Programme for International Student Assessment in Reading 
The 2009 Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) in reading is administered to fifteen-year-olds in thirty-
four nations of the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development (OECD).11 PISA focuses on reading to 
learn and seeks to measure the individual’s capacity to “understand, use, reflect on and engage with written texts in order 
to achieve higher goals, to develop his/her knowledge and potential, and to participate in society.”12 These kinds of 
reading skills are more reliable predictors of economic and social well-being than the number of years spent in school or 
in post-formal education. A major study by the OECD followed 30,000 Canadian students who took part in PISA starting 
in 2000 for six years, and found that students at the top level in reading, Level 5, were twenty times more likely to go to 
university than students in the lowest level.13 
In addition to tracking overall performance, the OECD examines the policy reforms of education systems in relation to the 
outcomes they produce. For example, socioeconomic disadvantage has a “particularly strong” impact on student 
performance in the United States. Seventeen percent of the variation in the performance of American fifteen-year-olds—
ranked fourteenth among developed nations in reading—is explained by students’ socioeconomic background, compared 
to only 9 percent in Canada or Japan, ranked sixth and eighth, respectively.14 
The OECD also compared the 2000 and 2009 PISA reading exams to track the progress of those countries with 
comparable results in both assessments in improving reading performance.15 Thirteen countries from a variety of starting 
points and with different cultural contexts improved overall reading exam performance during this period.16 Most of these 
countries can attribute those gains to large improvements among their lowest-performing students—significantly reducing 
the number of students scoring below the PISA baseline reading proficiency, Level 2, in 2000.17 
These results underline that poor literacy skills are not an inevitable consequence of low income. Policy changes such as 
those made in Chile, Portugal, Poland, and Germany targeted disadvantaged students and helped to raise performance 
levels among low achievers. PISA results suggest that the countries that improved the most or that are among the top 
performers share common educational reform policies. High-performing education systems stand out with clear and 
ambitious standards aligned with curricula and instructional systems that focus on the acquisition of complex, higher-
order thinking skills. Systems closely monitor student performance, grant greater autonomy to individual schools, support 
low-performing schools and students, and invest in teacher preparation and development. Eric Hanushek and Ludger 
Woessmann authored a 2010 study for the OECD on the impact of a nation’s economic growth resulting from increases in 
its performance on PISA.18 For the United States, simply raising its PISA scores twenty-five points over twenty years 
would result in a $41 trillion increase in GDP in eighty years. Since Poland accomplished the same PISA increase in only 
six years, clearly this is an attainable goal and demonstrates the return on investment when secondary students attain 
high-end literacy skills. 
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Yet, as it turns out, students’ ability to read and comprehend challenging text predicts graduates’ 
postsecondary success. In Reading Between the Lines, ACT found that students with greater literacy skills 
in high school had better achievement in math, science, and social studies on measures of college 
readiness.19 In addition, regardless of gender, racial group, or income status, the complexity of what 
students read turns out to be a major factor in their ability to handle credit-bearing courses in college.20 
Students achieving the benchmark score or higher in reading on the ACT college admissions test were 
more likely to earn a C or better in an introductory, credit-bearing course in U.S. history or psychology. 
Only about 67 percent of test takers graduating in 2009 met this benchmark for reading.21 
 
The clearest differentiator in students’ postsecondary achievement was in the complexity of the text rather 
than the possession of one reading skill over another. The most important implication of the ACT study 
was that instruction that focused only on higher-order or critical thinking was insufficient to ensure that 
students achieved college- and career-readiness skills.22 Instead, students entering college or the 
workplace are expected to read complex texts with substantially greater independence and write coherent 
and persuasive arguments based on evidence. 
 
Major discrepancies in task demands, coupled with the vast gap in text complexity, may help to explain 
the stagnant literacy achievement of the majority of young people in the United States. David Coleman, 
founder of Student Achievement Partners, writes,  
 

Being able to read complex text independently, fluently and proficiently is essential for high 
achievement in college and in the workplace and important in numerous life tasks. Moreover, 
current trends suggest students do not develop the skill and stamina to read challenging texts with 
understanding. Because knowledge is intimately linked with reading comprehension and an 
understanding of ideas, this circumstance will lead to a general impoverishment of knowledge. 
This bodes ill for the ability of Americans to meet the demands placed upon them by citizenship in 
a democratic republic and the challenges of a highly competitive global marketplace of goods, 
services, and ideas.23 

 
Creating a Staircase of Literacy Demands 

 
To reverse the decline in what students have been expected to read since the 1960s, the English language 
arts common core state standards establishes a “staircase” of increasing complexity in what students must 
be able to read and comprehend.24 These standards are designed to foster the progressive development of 
reading comprehension through extended exposure to challenging literacy and informational texts. 
Students must be able to show a steady increase in their ability to use sufficiently complex text to develop 
sophisticated understandings and well-reasoned oral and written arguments. The standards define the 
range and content of increasingly challenging literacy and informational texts in successive years of 
schooling and call for curriculum that is intentionally and coherently structured to develop rich content 
knowledge within and across grades. The standards specify multiple factors for determining how easy or 
difficult a particular text is to read, such as sentence length, word frequency, levels of meaning, text 
structure, single or multiple themes, use of conventional or specialized language, and requirements for 
background knowledge. 
 
In addition, the standards set the requirements for reading, writing, speaking, listening, and language as 
part of grade 6–12 standards for literacy in history, social studies, and science.25 The standards focus on 
cultivating students’ abilities to answer text-dependent questions and write informative and explanatory 
pieces, drawing evidence from source material within the specific discipline. These aspects of high 
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literacy, which integrate reading and writing into the fabric of content-area learning, can powerfully affect 
the quality of secondary education. Schools will need to provide extended literacy instruction in all 
content-area classes throughout the grades; subject-area teachers will need to become more skilled in the 
kinds of reading and writing that are essential to their own academic discipline. 
 
Adoption of these internationally benchmarked, college- and career-readiness standards by so many states 
is a major accomplishment. The challenge presented in their implementation, however, cannot be 
overstated. States will need to establish consistent policies to ensure that students, no matter where they 
live, develop the necessary literacy skills to graduate from high school ready for college and the modern 
workplace. 
 

Gaps in Literacy Achievement Based on Race, Ethnicity, and Income 
 
Unfortunately, long-standing shortcomings in educational systems and practices in the United States have 
contributed to the persistent gaps in literacy achievement among students from different economic and 
cultural backgrounds. According to the NAEP, 70 percent of middle and high school students score below 
the “proficient” level in reading achievement.26 For minority and low-income students the figures are 
even more disturbing: only 14 percent of African American, 17 percent of Hispanic, and 21 percent of 
Native American eighth graders scored at or above the proficient level.27 The vast majority of urban 
public education systems have been unable to bring even half their students to the level of literacy 
proficiency essential for college and careers. Fewer than 50 percent of incoming ninth graders read at 
grade level. This is happening in schools and districts across the country.28 
 
Even if a state performs well on the NAEP overall, a difference of nearly 25 percentage points exists 
between the percentage of white eighth graders and that of eighth graders in the state’s largest minority 
group scoring at the basic level. For instance, in Virginia—one of the states with a score above the 
national average—15 percent of white students scored “below basic,” the lowest category, compared to 39 
percent of African American students. In Colorado, another of the higher-scoring states, 13 percent of 
white students scored below basic, while nearly 39 percent of Hispanic students scored at that level.29 
 
These figures point out the complexity of the adolescent literacy problem. The data overall are 
disconcerting enough, but the truly disastrous outcomes for portions of the student population by race, 
ethnicity, and income level reverberate throughout the nation’s educational system. Minorities now 
account for about half of all births in the United States, and by 2050 the U.S. is expected to become 
“majority-minority”—that is, more than half the population will be made up of people of color, compared 
with 35 percent in 2010.30 Furthermore, it is estimated that half of all public school students will have 
non-English-speaking backgrounds by 2020.31 
 
Low reading achievement does not equally affect all students; those arriving at school from less-educated 
and poorer families are disproportionately represented. At the school district level, Robert Balfanz and his 
colleagues from the Center for Social Organization of Schools at Johns Hopkins University found striking 
differences in achievement levels obtained by students from high- and low-poverty districts; they found 
that typical students entering a nonselective, high-poverty high school in a city like Baltimore, New 
Orleans, or St. Louis score three to four years below grade level in reading achievement.32 
 
The disparities in the achievement of different income and racial groups of students pose a considerable 
challenge to schools and districts in reaching national goals for college and career readiness. Even more 
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worrisome, the average reading performance as measured by the NAEP for grade twelve does not reflect 
the low achievement rates of the students who have already dropped out of school. 
 
Unless the nation makes a consistent investment toward delivering comprehensive reading and writing 
instruction throughout the pre-K–12 grade span, a large proportion of low-income students and students 
of color will remain sidelined from full participation in the modern workplace. 
 

Uneven Literacy Expectations, Assessments, and Instruction 
 
What accounts for the enormous variation in student literacy levels? In part, the discrepancy rests in how 
states have developed and implemented standards, reading assessments, and the criteria for proficiency 
under the current federal authorization of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, otherwise known 
as the No Child Left Behind Act (NCLB). The difference in the relative rigor of state standards shows up 
in comparisons between the proportion of students who reach the proficient level on state tests and the 
proportion who achieve the proficient level on the nationally administered NAEP.33 The comparisons 
between the stringency of state tests and the NAEP have conclusively shown that state expectations for 
proficiency in reading lie far below those of the NAEP.34 For example, in Idaho 94 percent of eighth 
graders are proficient on the state test in reading, while only 33 percent are proficient on the NAEP in 
reading. In Vermont, 69 percent of eighth graders are proficient on the state reading test, compared with 
41 percent on the NAEP.35 Across all states, the average gap between a state’s performance in reading on 
the state assessment versus their NAEP performance is 41 percentile points.36 
 
Researchers from the National Center for Education Statistics (NCES), a federal agency, found that most 
of the variation in the percentage of students scoring at the proficient level from state to state—about 70 
percent—could be attributed to how each state defines the term “proficient”—students with exactly the 
same achievement levels might be considered proficient in one state but not in another.37 The NCES 
study also found that between 2005 and 2007 seven states actually lowered their performance standards 
for proficiency for eighth-grade reading. 
 

Literacy Instruction Ends at Grade Three 
 
Disparities in what students bring to school from an early age are exacerbated by the lack of systematic 
literacy instruction after grade three. Policymakers who recall the “reading wars” of the 1990s may be 
surprised to learn that there has been a remarkable convergence among researchers about what constitutes 
effective reading instruction. With the publication of the National Reading Panel report, states were called 
upon to focus on early literacy in accordance with the enactment of NCLB in 2001.38 This federal law 
signaled major investments in pre-K–3 reading and led to steady improvements in fourth-grade reading 
scores along with the narrowing of racial achievement gaps in many states. The long-term NAEP data 
from 2004 include many students who would have participated in Reading First or its predecessor 
program, Reading Excellence, and the results show the highest achievement in reading for fourth-grade 
students in thirty-three years.39 
 
These results demonstrate that a concerted and well-funded national effort can make substantial 
improvements in literacy achievement. Despite the success of early literacy, however, many students do 
not receive literacy instruction beyond grade three even though they face considerable challenges in 
reading and comprehending material replete with technical vocabulary and concepts unique to specific 
content areas.40 As a result, literacy improvements at the upper-elementary and secondary levels have 
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stalled. While the evidence is clear that early literacy instruction is necessary, it is not sufficient to 
inoculate against failure later on. 
 

Effective Instructional Strategies to Improve Reading and Writing Achievement 
Specific instructional practices have been demonstrated by rigorous research and evaluation to increase student 
performance on standardized reading and writing tests.41 Examples of such practices include: 
• Generating and answering questions. Actively processing text to form questions has been shown to yield a 23 

percentile-point gain on standardized reading tests. 
• Summarizing and note taking. Intentionally instructing students in how to differentiate between the main idea of the 

text and peripheral information has been shown to yield a 34 percentile-point gain on standardized reading tests. 
• Identifying similarities and differences. Students who are taught to compare, classify, and analyze information 

using metaphors and analogies score 45 percentile points higher than their peers without this strategy. 
• Sentence combining. Teaching students to construct more complex and sophisticated sentences by combining two 

or more basic sentences has been shown to yield a 19 percentile-point gain on standardized writing and reading 
tests. 

For more information, see the Alliance for Excellent Education reports on reading and writing instruction produced in 
partnership with Carnegie Corporation of New York: 
• Reading Next: A Vision for Action and Research in Middle and High School Literacy. Combines the best 

research with well-crafted strategies for turning that research into practice. 
• Writing Next: Effective Strategies to Improve Writing of Adolescents in Middle and High Schools. Describes 

eleven specific teaching techniques that research suggests will help improve the writing abilities of students in the 
upper grades. 

• Writing to Read: Evidence for How Writing Can Improve Reading. Identifies instructional practices in writing 
shown to improve students’ reading abilities and recommends ways that teachers can improve students’ reading 
skills through the teaching of writing. 

 
On the other hand, years of research and evaluation demonstrate what it takes to strengthen reading and 
writing. Translating this research into practice as part of content-area learning is essential to increasing all 
students’ literacy achievement. Yet most middle and high school students do not receive explicit, strategic 
instruction in content-based reading and writing tasks that follow a structured progression toward greater 
mastery and competence. Modeling and prompting specific strategies such as questioning and 
summarizing enable students to become more self-directed and independent in reading for understanding. 
Carefully “scaffolding” content-based literacy tasks allows students to actively bring meaning to the 
written word and helps them learn to monitor their own learning and thinking.42 Students at all levels 
need quality instruction and supports as they encounter challenges presented in literature and in history, 
social studies, science, and technical texts. Catherine Snow, the Patricia Albjerg Graham Professor of 
Education at the Harvard Graduate School of Education, says, “[W]e should be thinking of reading as 
weight lifting; you need to keep at it. That’s why there are all these kids who can read well at third grade 
but are baffled at fifth grade.”43 
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Inadequate Teacher Development and Support 
 
For more than fifty years the realities of student reading difficulties and secondary school teachers’ lack 
of preparation to address them have been well documented.44 The majority of middle and high school 
subject-area teachers do not have the knowledge and skills to interact with students in ways that deepen 
their understanding of a discipline through strategic reading of texts in mathematics, social studies, and 
science. Snow also notes, “Fifty years ago kids who figured it out graduated, while the others went to 
work for GM. Now we actually do have to teach everyone. We don’t have a magic wand to make a 
change in teacher capacity or to ensure that teachers are able to lead productive discussions.”45 
 
Despite enormous increases in the number of English learners and students from diverse cultural 
backgrounds, current research shows that few teachers have access to high-quality, intensive professional 
development; more than two thirds of U.S. teachers responding to the Schools and Staffing Survey 
reported that they had not had even one day of training in supporting the learning of special education or 
limited-English-proficiency students during the previous three years.46 Learning gaps worsen when met 
with entrenched approaches to teaching subject matter, low-level task assignments, and inconsequential 
teacher-student interactions.47 As a result, much of what teachers do to improve literacy skills is 
ineffective and highly idiosyncratic from classroom to classroom, even within the same school. 
 

Reciprocal Teaching 
Students, particularly in the upper grades, must learn how to learn in order to develop the critical attitudes and habits to 
develop strong mastery of core academic content. Research has demonstrated that students can be taught reading 
comprehension strategies to monitor their own understanding, including the ability to predict outcomes, explain to oneself 
in order to process text more thoroughly, note failures to comprehend, and activate background knowledge.48 
Reciprocal teaching is a scaffolded approach to teaching four strategies—questioning, clarifying, summarizing, and 
predicting.49 The teacher models and supports students’ use of these strategies by leading a dialogue with them as they 
attempt to understand what they read. Students gradually take on more responsibility for implementing the strategies by 
taking turns being the “teacher” in leading a dialogue concerning sections of a text. Students check their own 
understanding of the material they have encountered by framing questions, clarifying words and concepts, and 
summarizing the central concepts and ideas. These facilitated discussions support skill development, with a goal of 
independence and self-regulation.50 
Multiple studies have shown that reciprocal teaching produces a strong effect on reading comprehension—the effect size 
is .74, or an increase of 27 percentile points. These gains are evident regardless of who delivered the instruction, the 
grade level, the size of the instructional group, or the number of literacy strategies taught.51 The effects are greatest when 
the teacher first provides explicit modeling of the strategies before the reciprocal teaching dialogue. He or she follows by 
giving students opportunities to deliberately practice using the strategies to derive meaning from the content of a 
particular text. Moreover, the teaching of these strategies must be incorporated into the subject matter that students are 
learning. The strategies are most likely to transfer to new material when they are taught within a specific domain such as 
social studies or science. 
 
The hallmark of content-area literacy instruction is an emphasis on close reading of text to comprehend 
and deepen understanding of subject matter. Good teachers connect students with challenging subject 
matter, search for and recognize significant elements of student thinking, and respond with carefully 
chosen instructional strategies to assist students in taking the next steps in learning.52 The problem is that 
many teachers lack knowledge about how to use strategic reading of social studies and science texts. 
Teachers must understand how students’ learning develops within a subject area, the nature of gaps in 
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students’ understanding that may arise, and the strategies that can address students’ evolving needs. They 
also need to understand how to use data and formative assessments to evaluate individual student 
learning. These embedded classroom measures permit the teacher to determine how much students know 
and can do as well as where and why they might be struggling—and to design instruction accordingly. 
 
At best, teacher preparation programs generally require teacher candidates to take only a single course to 
meet preservice requirements and do not provide adequate clinical practice on how to adjust instruction in 
response to student learning. Policy leaders must ensure that secondary schools have highly effective 
teachers who have expertise in a discipline and knowledge about teaching strategies in order to improve 
reading and writing within their subject area. 
 

State Comprehensive Literacy Initiatives 
 
There is widespread recognition of the significant role states must play to ensure that all students attain 
advanced literacy skills. However, researchers and literacy experts stress that simply mandating standards 
will not guarantee success. In order to raise the graduation rate, close achievement gaps, and ensure that 
high school students are college and career ready, state leaders must develop a comprehensive, birth-
through-grade-twelve literacy initiative that conjoins the new English language arts common core state 
standards with a systemic approach, equitable resources, and strong teacher training. 
 
Major commitments from the federal, state, and local levels are essential to catalyzing nationwide 
improvements in literacy achievement. Achieving full implementation of these new standards will require 
retooling curriculum, teaching practice, assessments, and data systems. To ensure that all students 
graduate with the requisite literacy skills, states should set a goal of strengthening literacy achievement 
that is anchored in an integrated system of rigorous standards, meaningful assessments, and evidence-
based instruction. 
 
There is a great deal of work to do. Most current state assessments neither adequately measure student 
growth in literacy achievement nor provide timely or useful information for teachers to monitor and 
improve content-based reading and writing skills. New, aligned assessments must be developed that truly 
measure mastery of core content and high-level reading and writing skills. Districts and schools will need 
to provide extended literacy instruction into middle and high schools, ensure that reading and writing 
instruction is discipline specific and based on evidence of effective practice, and continually monitor 
students’ progress toward performance standards. Ensuring students’ literacy achievement depends on 
using frequent classroom measures to gauge students’ progress and adjust instruction and curricula based 
on the results. Equally important to the standards’ success will be the ability of schools and districts to use 
proven strategies and interventions to accelerate the progress of students who struggle to read and write. 
Solutions must address the inconsistencies in what students are expected to achieve across states and 
districts and in the knowledge and competencies teachers must bring to bear to ensure their success. 
Without question, implementation of new standards and assessments must be accompanied by bold action 
at the federal, state, and local levels to ensure evidence-based, coherent, and consistent literacy instruction 
throughout schooling. 
 
The majority of states have begun working with literacy teams to identify the policy levers to scale and 
sustain literacy improvements as part of comprehensive education reform. State and district approaches to 
improving adolescent literacy must ensure that all students have access to the teachers, learning 
opportunities, and various types of academic support they need. To fundamentally transform what is 
taught and how it is taught, consideration must be given to multiple elements such as 
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• charging school leaders with making literacy central to school improvement and developing a sense of 

shared responsibility for ensuring that all students can read, write, and think proficiently; 

• building capacity of middle and high school teachers to provide evidence-based literacy instruction 
within content areas; 

• using data systems and a range of formative and diagnostic measures to assess individual student 
progress and inform how to improve students’ literacy performance; and 

• providing students struggling to read and write with a continuum of evidence-based supports and 
interventions. 

Scaffolded Apprenticeship Model 
The Scaffolded Apprenticeship Model (SAM) was implemented in twelve New York City high schools and focused on 
closing reading or writing skill gaps that impacted students’ performance in all content areas and on the New York 
Regents exams. A Stanford University report on SAM implementation over a four-year period in these twelve small high 
schools offers strong evidence for SAM’s impact on students’ reading and writing achievement.53 Initial differences 
between the SAM schools and the sixty-two non-SAM schools showed that, on average, the SAM schools had a larger 
proportion of students who scored below basic on the eighth-grade English language arts state assessments. 
 
Higher proportions of ninth graders were on track at the end of their first year—37 percent versus 27 percent in non-SAM 
schools. The increase in the percentage of students on track between ninth and eleventh grade was substantially larger—
31 percent for SAM schools versus 17 percent for non-SAM schools. On average, students who were off track to 
graduation declined from 42 percent among ninth graders to 13 percent among eleventh graders. The percentage of on-
track students jumped from 37 to 68 between ninth and eleventh grade. 

Launched in partnership with Baruch College and New Visions for New Schools, SAM is a model for adult learning that 
integrates leader development with the implementation of collaborative, evidence-based teaching practice in high-poverty 
urban schools. Leaders work with teachers—the “apprentices”—in progressively shaping or scaffolding their collective 
practice to improve the achievement of struggling learners who entered below proficient on the English language arts 
state assessment. 

Using survey data to assess changes in leadership and school culture, the researchers reported that the greatest impact 
on on-track graduation rates depended on mutually reinforcing system elements. The findings show that the model 
improved students’ achievement by 

• creating a culture of assessment use to detect specific student gaps in reading and writing skills and to design or 
identify effective instructional interventions; 

• developing leaders’ capacity to work effectively through school teams that use evidence to continually improve 
literacy achievement; and 

• focusing on teachers’ practice in diagnosing and addressing learning needs of students who fall below grade 
level or struggle with reading and writing. 

 
The core principles involved creating a culture of assessment use, in which teaching staff collectively moved toward using 
more detailed learning measures to identify and hone in on the skill gaps of a number of struggling students. Lead 
teachers helped their colleagues analyze and improve their content-based literacy instruction by examining curricula and 
observing classroom teaching. An important purpose was to ascertain whether or not students identified as lacking 
particular skills had ever had the opportunity to acquire the critical reading and writing skills needed to succeed in high 
school and beyond. 
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New approaches are needed to lift bureaucratic barriers, maximize scarce resources, and create well-
coordinated initiatives to scale literacy improvements statewide. Through federal grant programs, states 
are beginning to shape promising initiatives. Kentucky, for example, created a comprehensive set of state 
actions and implementation indicators to embed literacy learning as part of school improvement planning 
that will ensure effective implementation of the Kentucky Core Academic Standards. Louisiana 
developed a comprehensive plan to ensure that students meet the literacy expectations that will prepare 
them to enter college and the workforce ready to succeed. The state passed legislation, Act 54,54 to ensure 
that effective teachers and leaders serve in every classroom and school. The measure calls for monitoring 
and improving teacher quality and teacher preparation and incorporates research-based practices related to 
reading and writing instruction. 
 

Federal Policy Recommendations 
 
It is time for the federal government to partner with states in fully investing in comprehensive literacy 
plans to ensure that all students leave high school with the advanced skills necessary for postsecondary 
success. The pending reauthorization of the federal Elementary and Secondary Education Act (ESEA) 
offers an opportunity to dramatically improve achievement, including pre-literacy skills, reading, and 
writing, for students from birth through grade twelve as well as for limited-English-proficient students 
and students with disabilities. Federal policymakers should 
 
Support the adoption of college- and career-ready English language arts standards and aligned 
assessments. 
 
Educators, policymakers, and researchers need to be on the same page regarding what students need to 
know and be able to do. As part of this process, federal policymakers should provide incentives for the 
state-led effort to implement common core state standards and aligned assessments. As part of this effort, 
literacy standards including specific comprehension skills for each subject area should be embedded 
throughout the curriculum. 
 
Enhance the role of states in improving literacy instruction. 
 
Enhance the role of states in improving literacy instruction by supporting the continued vitality of state 
literacy leadership teams comprised of literacy experts and relevant stakeholders tasked with developing a 
comprehensive state literacy plan that builds upon promising research and practices. The federal 
government should strengthen the communication and reading skills for all students by investing in 
improving instruction and supports for children from birth through grade twelve. While historically there 
has been a discontinuity in funding across the age span, the federal government should ensure that there is 
an equitable investment for middle and high school students, targeted toward those students who are 
several years behind grade level, as well as whole-school initiatives to support explicit literacy instruction 
across the content areas. 
 
Support and invest in increasing the quality of teacher education and professional development. 
 
Support and invest in increasing the quality of teacher education and professional development to ensure 
that teachers acquire competencies in literacy instruction. Federal grant making and regulation should 
encourage states to create systems to develop teacher and leader effectiveness to ensure that all students 
have access to evidence-based reading and writing instruction and supports throughout the grade spans. 
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Policies should target ongoing high-quality professional development and regular evaluations based on 
clear teacher standards for effective practice and student achievement growth. Teacher education and 
professional development providers should be held accountable for the competency of teachers in 
providing standards-based literacy instruction within content-area learning. 
 
Invest in ongoing research and evaluation. 
 
Invest in ongoing research and evaluation to build on the knowledge base about what literacy strategies 
can produce significant improvement in adolescents’ reading and writing performance. More research is 
needed in order to determine the most efficient assessment of learners and how to intervene based on the 
nature and severity of skill deficits. Federal policymakers could support a research agenda to promote 
better understanding of adolescent literacy and the corresponding pedagogical approaches to improve 
adolescents’ achievement. In particular, the number of studies on literacy and adolescent language of 
minority students is limited. The Institute for Education Sciences could conduct studies to provide more 
definitive guidance on programs for English learners, identify evidence-based instructional strategies, and 
evaluate approaches for improving teaching effectiveness. 
 

Conclusion 
 
The federal government has joined with states to begin addressing the urgent need to dramatically 
improve the literacy achievement for all children and young adults in the United States. More than ever it 
is time to build on these initial efforts toward the goal of developing statewide comprehensive literacy 
initiatives aligned to college and career standards. Higher standards and students’ ability to meet them 
will depend on effective literacy instruction across the curriculum. The development of strong literacy 
skills as a continuum of teaching and learning from birth through grade twelve is essential to ensuring that 
all young people graduate with the advanced skills essential for success in the modern world. 
 
This brief was written by Mariana Haynes, PhD, a senior policy fellow at the Alliance for Excellent 
Education. 
 
This brief was made possible, in part, by a grant from Carnegie Corporation of New York. The statements 
made and views expressed are solely the responsibility of the author. 
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