EDge

I n t e n t io n a l t e a c h ing a n d
p la n n in g f o r Ca lif o rn ia ’s d i v e r s e
le a rn e rs t o a llo w e a c h c h i l d a n
o p p o rt u n it y t o a c h i e v e

The

n e w s l e t t e r
Literacy

Vo lu me 3 3

No . 3

Win t e r 20 1 9 – 2 0 2 0

What’s Inside . . .
The Reading Brain

4

UDL and Literacy

8

What Parents Know

10

Teaching Reading

12

Ideas Behind the Framework 14

u

Dyslexia Screening App

15

Dyslexia Guidelines

17

ELD Guidelines

18

Every Child a Reader

20

CALI Reads

24

National Literacy Centers

25

Open Access Project

27

Literacy for Deaf Children

29

REACH Each: Update

30

Teaching Teachers

32

PAGE 1

TH E E D G E : L I T E R A C Y

WI N T E R 2 0 1 9 – 2 0 2 0

t

Kristin Wright:
Director, Special Education Division, California Department of Education
Stacey Wedin: CDE Liaison and Editorial Consultant
Noelia Hernández: CDE Contract Monitor
Kristin Brooks: SIP Project Manager
Kevin Schaefer: SIP Project Manager
Mary Cichy Grady: Editor
Patricia McKowen: Editorial Assistant
Timothy Nash: Editorial Assistant
Janet Mandelstam:
Staff Writer and Copyeditor
Geri West: Content Consultant
Nancy Brynelson: Contributor
Jennifer Rickard: Contributor
Maryanne Wolf: Contributor
The EDge is published three times each year by the Supporting Inclusive Practices (SIP) Project.
Funding is provided by the California Department of Education (CDE), Special Education
Division, through contract number CN077046. Contents of this document do not necessarily
reflect the views or policies of the SIP Project or the CDE, nor does mention of trade names,
commercial products, or organizations imply endorsement. Circulation: 51,000. The information
in this issue is in the public domain unless otherwise indicated. Readers are encouraged to copy
and share but to credit the SIP Project and the CDE. To request an e-subscription, please email
join-edge-newsletter@mlist.cde.ca.gov. To unsubscribe, please email
unsubscribe-edge-newsletter@mlist.cde.ca.gov. Please direct questions and requests for print
subscriptions and hard copies of back issues to
EdgeNewsletter@cde.ca.gov

u

PAGE 2

TH E E D G E : L I T E R A C Y

WI N T E R 2 0 1 9 – 2 0 2 0

t

Overview
Almost 40 percent of students with disabilities in California have learning disabilities, and most of
those students struggle to read. Few would argue the importance of reading and literacy in finding
success in school, career, and community and civic engagement. This issue of The EDge begins
with that premise—and then explores current research, new thinking, state initiatives, policies, and
practices that promote literacy for all.
Scholar, teacher, and literacy advocate Maryanne Wolfe opens the newsletter (page 4) by explaining
how the fact that we can read at all is a miracle of human evolution and development, and how the
ability to read enriches our lives and expands our very humanity. Speech and language pathologist
Jennifer Rickard advances the topic (page 16) with a description of how the brain and social
interactions work together from birth in the development of language and literacy in a child. The story
on page 22 explores further the importance of language exposure for all children, including Deaf
children.
Parents themselves weigh in on page 7, sharing stories of the struggles and successes they have
experienced when their children had difficulty learning to read, and how focusing on a child’s strength
and establishing high expectations can create paths to reading success and bright futures for every
child.
California has demonstrated its commitment to helping create those futures through its
comprehensive curriculum framework (page 9), which was designed to guide educators in providing
effective instruction. Teacher training programs and the California Commission on Teacher
Credentialing have also strengthened their focus on reading (page 25) so that every new teacher will
enter the classroom well prepared to teach every student. And a number of national literacy centers
are serving to strengthen and augment California’s resources—and the instructional repertoires of
experienced teachers and school administrators—by serving as repositories of research-proven
approaches to teaching reading and to creating schools where reading is valued at every level (page
19). The story about Universal Design for Learning (page 6) gives practical advice about how to create
a classroom where all children benefit from this wealth of instructional practices.
The state is doing even more: The California Dyslexia Guidelines (page 11) offers comprehensive
information to educators and parents about how best to support children who have dyslexia. The
recently published California Practitioners’ Guide for Educating English Learners with Disabilities
was designed to strengthen supports for English language learners who also have disabilities (page
14). The state’s Open Access Project (page 21), part of California’s System of Support, is providing
training across the state on how to make instruction in every classroom accessible to every child,
regardless of disability.
California’s commitment to literacy is further reflected in the state’s investment in the UCSF Dyslexia
Center (page 12) with its innovative technology designed to ensure that every child receives the
earliest possible reading interventions and supports. Then there is CALI Reads (page 20, a project
designed to help older struggling readers; and the Reach EACH project (page 24), which is bringing
innovative curricular enhancements to teaching reading to all students, not just the gifted and talented.
In total, this issue of The EDge makes clear the view of California’s educational leaders and
policymakers: reading as more than just another skill; it is an essential aspect of success in school
and of successful entry into adult life for all students, particularly for students with disabilities. t
u
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The Reading Brain
By Dr. Maryanne Wolf, director of the Center for Dyslexia, Diverse Learners, and Social Justice
at the UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information Studies, and author of Reader Come
Home: The Reading Brain in a Digital World and Proust and the Squid
The human brain was not designed to read. Rather, the invention of reading required the semimiraculous capacity of the brain to form new circuits from already existing processes. Those older
(more basic) processes—the ones that make up vision, hearing, language, cognition, and emotional
systems—have to be connected in new ways to build a circuit for reading. The smooth development
of each component part is necessary for the whole circuit to achieve sufficient speed to become
automatic.
To teach all our children to read fluently—with both understanding and a love for reading—our
teaching methods need to incorporate knowledge about each of these processes and how they work
together to create one of humanity’s greatest achievements: a reading brain.
How this ever happened is its own remarkable story. It begins with the fact that certain neurons in the
brain were originally designed to recognize objects, faces, and visual patterns—like a cup or animal
tracks. In order for a person to read, these same neurons become repurposed to also recognize the
fine features of letters or the larger units of re-occurring letter patterns. What French neuroscientist
Stanislas Dehaene calls “neuronal recycling” requires a great deal of time and multiple exposures—
and some children need more than others, particularly struggling readers and children with dyslexia.
The more exposure to the specific visual features of letters, the faster these features become activated
and the faster they are connected to the rest of the circuit. This same principle applies to the auditory
aspects of language, such as the ability to perceive and process phonemes (individual sounds) and
the larger combinations of sounds that make up words.
Putting it all together—connecting letters with their sounds, connecting these within larger units like
morphemes (small units of meaning in a language, such as “non” or “ex”) and words, connecting words
with meanings and grammatical functions and sentential contexts—requires a great deal of explicit
teaching and learning if all children are going to learn to read. Any weakness within these connections
can be a challenge to some young readers. Happily, the more young readers know about words before
they learn to read, the faster this knowledge becomes activated, the faster the circuit develops, and the
more fluent the reader becomes.
The decoding process—from recognizing visual shapes to understanding the multiple meanings—
needs to occur in less than one-half second, so that a child’s own background knowledge, feelings,
and deep reading skills (e.g., reasoning and critical thinking) can gradually become part of the more
elaborated, expert reading circuit. This more elaborated circuit is the basis for increasing children’s
comprehension of text and their ability to think in ever more analytical and even empathic ways. It is
one of the most exciting leaps the brain ever makes in childhood, and it becomes the foundation for all
manner of later learning and thinking.
The challenge for schools is to help all young readers create this evolving circuit for reading while
the component processes (vision, phoneme awareness, language, affect, and cognition) are still
developing. Even more challenging for teachers is the fact that children differ dramatically in how
u
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their brains develop, depending on their language environment and on how each of the component
processes in the reading circuit develops. Some children come from linguistically rich environments
and are exposed regularly to the sounds and letters of their particular language, and to words and
stories. The adults in these children’s lives talk with them, sing to them, and read books to them daily.
Other children come from impoverished linguistic backgrounds, where there is little talking or verbal
interaction and less reading. Still other children are just “differently wired,” and comprise our many
neurodiverse learners. For example, some children with dyslexia have a different organization for
language; some have very different speeds of processing the various parts of the circuit.
Whatever the situation, exposure to language in all its forms from the very earliest age is critical for
the development of the ability to read. In addition, unlike oral language (which has its own genetic
program that aids its development), reading emerges from making new connections among multiple
component parts that are all powerfully influenced by the oral and written language environment of the
child.
Thus reading is the consummate reflection of the brain’s design principles, which allow new circuits
to emerge by connecting previously unconnected parts. To teach reading well, we must address and
support the development of all the parts of that new circuitry. This means teaching all the processes
involved, and neglecting none of them.
Many teachers were taught to emphasize only some of those processes (like either meaning-based
processes or phoneme awareness and letter-sound correspondence rules) and ignore others. The
reading brain needs all its component parts addressed along with the newly formed connections
among them. There should never have been a split in our reading methods between different
emphases, as there has been in the past decades.
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The quality of present efforts to teach the whole reading brain will profoundly influence the future of
many children.
Within that context, according to the National Assessment of Educational Progress, two-thirds
of fourth-grade children in this country do not read at a “proficient” level (that is, fluently and with
adequate comprehension). Only one-third can read at grade level, and close to half of AfricanAmerican and Latino children do not read at a “basic” reading level in fourth grade. If children do not
receive effective instruction and do not have strong reading skills by fourth grade, they fail to gain
content knowledge in such subjects as history, mathematics, or science. As a result, they are four
times more likely to leave school without a regular diploma, compared to proficient readers. After they
leave school, they invariably join the ranks of those who “are paid less, are more often out of work, are
less likely to vote, are less informed about civic affairs, are less able to meet the health-care needs of
their families, and are more likely to have trouble with the law or to become ensnared in other socially
harmful activities” (National Institute for Literacy., 2008). These facts represent real people who, as
children, had the capacity to be successful—but they never reached their potential because their early
learning needs were not understood.
Current research in neuroscience on the reading brain and neurodiverse learners points to the
need for a fresh perspective on reading instruction. As a result, educators, researchers, and leaders
across the state are working together to understand and propel this work in careful applications in the
classrooms and in teacher preparation and professional development.
In June 2019, California established the UC/CSU California Collaborative for Neurodiversity and
Learning, a new initiative focused on using brain research to develop approaches to better support
children with learning differences. The goal of the collaborative is to bring together the state’s leading
K–12 educators and brain researchers to:
• Strengthen educational support and develop new teaching methods for children with diverse
learning needs
• Create a framework for embedding this knowledge into the teacher education programs at the UC
and CSU systems
• Work with school districts to design better support systems for neurodiverse learners
• Perform beta testing of UCSF Dyslexia Center’s screening app for the identification of dyslexia
• Include graduate students at UCLA and CSU in this work as we look toward preparing nextgeneration leaders and innovators in this new and emerging field of brain research and education
• Create professional development modules for current teachers based on practices that are proven
successful
During the past century, California has called on its university systems to address some of the most
critical issues facing society. In many cases, however, experts at the various campuses worked on
projects that were similar in focus but unconnected. This new initiative will create the infrastructure for
experts across systems and campuses to collaborate in strategic ways to help ensure school success
for our young people with dyslexia and other reading and learning challenges. Whatever we learn from
research and practice with children with dyslexia helps every child.
As co-principal investigator within UCLA for the collaborative, I will work with Dr. Marquita GrenotScheyer, assistant vice chancellor for the CSU Chancellor’s Office, along with Dr. Jody Priselac,
associate dean of community programs for the UCLA Graduate School of Education and Information
u
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Studies; and Dr. Michael E. Spagna, provost at CSU Dominguez Hills. Our efforts have just begun
and give us all new reason for hope for the many children who have been undiagnosed and then
disenfranchised within our schools.
The quality of reading instruction is one of the most important issues facing the state of California
because the ability to read plays a critical role in the development of all our children across their life
span. The data bear this out, and indeed my life experience does as well. From childhood through
all the days of adulthood to this moment, my life has been formed, challenged, expanded, elevated,
and in the deepest sense
transformed by what I have
read. The question for me as a
scholar of reading and a selfappointed “farmer of children” is
whether the next generation will
sufficiently experience the same
life-transforming influence. Our
hope in the new collaborative is
that our work together will propel
the way for the next generation
to reach its full potential. Let us
all begin. t
Notes
To learn more about Stanislas
Dehaene, hear him speak in
The Brain Prize Presents,
at https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=wlYZBi_07vk
For strategies to create rich
linguistic environments for
infants and toddlers, see First
5 California, at http://www.
first5california.com, especially
“Talk, Read, Sing.”
Reference
National Institute for Literacy.
(2008). Developing early
literacy: Report of the
National Early Literacy
Panel. Retrieved from https://
lincs.ed.gov/publications/pdf/
NELPReport09.pdf
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UDL and Literacy: A Natural Fit
Universal Design for Learning “is like a buffet,” says Katie Novak. And when it is served in a
classroom, UDL offers students with diverse learning styles a multiplicity of choices to access the
curriculum, engage with the material, and demonstrate what they know. “UDL offers a flexible, more
personal education,” says Novak, an education consultant and author of several books on UDL.
“We know that students are variable,” she says. “All will face barriers that affect their learning.”
Barriers may be physical, cognitive, intellectual, or emotional. Some students may not speak
English; others may need visual or auditory support. “UDL,” Novak says, “is a way to address that
variability.”
So how does it look in an actual classroom during a reading lesson?
“As a teacher, I’m clear on standards and goals,” says Tara Trainor, a consultant who works with
Novak and is a former teacher. “I want all my students to get grade-level standards, but you don’t
have to read at grade level to participate in a grade-level lesson.” She uses a hypothetical thirdgrade class to show the three guiding principles of UDL in action. In each scenario, the goals of the
lesson are firm, and the means of accessing the lesson are flexible:
Multiple means of engagement
Tap into learners’ interests, offer appropriate challenges, and increase motivation: “Looking
at the standard of using text explicitly to ask and answer questions, for example, you can introduce
the idea of ‘teacher-student.’” Two children, each with a copy of the text and a highlighter, read one
paragraph at a time and alternate asking and answering a question based on a key detail in the
text, highlighting their work. “The students get excited to see that they have both highlighted the
same detail, allowing for a big boost of self-confidence. But this may not engage all learners, so an
additional option would be to work alone.”
Multiple means of representation
Give learners various ways of acquiring information and knowledge: “If I am teaching how
to use verbs in the present, past, and future tenses, I need to remember that not every child will
understand if they only hear me talk. I want to show them a visual representation; I want to show
a short video explaining verbs; I want to have an interactive practice where kids can hold up their
answers. And I’ll read a fun book with all the verbs written in a different color and larger font. I just
want to represent the information in as many ways as possible.”
Multiple means of expression
Provide learners alternatives for demonstrating what they know: “When responding to the
text, students could speak their answer, write it on a sticky note and put it on a ‘jot lot,’ or draw a
picture and label it. Or some may enter their answer on a blank piece of paper. I’d ask students to
show all that they know about the standard in a way that makes sense to them. They like to be able
to choose the format for showing what they’ve learned.”
The same principles apply in a secondary classroom, says Novak, a former middle school English
u
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teacher. “The traditional way is to give every student the same book, and that’s a very restrictive
classroom. You could have an audio version, an e-book, or act out [the content or story of the book]
in a group. If I’m asking kids to struggle with a book I think is valuable, let them choose how to read
it. They are the experts at how they learn.”
In having the autonomy to choose how to learn, Trainor says, “students are also getting to learn
about themselves,” building self-confidence and practicing self-regulation.
For teachers, UDL “is a mindset,” says Trainor. “Many teachers say they’ve heard of it, but they
don’t have a deep understanding. At first it seems like extra work for teachers, and some will need
to make changes.” As California moves toward full inclusion classrooms, increased collaboration
between general educators, “who are often less familiar with UDL,” and special educators “is
helping more teachers explore UDL,” she says. Colleges and universities are including UDL in their
teacher preparation programs as well.
Research shows its value. “In UDL-infused classrooms, literacy experiences become multisensory
and meaningful for young learners, thereby increasing their motivation and ultimate reading
comprehension” (Brand, & Dalton, 2012).
Trainor agrees. “Giving these learning opportunities to students makes them eager readers
and learners. Students want to do well in school. They want to learn new things and feel proud.
Teachers who develop a UDL mindset provide a great space for students to grow and learn.” t
Reference
Brand, S. T., & Dalton, E. M. (2012). Universal Design for Learning: Cognitive theory into practice for
facilitating comprehension in early literacy. Forum on Public Policy Online, 2012(1). Retrieved from
https://files.eric.ed.gov/fulltext/EJ979433.pdf
Note
Learn more about using jot lots to teach reading on “The Ins and Outs of Using a Jot Lot,” by Tara
Barnett and Kate Mills, at https://choiceliteracy.com/article/the-ins-and-outs-of-using-a-jot-lot/

u

PAGE 9

TH E E D G E : L I T E R A C Y

WI N T E R 2 0 1 9 – 2 0 2 0

t

What Parents Know
Parents already know how important reading is and how it will improve their kids’ lives,” says
Christina Share. What she thinks some parents of struggling readers may not know, however, is
that teaching their child to read “is extremely possible.” Their children just “need protection from low
expectations.” Her next piece of advice: “If the approach you’re using is not working, try something
else.” Share knows these things from experience.
Her nine-year-old daughter Zoe has William Syndrome. Zoe’s speech and language are very
delayed, as is “her spontaneous communication,” says Share. “Her [school] progress is not typical,
and so far her IQ is not measurable.”
When Zoe’s kindergarten teachers questioned whether she would ever be able to read, Share
knew that “the vast majority of children with William Syndrome do read. But they need intensive
systemic phonics instruction, just like students with dyslexia.”
She did some research and found a study about “teaching reading to children with IQs from 40 to
80. That’s probably Zoe’s range. And in that study they got every single kid to read.”
Share was not on a crusade to prove her daughter’s teachers wrong. And she doesn’t pretend
teaching Zoe to read has been easy. “Zoe has many challenges. To teach someone to read when
they have very delayed speech and motor skills is extra challenging. But it’s definitely possible.”
Share was willing to do her part. Zoe found some success with a structured reading program, but
it was too expensive to maintain. So her mother took a class at her local public library on how to be
a reading tutor.
After months of dedicated work, Zoe is now reading “books that are toward the end of first grade
[level]. It’s amazing. She’s sounding out words, like ‘cat’ and ‘hat.’” In addition, the majority of the
words Zoe uses now when she speaks “were in her reading program.”
While learning to read is expanding Zoe’s vocabulary and speech, for her mother there’s more.
Share knows that being literate and able to communicate—“that ability to share thoughts and
desires and preferences and ideas—will enrich Zoe’s life. Zoe is able to write sentences and
read signs now. Even the most rudimentary reading means that you can make a list, ride public
transportation, and go to the grocery store.”
When Zoe becomes an adult, her mother suspects that “she may always need some supported
employment. But I want her to work, to be able to go places she wants to go. And make the choices
she wants to make.” Now that Zoe is starting to read, these things are becoming more possible.
Megan Potente and Martha Brooder also have children who struggled to read. But rather than
developmental delays, their children have dyslexia. Potente is a teacher; Brooder considers herself
“just an emotional mom.” Both women have become justly proud of the school progress their
children have made—and the personal transformations they’ve witnessed in the process.
Potente’s son is now entering fifth grade and she describes him as “an engaged student. He still
struggles with writing, but becoming a reader has made him feel confident. He now has agency as
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an individual. Because he can read, he can access the rest of the curriculum.” He has developed
“self-esteem and feelings of worth.” This is not the way she would have described him just a few
years ago. Before he attended a school that specializes in teaching children with dyslexia, her son
was convinced that school was not where he belonged.
Potente credits the “intensive, structured literacy instruction” that he eventually received for
dramatically changing the trajectory of his life.
Potente’s advice to other parents? Don’t wait to express your concerns. “Parents need to ask
the hard questions about their child’s progress. Early intervention is key. The older they are, the
more difficult it is for them to catch up.” She counsels parents not to “ignore the warning signs in
your child—in kindergarten or first grade, if they really don’t want to read, if they don’t want to go
to school, if you’re not seeing them looking at the words and sounding them out, if they’re having a
difficult time learning sight words”—these are all issues that should be discussed with a teacher or
specialist.
Being in a school with teachers who knew how to work with children with dyslexia also helped
Brooder’s daughter. While she still struggles with reading and prefers audio books to written texts,
she recently “pushed herself into AP history,” says Brooder, “and she got an ‘A’ in the class.” With the
help of her teachers and fellow students, “She understands her strengths now, and knows how to
advocate for what she needs.”
Brooder’s daughter is using her newly developed confidence to apply for college. She tells
entrance counselors about her disability and the accommodations she will need in order to succeed
(“I can’t believe she can do that,” Brooder says. “I would have sooner crawled under a rock!”). In
college she wants to study the business of fashion and is already designing a line of “upcycled”
clothing—garments that are being worn by models in fashion shows in San Francisco. “I definitely
think she would be a totally different kid,” says Brooder, if she hadn’t learned how to focus on her
strengths.
Brooder’s advice to other parents? “Dyslexia is a matter of neuro-wiring. It’s not a disease to be
cured.” She encourages parents
to support their children from a
strengths-based perspective.
She also asks teachers to “have
some compassion for parents.
We have to do whatever we can
to help our kids.”
Both Potente and Brooder urge
parents of struggling readers “to
find other parents to help them
along, to guide them.” They find
their support through Decoding
Dyslexia CA. To learn more, go to
https://decodingdyslexiaca.org. t
u
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Teaching Reading in California
The goals for what students should know and be able to do are outlined in a state’s content
standards. California’s content standards for literacy can be found in California Common Core State
Standards: English Language Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical
Subjects. These standards address literacy’s core elements—reading, writing, listening, and
speaking—and the importance of students engaging in them across the curriculum.
The specifics of how students are then taught those standards—the roadmap for curriculum
and instruction—are found in the state’s framework: English Language Arts/English Language
Development Framework for California Public Schools (ELA/ELD Framework). This document
guides teachers and school administrators in how to implement the standards by identifying
strategies and approaches for teaching children, for supporting their learning, and for monitoring
their progress in the English language arts. The framework also offers numerous examples of
how these strategies and practices look when used at different grade levels—from transitional
kindergarten through twelfth grade—and for different groups of students, including students with
disabilities. Importantly, the document highlights the research that confirms the efficacy of the
approaches it recommends.
Elements of the Framework
The ELA/ELD Framework is organized around five interrelated elements that complement the
state’s standards: foundational skills, language development, meaning making, effective expression,
and content knowledge. That first element—foundational skills—historically has received a
great deal more attention in the popular media than the other four. In great part, because of its
fundamental place in the process of learning to read. If a student doesn’t master these skills, the
others often fail to fully develop as well.
Foundational skills include print concepts, phonological awareness, phonics and word recognition,
and fluency. These are the skills that make it possible to translate the arbitrary shapes of letters into
words and meaning and that students must master if they are going to crack “the code” of reading
and writing. There is no question that these skills are critical, and the framework gives them their
rightful place in the process
The framework also makes clear that foundational skills are only the beginning; that a child must
learn every one of the other elements of literacy if he or she is going to advance beyond sounding
out words on a page; and that growth in each area is strengthened when all elements are taught
concurrently.
The framework envisions for each student “the ability to read, write, and communicate with
competence and confidence in English across a range of personal and academic contexts.” The
consequences are critical not just to school but to life outcomes, as these abilities give students
“opportunities for career and college success” and make possible “full and wise participation in
a democratic society and global economy.” Being literate, according to the framework, “widens
perspectives, illuminates the human experience, and deepens understandings of self and others.”
u
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Success for All Students
In support of its high standards of literacy for all of California’s students, the framework
incorporates throughout a commitment to equity, a commitment inherent in the document’s very
design. Adopted by the State Board of Education in 2014, the ELA/ELD Framework actually
provides guidance on two sets of state standards—those for English Language Arts/Literacy in
all content areas and the English Language Development (ELD) standards for students who are
learning English. The intent is to ensure that all students in California have full access to “highquality curricula as they simultaneously maintain steady progress toward developing advanced
levels of English.”
Chapter 9 of the document specifically addresses principles of equity and access for all students.
These same principles are then woven throughout the document as it highlights, for example,
the importance of differentiated instruction to ensure that every child can access and benefit from
rigorous subject matter content. The tenets of Universal Design for Learning (UDL) and guidelines
for applying those tenets in every kind of classroom are also explained and described.
The Importance of Community
Reading is not a skill that children learn “naturally” (see stories in this issue on pages 1 and 10).
While some learn it relatively easily, many struggle. The ELA/ELD Framework was written with
a commitment to serving each student appropriately and well. But while the framework provides
teachers with 1,073 pages of strategies and approaches, the document’s authors make clear their
belief that children learn best when the effort to teach them is collective. Specifically, when wellprepared teachers are given quality professional development throughout their careers, when they
are supported by their leaders and colleagues, and when everyone in the school community shares
a commitment to the importance of literacy for every student.
The student is the second and even more important element in this collective. Individual student
traits account “for about 50 percent of the variance of achievement,” according to John Hattie,
whose seminal research on instructional effectiveness has influenced the field for nearly two
decades (Hattie, 2003). Parents and family members, as their child’s first and most important
teachers, also exert a powerful influence on their children’s school success. As such, the framework
is an invaluable guide for anyone and everyone who cares about the future of California’s children
and their ability to read. t
Resources
Find California Common Core State Standards: English Language Arts and Literacy in History/
Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects at https://www.cde.ca.gov/be/st/ss/documents/
finalelaccssstandards.pdf
Find English Language Arts/English Language Development Framework for California Public
Schools at https://www.cde.ca.gov/ci/rl/cf/elaeldfrmwrksbeadopted.asp
For examples of the attention that foundational reading skills have received in the popular press, see
See, for example, “The Straw Man in the New Round of Reading Wars” in The Washington Post.
Retrieved from https://www.washingtonpost.com/education/2018/09/25/straw-man-new-round-reading-
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wars/ and Wexler, Natalie. 2018, April. “Why American Students Haven’t Gotten Better at Reading
in 20 Years.” The Atlantic. Retrieved from https://www.theatlantic.com/education/archive/2018/04/american-students-reading/557915/
Reference
Hattie, J. (2003, October). Teachers make a difference: What is the research evidence? Paper presented
at the Building Teacher Quality: What does the research tell us ACER Research Conference,
Melbourne, Australia. Retrieved from http://research.acer.edu.au/research_conference_2003/4/

Ideas That Shaped the Framework
As one of the authors of the ELA/ELD Framework, Nancy Brynelson is not surprisingly
a strong advocate for teaching all elements of reading “within the context of the
broader general curriculum.” This kind of instruction should include “science, health,
history, social studies, art, physical education, mathematics, and so forth,” says
Brynelson. “We need to surround all of our children with a rich and stimulating
environment across all subjects, particularly in reading and writing, speaking and
listening, because one needs to apply all of the skills of reading to the knowledge
that one is gaining.”
Brynelson also advocates for the use of formative assessments to differentiate
instruction for each child as he or she is learning to read. “It’s really a process,”
she says, “of evaluating what students are doing in the moment and determining
if they are meeting the criteria for success on the particular learning target, whatever that
target might be—acquiring vocabulary, developing background knowledge on a particular
topic, developing phonological awareness. There is a need for teachers to observe and
evaluate continuously.”
Brynelson makes a compelling case for the importance of these assessments. “Strong
readers will need much less practice with certain concepts than those who are having
difficulty. The point is to teach students what they need to learn and not what they already
know—to discern when particular children or activities warrant more or less attention.”
As Brynelson and her colleagues write, “Children enter school and each grade level
with different skills and knowledge, and progress at different rates. . . . instruction must
be differentiated so that children are neither bored nor left behind” (Yopp, Spycher, &
Brynelson, 2016).
Note
Yopp, H. K., Spycher, P., & Brynelson, N. (2016). California’s vision of ELA/ELD instruction.
The California Reader, 49(3), 8–20, 13.
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Screening for Dyslexia: There’s an App for That!
By some estimates, nearly 20 percent of all school-aged children have dyslexia. There is nothing
cognitively wrong with these students. In fact, they often have large vocabularies and aboveaverage intelligence. And even though dyslexia typically makes it difficult for them to learn to
read, most of them can become fluent readers—but often only with specialized teaching methods.
Importantly, reading success for any of these children is most possible with early intervention—
ideally before a child even enters kindergarten.
Yet currently available evaluations for dyslexia typically are administered only after children are
well into grade school, and only after they show pronounced signs of reading failure. At that point,
many of these students have already become frustrated readers. Complicating the pattern, accurate
evaluations for dyslexia are expensive (as much as $5,000), and the assessment process requires
specialists who are not readily available in every area. As a result, too many students are diagnosed
only after they’ve fallen far behind their classmates in both reading and subject-matter content—
which they can’t access because they can’t read.
Students from low-income households are particularly at risk, with more than 80 percent failing
to become proficient readers, which then sets them up for school failure (The Annie E. Casey
Foundation, 2010). These students also typically have limited access to quality reading programs or
specialized interventions (Snow, Burns & Griffin, 2015).
The effects then snowball. Because having dyslexia or other reading or learning differences makes
it difficult for these students to succeed in school, they are more likely to drop out. They also show
increased rates of depression and at-risk behaviors; and many end up living in poverty as adults
(The National Center for Learning Disabilities, 2018).
Thanks to Steve Carnevale, this pattern should change.
Carnevale is the founder of the Dyslexia Center at the University of California-San Francisco and
the co-chair of the center’s advisory board. Dyslexia is personal for him.
“When my son was diagnosed in kindergarten,” he says, “there was no hard neuroscience work
being done” about dyslexia. But Carnevale wanted to know the neuroscience: What part of the brain
is involved? And how exactly does that involvement affect a person’s ability to process language?
Not one to stand around and hope for someone else to do something, Carnevale went out and
raised $30 million dollars in private money to fund the center in 2010.
UCSF in Carnevale’s mind was the right place. The school’s Dr. Bruce Miller was already working
on the underlying mechanisms of neurocognitive disorders and the relationship between the brain
and behavior. Miller, the founder of the UCSF Memory and Aging Center, was at the same time
studying dyslexia as a “cognitive style associated with challenges and strengths, and as such . . .
not something to be cured” (UCSF Dyslexia Center, 2019).
With the money Carnevale brought to the school, UCSF was able to bring together biological
researchers and neuroscientists to use advanced imaging technology to pinpoint where exactly
in the brain dyslexia originates. The center has since discovered that there are six different
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phenotypes—brain structures and categories—of dyslexia. These types “caused these kids to
learn things differently from typically developing kids and require specific strategies for working
with their strengths and weaknesses,” says Carnevale. Even under the single disability umbrella
of dyslexia, “one size does not fit all.”
With early intervention being the key to school success for children with dyslexia, scientists
from the Dyslexia Center, MIT, and the University of Connecticut have been partnering for the
past five years to develop an app that screens children as young as three for early signs. The
app—AppRISE: Application for Readiness In Schools and learning Evaluation—measures the
skills children need in order to learn to read, and then predicts potential reading problems.
This prediction will make it possible for parents and teachers to provide the earliest possible
interventions and to know how to target those interventions to work with, circumvent, and
ameliorate a child’s dyslexia—well before the child even enters kindergarten.
Carnevale describes the app as “gamified,” which means it uses images and games to evaluate
the child who is “playing” the app. Not just child friendly, the app is also designed so that any
adult—teacher, pediatrician, or parent, for example—can use it with an individual child or a
small group of children and receive an accurate evaluation of whether or not a child is at risk for
developing dyslexia or other learning challenge.
Governor Gavin Newsom, who has dyslexia himself, has granted $3.5 million of state money to
conduct pilot testing for the app. After that testing, the center’s plan is to share its research and
the app “across the country and with the rest of the world,” says Newsom. He predicts a “huge
economic, social, and ethical benefit that profoundly impacts all of us” (UCSF, 2019).
Carnevale is convinced that in 10 years technology will be a “game changer” in the world of
education, not just through the diagnosis of dyslexia and other learning disabilities, but in the form
of readily available tools for predicting behavioral health and providing interventions for reading,
social-emotional health, and more. For now, many feel that early intervention for dyslexia is game
changer enough.
To learn more about the dyslexia screener, go to https://dyslexia.ucsf.edu/content/iscreenerpreschoolers-kindergartners. t
References
The Annie E. Casey Foundation. (2010). Early warning! Why reading by the end of third grade
matters, p.1. Retrieved from https://ed.psu.edu/goodling-institute/policy/special-report-executivesummary
The National Center for Learning Disabilities. (2018). The state of LD: Social, emotional and behavioral
challenges. Retrieved from https://www.ncld.org/research/state-of-learning-disabilities/socialemotional-and-behavioral-challenges
Snow, C., Burns, S. & Griffin, P. (2015). Socioeconomics and reading difficulties. Retrieved from
https://www.readingrockets.org/article/socioeconomics-and-reading-difficulties
UCSF Dyslexia Center. (2019). Adults and aging. https://dyslexia.ucsf.edu/content/adults-and-aging
UCSF. (2019). UCSF Dyslexia Center overview & Gavin Newsom. Retrieved from https://dyslexia.ucsf.
edu
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California Dyslexia Guidelines: Purpose and Value
Reading is fundamental to school success. Yet more than one million California students
show signs of dyslexia, a neurologically based learning disorder that makes it difficult for
them to match letters with the sounds those letters represent—and thus to read.
In response, the state passed in 2015 Assembly Bill 1369, which required the
Superintendent of Public Instruction to develop program guidelines “to be used to assist
regular education teachers, special education teachers, and parents to identify and assess
pupils with dyslexia, and to plan, provide, evaluate, and improve educational services to
pupils with dyslexia” (California Department of Education, 2019).l With this bill’s passage,
the California Department of Education, Special Education Division, convened a work
group of experts and invested stakeholders who collaborated for nearly two years and
published in 2017 the California Dyslexia Guidelines.
While these guidelines were developed through the Special Education Division, they
were designed explicitly for general educators. The preponderance of research has for
decades shown that effective first instruction in reading can “catch children before they
fail” (Torgeson, 1998) and even preempt the need for special education assessment for a
learning disability. And when specifically targeted, sufficiently intense reading interventions
are provided at the earliest signs of a reading problem, children with dyslexia can go on to
become proficient, confident readers.
The guidelines address a wide range of critical topics: the definition of dyslexia and
its basis in neurobiology, characteristics by age, social-emotional factors, information
on screening and assessment, elements of effective intervention, and more. The value
of these guidelines, however, extends well beyond the world of dyslexia and learning
disability. The scientific and research-based strategies for teaching reading that the
guidelines delineate—strategies that are direct, explicit, structured, and sequential—are
proven strategies that can work for all students.
There is no state or federal mandate for using the guidelines. But they do feature what
works.
Find the guidelines at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ac/documents/cadyslexiaguidelines.
pdf. t
References
California Department of Education. (2019). Dyslexia guidelines work group. Retrieved from
https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ac/dyslexia.asp
Torgeson, J. (1998). Catch them before they fall. American Educator, Spring/Fall. Retrieved
from https://www.aft.org/sites/default/files periodicals/torgesen.pdf
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Guidelines for English Learners With Disabilities
Nearly 20 percent of all of California’s students are classified as English learners. This amounts to
more than one million students, and many of them are struggling in school.
When students struggle, their parents and teachers also struggle. Are these students just going
through the normal challenges of learning a new language? Or do they have a disability? Or is it both?
Identifying the source of a student’s struggle and knowing what to do about it is not easy. And
students can be misidentified as a result. California’s school data reflect the challenge. Of the state’s
total student population of 6.1 million, approximately 12.8 percent are identified as having a disability
and receive special education services. Of those students with disabilities, 27.6 percent are also
English learners. The California Practitioners’ Guide for Educating English Learners with Disabilities
was designed to address this convergence.
Audience
English learner specialists, special education and general education specialists, and stakeholders
from across the state incorporated best practices and field experience in developing the guide for
educators, school and district administrators, school psychologists, speech-language pathologists,
resource specialists, and any other service provider who works with students who are learning English.
For these school personnel, the guide provides uniform information and strategies for “identifying,
assessing, supporting, and reclassifying English learners who may qualify for special education
services, and pupils with disabilities who may be classified as English learners” (CDE, 2019); and
for developing and implementing effective policies and practices that support English learners with
disabilities. Though not written specifically for parents, the guide offers information about how parents
can get help understanding procedural safeguards related to their child’s rights, effective ways to
participate in their child’s individualized education program (IEP), and approaches to collaborating with
educators in the best interest of their child.
Content
The governing themes of the guide include the core value of quality first instruction for all students
and the critical importance of pre-referral interventions. The document also fully explores how referral
processes, assessments, early intervention, home-school collaboration, and accommodations (both
in the classroom and with assessments) are important factors for ensuring that those students who
are learning English and those who may be dual-language learners with disabilities are accurately
classified and receive the most effective instruction possible. The guide includes strategies for
examining pre-referral data, distinguishing between language acquisition and disability, writing
linguistically appropriate IEP goals, selecting the correct accommodations for assessment, and more.
The content of the guide is enhanced by easy-to-use flow charts, FAQs, scenarios, and other userfriendly features, making it a “one-stop shop,” says Dr. Veronica Aguila, director of the English
Learner Support Division at the California Department of Education. She says the authors of the
guide also set out to dispel commonly held misconceptions, such as the belief that a student with a
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disability who is also an English learner cannot be instructed in a dual-language program.
According to Aguila, the guide was not designed to be read cover to cover but rather to be used as a
daily resource for anyone working with English learners who may have a disability.
New Direction
The state has recently refined and strengthened its policy for teaching English learners, emphasizing
the importance of developing rigorous content knowledge alongside language skills in ways that are
culturally responsive and that embrace linguistic diversity as an asset. The guide reflects this approach,
while also being aligned with California’s commitment to creating one unified and coherent system
of education. This unified vision is reflected in the guide’s focus on a Multitiered System of Support
(MTSS) as an integrated framework to address academic, behavioral, and social-emotional learning.
By configuring its strategies within a tiered approach for determining services and supports for
English learners, the guide confirms MTSS as an effective framework for meeting the pre-referral and
instructional needs of all English learners.
Most students who are classified as English learners eventually are reclassified as English proficient
and no longer in need of English learner instruction or support. Some students with disabilities—
particularly those with certain types of learning, speech/language, behavioral, or emotional
disabilities—also can exit the roster of special education services, especially when appropriate and
intensive early intervention services are provided. The guide was written from a presumption of student
competence and a belief in the inevitability of student growth.
The English Learner Support Division has requested additional funding from the state to implement
the professional development plan that the state legislature requested. In the meantime, the division
is collaborating with SELPAs to disseminate the document and to encourage its use. Dr. Aguila and
Special Education Division Director Kristin Wright are presenting at state conferences and events
about the importance of the guide, and they’re designing professional development materials to post
on CDE’s website. Additionally, the Imperial County SELPA is the SELPA Content Lead for students
with disabilities and English language learners in California’s System of Support. This SELPA Lead is
assisting and supporting the CDE to implement the statewide professional development plan for the
guide and will provide workshops that focus on specific chapters to support local education agencies in
serving this population.
Eighteen months in development, the guide is the most comprehensive document of its kind to
come out of the CDE in 30 years. Find the guide at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ac/documents/
ab2785guide.pdf. t
Note
See also the The California English Learner Roadmap: Strengthening Comprehensive Educational
Policies, Programs, and Practices for English Learners, at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/el/rm/
Reference
CDE (2019). California Practitioners’ Guide for Educating English Learners with Disabilities, p. 1.
Retrieved from https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/se/ac/documents/ab2785guide.pdf
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Every Child a Reader: Why and How
By Jennifer Rickard, Speech-Language Pathologist and
SELPA Program Specialist, Tuolumne County
Levi just turned 8 and started the third grade. Blast Beyoncé and he owns the dance floor. Show
him a picture of an elephant herd and he will give each elephant a name and personality. Invite him to
a birthday party and he will choose and wrap the gift himself. Levi’s larger-than-life personality makes
him popular at school and loved in his community.
Levi also has Down Syndrome. So as typical as his life has been in so many ways, his language
learning has been painfully slow. He struggles to process and understand complex sentences. He
prefers video and real-life experiences over word games and books. And up until a few months ago,
he spoke primarily in two- and three-word phrases, helping his listener understand his dysfluent and
imprecise pronunciation with patient repetition and gestures. But I have watched, amazed, as his
thinking, comprehension, and communication have blossomed in recent months, along with a parallel
eruption of academic skills. Levi is learning to read.
Because of his disability, this has not been a simple process. But learning to read is not a simple
process for anyone.
Preliteracy
Babies delight in roaring when their parent asks, “What does a lion say?” In this most basic of
exchanges, babies learn that the sounds we make as humans are not random—they have meaning
and are worth learning. Similarly, infants are remarkably tuned to the regular patterns they hear in adult
conversation, patterns of sounds that form words and patterns of inflection and tone that reflect mood
and emotion. Their early cognitive skills encourage them to make sense of these patterns (i.e., create
schema) by discriminating and categorizing the patterns of sounds based on the context.
For example, during bath time, a baby hears sounds of splashing and her mother’s words describing
the actions of bathing—“water,” “wash,” “wet”—and the feeling of the towel on her skin as her mother
says “dry,” “rub,” “clean.” The baby’s experiences, her thoughts, and ultimately the words she learns
cannot be separated from her interaction with her parents and others. She constructs meaning in her
world based on her social interactions within it.
Hearing words, having experiences, being in relationships all contribute significantly to eventual
success in learning to read. When parents read to their children, those children become aware
of sound and print, and as a result they take their first steps in learning the foundational skills of
decoding—the preliteracy skills that later will help them break words into syllables and then into
individual sounds, make connections between printed letters and the sounds they make, and blend
word parts into sensical wholes. They develop rich vocabularies. They become sensitive to the
phonological differences between the words “walk” and “walked,” learning that small additions or
changes to words are important and meaningful.
From the experiences they have at the park, the zoo, the library, and from just generally being out in
the world—and of course from books—young children learn to spin out stories, real and imaginary, in
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simple and complex sentences that weave a narrative complete with vivid descriptions of characters
and settings, conflicts, and resolutions.
We know that learning to read is an “artificial” skill—it requires direct instruction, unlike learning to
talk, which comes easily and naturally to most children. We also know that reading does not occur
simply by sight-word knowledge. It is a complex process of identifying words by sight and matching
that up with what we understand that word to mean, and not just on its own, but in relationship to the
other words around it (Tunmer, & Chapman, 2012).
The development of preliteracy skills prepares young children to acquire the two types of
knowledge that reading requires: (1) knowledge of sounds and of printed letters, and (2) knowledge of
how words work together—in sentences, paragraphs, books, conversations, etc.—to make meaning
(Gough & Tunmer, 1986). Any success with written language relies heavily on the development of
oral language.
It’s also important to remember that the development of literacy (defined narrowly here as learning to
read and write) is not merely a means to an end unto itself. Rather, the development of—and literacy
in— a “code,” which is essentially the process of extending oral language into a graphemic (printed)
version, requires the development, refinement, and reorganization of certain neural networks in the
brain (Dehaene et al., 2015). Literacy, as it is spurred forward by the foundational skills of spoken
language (e.g., making rhymes, recognizing the different syllables in a word), further develops the
brain’s language system by enhancing the metalinguistic skills that are important to reading and
writing (e.g., recognizing the sound represented by the “symbol” of a letter, spelling patterns and
conventions, etc.). Similarly, the cognitive skills that allow us to hear sounds and see printed symbols
(letters) also increase in their refinement and speed with the development of literacy. Learning to read
and write essentially reorganizes certain pathways in the brain. We use these pathways to recognize
the patterns of letters and words and to connect them with their meaning (Dehaene et al., 2015.) The
categorization skills that allow a baby to understand her world (how the words “water,” “wash,” and
“wet” belong in the same category of “bath”) are strengthened and enhanced with literacy.
Much is yet to be learned about the cognitive effects of literacy. Yet there is substantial evidence
to support the positive effects of learning to read and write on cognitive, linguistic, and social
development (Huettig & Mishra, 2014). This leaves no question that every child, regardless of
disability, should be taught to read.
Literacy and Disability
As a speech-language pathologist (SLP) for more than 25 years, I have worked extensively with
students with wide-ranging disabilities: primary language impairment (PLI), specific learning disability
(SLD, of which developmental dyslexia is one type), autism, global developmental disability (such
as Down Syndrome), and others. Each child experiences different types of challenges in his or her
literacy journey. Some children struggle to develop spoken language, some can read words but don’t
understand their meaning, and some can’t easily do either. Some children have difficulty recognizing
words accurately or fluently, others struggle to develop a vocabulary, and still others struggle to
understand narratives (as opposed to informational text) or the social and emotional expressions
of language. Children with global developmental disabilities like Levi often have general difficulty
u

PAGE 21

TH E E D G E : L I T E R A C Y

WI N T E R 2 0 1 9 – 2 0 2 0

t

understanding and expressing themselves in language. But all children can be taught.
Supporting the literacy development of a child with a disability often takes a team. The most central
members of this team are the student and family members. Then the teacher (infant, preschool, or
elementary), the speech pathologist, a special educator, and perhaps an occupational therapist make
up the other important team members.
Strategies
First, we must remember that reading and writing are language-based skills that build upon the
foundational knowledge of sounds, words, and sentences (Kamhi & Catts, 2002), and that spoken
language contributes to written language. So it makes sense to embed early literacy awareness into
interventions for students with disabilities at the earliest age possible.
Print-focused read-alouds are one strategy that can be incorporated into preschool classrooms by
early childhood educators and SLPs. In this strategy, “adults embed explicit discussions regarding the
forms and functions of print into the read-aloud” (Justice, Logan, & Kaderavek, 2017). In addition to
the traditional method of reading the words of a story and talking about the pictures, a print-focused
read-aloud involves the adult talking explicitly about concepts of print during the story reading. A
teacher or caregiver, for example, would say:
• “The author, Dr. Seuss, wrote all of the words in this book! He even made up some words. Let’s see if
you can listen for some of the silly, pretend words he wrote.”
• “In this little bubble there are some words. The dad is yelling ‘TEN MINUTES TILL BEDTIME!’ Does
your dad ever yell something like that to you?”
• “Here is one of Dr. Seuss’s made-up words: SNEEDLE. Let’s count how many letters are in this
word!”
Does it work? Researchers found that preschoolers with language impairment,
and especially those whose language skills
were part of a larger developmental disability such as autism or Down Syndrome, gained valuable print
knowledge and sustained that knowledge over time (Justice, Logan, & Kadaravek, 2017).
As with all young children, emergent readers with disabilities also benefit from shared story reading
and repeated story retelling that focuses on narrative skills—for example, describing characters and
settings and talking about a character’s behavior and motivation and the story’s resolution (Lanter
& Watson, 2008). Rather than just describing the pictures or reading the text of the story, the skilled
storyteller will read and reread carefully chosen stories to help students create schemas onto which
they can map the language of the story. For example:
“Oh no! The little boy is soooo scared because he thinks there is an alligator under his bed! Let’s
pretend we are that little boy. Oh, I’m so scared! Let’s look under the bed to see if the alligator is
there!”
“Poor Harry hates having a bath, so he ran away. I wonder where he might go?”
Yet another strategy might be a hybrid approach where shared story reading and retelling is
combined with explicit instruction on sound-symbol correspondence, phonological awareness, and
sight-word recognition (Colozzo, McKeil, Petersen, & Szabo, 2016). Using books of interest chosen
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by the students with disabilities themselves, teachers, and/or SLPs can enhance the print-focused
read-aloud strategy described above, which then can be enhanced further with carefully designed
activities, such as sight word practice and rhyming games after the stories are read.
In third grade this year, Levi is fully included in general education in a unique hybrid of grade levels
based on his academic skills. Arriving home from school, he is often exhausted. But now he truly
enjoys curling up with a book, using a combination of sight-word recognition and decoding skills to read
and then retell the story to anyone who will listen.
I will look forward to reading the book he will one day write—using the language he learns from the
rich literacy experiences he now can have, and telling us about the new worlds that reading opened
up to him. t
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CALI Reads
People typically don’t like to do what they’re not good at. So no one should be surprised to
learn that adolescents who are poor readers don’t like to read. The consequences, however, are
alarming. Children who don’t read well are more likely to drop out of high school, live in poverty,
have poor health, use drugs, become incarcerated, and die young (Gunn, 2018).
The good news is that California is not ignoring the problem.
The California Adolescent Literacy Initiative (CALI Reads) is a five-year project designed to
improve middle school literacy and outcomes for students with disabilities by providing ongoing
professional development to teachers and administrators at local educational agencies (LEAs)
whose middle school students have low reading scores. The project offers training on carefully
layered, research-proven,
and scientifically based
strategies for teaching
reading to adolescents,
with ongoing coaching and
support.
Learn more about CALI
Reads at https://calireads.
org . Each year there may
be new awardees. LEAs
interested in opportunities
to apply should email info@
calireads.org. t
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Improving Literacy Instruction, One National Center at a Time
If you search online for “literacy instruction,” you’ll get about 92 million hits. Where do you begin?
Brian Gearin makes it easy. If your goal is to find accurate information about the best way children
learn to read, and the best way to teach them, he narrows the search down to four sites.
Gearin is an educational researcher at the National Center on Improving Literacy. “Unlike a lot
of centers,” he says, “our mission is to disseminate evidence-based practices. So we’re not about
recommending specific products. We connect parents, teachers, and school administrators with all
of these great federal resources that have been developed over the past 10 or 15 years.
“I would encourage people to visit our website. Everything is completely free, and it’s all meant to
be user friendly. And the more teachers use it, the better off they’ll be. There’s really a lot of great
work that’s being done to help them make better instructional decisions.”
In addition to his own center, Gearin believes strongly in the importance of two other national
centers. He calls the National Center on Intensive Intervention “our partner.” This center provides
information to states and local education agencies (LEAs) about the different assessments that are
available and their technical adequacy. The site also features a rating system of Tier 2 interventions,
which is particularly relevant to successful reading instruction in the elementary classroom,
according to Gearin.
Gearin also strongly endorses The What Works Clearinghouse, which “provides information to
educators to help them make evidence-based decisions about the teaching strategies they use in
the classroom.”
Throughout his professional career, Gearin has followed “all of the hard work that has been put
into getting information to teachers in user-friendly ways about what they could be doing in their
classrooms to improve practice.” According to Gearin, these three sites provide “really important
resources that are underutilized. Administrators, school psychologists, and reading specialists
should really be tuned in to these three centers.”
The fourth center Gearin endorses, Lead for Literacy, is designed for school administrators. The
focus of this center’s website, he says, is “to support administrators in helping their schools adopt
evidence-based reading practices school wide. We know that implementing evidence-based reading
instruction can be daunting for individual teachers because there are so many different pieces they
have to put in place.
“Ideally, we would like to see classrooms use a Multitiered System of Support—using high-quality
screening tools, then making data-based decisions based on screening results to deliver high-quality
instruction. Teachers generally don’t have the discretion to make decisions about what screening
tools they can use. We think it’s critical to get information into the hands of principals and get them
resources to help them take the lead on implementing these systems.”
While each of these websites is designed for a slightly different audience and purpose, they
have one clear point in common: a strict requirement of a proven research base for every method,
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strategy, or approach to reading instruction they endorse. The resources at these sites, according
to Gearin, will help teachers become “smarter consumers of products” and help them “look at what
they’re doing and quickly evaluate how the research supports it.” Or not.
Gearin has great respect for the challenges inherent in teaching. And when it comes to teaching
reading, he thinks the task is especially daunting, in part because of the proliferation of competing
approaches over the decades, compounded by the rate of reading failure among so many students.
Gearin believes that a “gap exists between the state of research knowledge about learning to read
and the state of public understanding” (Castles, Rastle, & Nation, 2018), in part, he says, because
“there’s no strong agreement about how we describe certain instructional practices. Since early
2000 there have been a number of government initiatives to promote a common understanding of
what should be taught.” As examples, he points to practice guides from the Institute of Education
Sciences (IES) as a source of information about effective reading practices. And while he sees a
great deal of consensus about the importance of, for example, teaching phonics, regardless of the
approach, “when we ask ‘what counts as sufficient phonics instruction in my classroom?’ there’s
less agreement, and those are harder questions to answer.” Gearin welcomes any research effort
to create “greater consensus about how we describe the duration and intensity of instruction, not
just the content.”
The four websites Gearin recommends are a good place to start. t
Reference
Castles, A., Rastle, K., & Nation, K. (2018). Ending the reading wars: Reading acquisition form novice
to expert. Psychological Science in the Public Interest, 19(1), 5–51. Retrieved from https://journals.
sagepub.com/doi/full/10.1177/1529100618772271
Resources
The National Center on Improving
Literacy is at https://improvingliteracy.
org
The National Center on Intensive
Intervention is at https://
intensiveintervention.org
The What Works Clearinghouse is at
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/
The Lead for Literacy website is at
https://leadforliteracy.org
An example of an IES practice guide
is Skills to Support Reading for
Understanding in Kindergarten
Through 3rd Grade, at https://ies.
ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/
wwc_foundationalreading_040717.pdf
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Open Access Project: SELPA Lead
Dante is a third-grade student. He has a physical disability that makes it difficult for him to speak.
Recently he came home from school and asked for something his mother couldn’t understand.
According to Jillian King, this was an experience Dante’s mother was familiar with “from his earliest
stages—this child who can’t tell you what he wants or what he’s excited about,” no matter how hard
he tries or how carefully his parent listens.
King is an experienced speech-language pathologist. Throughout her career she has seen
countless numbers of frustrated students trying to communicate, and the same number of frustrated
teachers and parents doing their best to understand. For Dante, “this time it was different.” Just a
year ago he’d been given a voice-output communication tool. So he went to the device and selected
the picture of another student in his class while trying to vocalize the word “mohawk.” His mom was
able to figure out that what he wanted was the same haircut a boy had shown up with at school that
week.
“They immediately got into the car, went to the barbershop, and got the haircut,” says King. “That
may seem like a little thing. But for a parent who has struggled for her child’s entire life to have that
meaningful exchange, it was huge.”
Dante’s story is just one of many reasons why King has put together a committed team of
educators to create and implement Placer County SELPA’s Open Access Project. The project is
providing leadership to local education agencies (LEAs) on Universal Design for Learning (UDL),
Assistive Technology (AT), and Augmentative Alternative Communication (AAC) strategies. A
commitment to true access is what is guiding every part of their efforts. And for good reason.
When teachers are not able to “eliminate the barriers [to access] that students face when they’re
in the classroom,” says King, students are wasting a great deal of their time—“even when they’re
being exposed to a robust curriculum.” She wants more for these students. “If we’re really interested
in strong outcomes for our students with disabilities, then we must provide them with access
through the strategies and the tools that have been shown to lead to improved graduation rates,
postsecondary outcomes, and paying jobs.” The goal of the project is to make it possible for every
teacher to provide the technology, access, and support to do just that—help kids graduate and get
decent jobs.
Project Structure
Through a series of two- and three-year courses of study, the project will train, coach, and mentor
regional representatives who will then serve in turn as expert coaches of UDL, AT, and AAC in
their regions. These specialists will work at the district and school site level to help develop local
expertise. Through ongoing cycles of training and coaching, the project plans to firmly embed new
and improved approaches to providing access to students in all classrooms in every corner of the
state.
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Paradigm Shift
Troy Tickle, executive director of the Placer County SELPA, is a key member of the Open Access
team. He doesn’t pretend the work will be easy, in great part because he believes that implementing
these practices effectively requires a fundamental change in philosophy. “In the paradigm that
existed before,” he says, “the specialist would go in and assist the student in the classroom, which
was pretty artificial. Or we’d give a student a device, shove him in a classroom, and try to get him
to access the classroom that way,” which, Tickle says, didn’t allow students to engage authentically
with either the course material or their peers. Open Access “is about changing the paradigm so that
we’re not relying on one specialist.”
This change involves UDL as a starting framework for restructuring the classroom and the
instruction so that they are designed from the outset to meet the needs of each student, says
Tickle, and then “to connect the student to the classroom through technology. That’s the switch—not
training someone to work specifically with a student with a device, but setting up an environment in
a classroom that is accessible to any student [with a disability], an environment they connect to—
just like all of the other students.
“To make that full transition in mindset [and practice] is going to take some time”—three years or
more—“and extensive coaching,” says Tickle. As King explains, “That’s why our focus is really on
establishing regional experts. We need people who will be equipped to provide ongoing coaching
after we finish the initial training.”
The project also plans to use its efforts to further research the importance and benefits of
providing access. “We plan on collecting a lot of metrics [data] in terms of the training and coaching
fidelity, but also on outcomes for students,” says King. She’s especially interested in how effective
access improves academic growth and other outcomes, such as time spent in the least restrictive
environment and graduation rates for students with disabilities.
Whole-system Change
The other convention that the project is trying to change involves the scope and target of the
training and coaching. Typically, says King, LEAs commit to training staff with AT or AAC knowledge
or skill over the course of six months to a year. “We didn’t have great outcomes with that, because
we can’t build and maintain programs if we’re just focused on the specialists, the people in the
trenches [therapists and teachers]. We have to create a system that includes administrators.” The
Open Access Project is designed to ensure that the entire school system understands the work, is
committed to it, and supports it. According to King, that is the only way the work will “carry through.
Working with systems is one big part of how we’re working with districts.
“We do believe very strongly that by just addressing the access needs of students we have the
greatest potential to impact educational outcomes for a large number of students.”
The Open Access Project is an example of Level 1 Resources developed through California’s
System of Support. The project’s website offers tools and resources for every level of interest and
need. To learn more, go to https://www.openaccess-ca.org. t
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Kindergarten-ready Language and Literacy for Deaf Children
From the moment of birth until age two, infants and toddlers acquire and develop critical language
skills that are closely tied to their rapidly growing brains. By the age of five (the age for kindergarten
readiness), a child’s brain is nearly fully developed. But those first five years, especially the first 24
months, present an important window of time for language development in all children, including
Deaf children.
Some Deaf children have parents and caregivers who sign to them from birth. It turns out that it
doesn’t matter how the brain accesses language or what language is used. Deaf children benefit
as much from signed language as other children do from exposure to spoken language (National
Association of the Deaf, 2014). As long as a Deaf child is exposed to any accessible natural
language, the child’s brain will readily absorb, process, and develop language—and eventually,
literacy skills (Mayberry, 2002). In other words, we are all “hard-wired” to learn languages.
Dr. Laura Ann Petitto is a neuroscientist who studies early language acquisition. As she writes
based on her findings, “The human brain does not discriminate between the hands and the tongue.
People discriminate, but not our biological human brain” (Polk, 2012).
Yet often Deaf children aren’t provided with natural language opportunities, signed or spoken,
during those important early years. Even with hearing devices, these children may not readily
access the sounds of language. As a result, many Deaf children don’t have adequate exposure to
language, and they experience language delays and deficits, which in turn make it difficult for them
to succeed in school. Even Deaf children with mild and minimal hearing levels and unilateral hearing
(hearing loss in only one ear) may experience challenges (Grandpierre, Fitzpatrick, Na, & Mendoca,
2017).
As it is with all children, early language acquisition and development are central to Deaf children’s
literacy and school success (Humphries et al., 2012). California is the first state to pass a law,
Senate Bill 210, to design and distribute a “Parent Profile,” a checklist of early language acquisition
milestones in American Sign Language (ASL) and English.
This profile, which is also available in Spanish, helps parents and caregivers support and track the
early language acquisition and language growth of their child from birth to the age of five. The goal
is to ensure that each Deaf child develops a strong language foundation ready for literacy (reading
and writing) by the time he or she enters kindergarten. You can find the profile at https://www.cde.
ca.gov/sp/ss/dh/sb210langmilestones.asp.
The California Department of Education (CDE) also features a “Position Statement on Language
Access.” This statement establishes “the right of children to have access to a complete language,
visual or spoken, as appropriate, from birth” and “the right of parents to receive comprehensive
and balanced information about all language opportunities, communication tools, and educational
approaches available, and to make informed decisions about which language(s) best meet the
needs of their child and their family.” Find the statement at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/ss/dh/
positionstmnt.asp.
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Numerous additional resources and supports are on the website of CDE’s Deaf and Hard of
Hearing Unit at https://www.cde.ca.gov/sp/ss/dh/. t
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Reach EACH Through Literacy: Update
Historically, California students who were labeled “gifted and talented” were provided with rich
curricular enhancements to motivate them and to support and advance their reading appreciation
and critical thinking skills. Sandra Kaplan and her colleagues at USC want this kind of academic
enrichment for every student.
As researchers, Drs. Kaplan, Mora Flores, and Raymond Gallagher have spent years developing
curriculum enhancements for reading strategies that support all students, including those who are
English language learners and who receive special education services. If these researchers have
their way, the acceleration, depth, complexity, and novelty that define California’s GATE (Gifted and
Talented Education) goals will be the guiding qualities of the curriculum for all students through the
work of Reach EACH, a Jacob Javits U.S. Department of Education grant.
The project held workshop sessions this past summer with teachers and students in order to refine
the strategies the researchers developed in the first six months of the grant. Project leaders spent
three days with teachers, instructing them in how to use the grant’s new reading strategies. For the
2019–2020 school year, teachers are taking what they’ve learned into the classroom.
The project’s intent is to do more than help students learn to read. Kaplan has incorporated her
Depth and Complexity model to create visual cueing charts exemplifying important reading skills.
Both teachers and students will use these charts in the classroom. Kaplan is quick to say, however,
that “these are not worksheets.” They’re more patterns of how to think as one reads. They provide
a concrete visual framework of the processes that experienced readers use to remember what they
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read, make sense of it, place it in context, and think critically and creatively about it.
Research points to the effectiveness of what Reach EACH is doing. The thinking habits of
successful students—patterns of questioning, making inferences, and analyzing characters,
facts, or events—can all be taught (Van Gelder, 2005). And concrete visualizations of those
thought processes can be especially helpful (McKewan, n.d.). Once students develop the habit of
questioning, organizing, proving, analyzing, and making inferences, they can apply those habits
to any subject—from history to literature to science. The Reach EACH approach may have the
potential to enrich any discipline for students of all ability levels.
The initial response of the teachers involved in Reach EACH is promising. Those who participated
in the summer workshops have stated that the curricular enhancements can be modified for any
content and differentiated “to meet the needs of all diverse learners.” Teachers also liked the way
the tools enrich content and don’t replace or add to what they already teach. They welcomed the
requirement for evidence to back up what students conclude. And teachers appreciated how the
Reach EACH approach can be used with struggling readers, so that students don’t have to be fluent
readers to gain critical thinking skills.
Throughout this school year and the next, the project’s researchers will chart the reading progress
of students from three kinds of classrooms. One set of classrooms will receive the curricular
intervention. A second set will receive the intervention while teachers also receive ongoing
professional development. And the control group will receive neither. “Then we’ll see what happens,”
says Kaplan. t
Note
For the Depth and Complexity
Model, go to https://www.
romoland.net/cms/lib/
CA01902709/Centricity/
Domain/21/Kaplan-Depth-andComplexity-1y4xdgk.pdf
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Preparing Teachers to Teach Reading
José Lalas has been instructing prospective classroom teachers for the past 30 years, and he’s
seen many changes in the way they have been prepared to teach reading.
First at California State University (CSU) Dominguez Hills and for the past 16 years at the
University of Redlands, Lalas has watched the pendulum swing from “a literature-based ‘whole
language’ program that excluded phonics-based reading programs” to an emphasis on “systematic
explicit phonics instruction . . . and more training in decoding and fluency” to today’s program that
includes both approaches of “the reading wars.”
It’s still a battle to teach children to read, so renewed attention is being paid to how teachers are
prepared.
Holly Lane, education professor at the University of Florida, says her own college preparation
consisted of “one course in teaching reading, and it was a lecture class.” As a leader of professional
development for teachers, Lane says she asks the members of her audiences if they graduated
from college prepared to teach reading. “A few hands go up,” she says. “But when I ask how many
are prepared to teach struggling readers, no hands are raised.” She’s made it her mission—through
the teacher preparation program she and her colleagues have developed at Florida and through
national presentations—“to make sure teacher candidates understand reading conceptually,
understand the process, and understand what to do when a child is struggling.”
With an eye on similar goals, the California Commission on Teacher Credentialing convened a
“literacy expert group” to study and recommend changes to the Teaching Performance Expectations
(TPEs)—the knowledge, skills, and abilities that beginning teachers learn in college and university
teacher preparation programs—that deal specifically with the teaching of reading. Draft TPEs were
presented to the commission in September and are “awaiting stakeholder feedback,” says Mimi
Miller, a professor of education at CSU Chico and a member of that group.
The TPEs reference the five literacy themes of the English Language Arts/English Language
Development Framework for California Public Schools:
1.Meaning Making: literal and inferential reading, critical reading of texts, writing and conversing
meaningfully about content across the curriculum
2.Language Development: written and oral language skills—vocabulary, sentence structure, language
acquisition
3.Effective Expression: through writing, speaking, visual representations
4.Literacy to Build Content Knowledge: integrated literacy across content areas
5.Foundational Skills: explicitly teaching and supporting foundational skills such as print concepts,
phonics, word recognition, and fluency
The revised TPEs “reflect a more complex and integrated approach for helping students develop
literacy across the curriculum,” Miller says. “Skills are not taught in isolation; they are taught as part
of authentic literacy acts—for example, teaching phonics in the context of reading a nonfiction text
related to the science curriculum.”
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While the revised TPEs await final approval, Miller says she and her colleagues across the 23
CSU campuses “are continually and intentionally adjusting our approaches to teacher preparation
based upon current research and policy.” She cites the state’s dyslexia guidelines, issued in 2017,
as an example.
In recent coursework with preservice teachers, she says, “we reviewed the 44 phonemes (distinct
units of sound) of the English language, practiced those sounds and mouth moves, and practiced
segmenting and blending words so that they could engage with early readers in their student
teaching placements. We discussed the importance of the phonological system and its relationship
to reading for all students, especially students with dyslexia. This instruction aligns with the
recommendations of the dyslexia guidelines.”
Among other recent changes that both Miller and Lalas have seen is greater attention to teaching
literacy in every class, not just the language arts classroom. “State standards across content areas
include teaching students how to build oral and written arguments using evidence,” Miller says, “so
this has received renewed attention in the public schools and in teacher education programs.” At
Redlands, Lalas agrees. “What I am seeing now and practicing in my teaching is the emphasis on
content area literacy or disciplinary literacy,” he says.
Not all innovations in teacher preparation programs come down from the state. Some bubble
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up. “I am excited that collaboration between general and special educators, which we’ve seen for
years in the public schools, is happening at the university level,” Miller says. General and special
education faculty “co-teach courses, and share syllabi and resources,” she says. “This co-teaching
model has expanded and become adopted as the model for student teaching at Chico and across
teacher preparation programs in the CSU system.”
Like Chico, Long Beach, and other CSU campuses, the University of Florida offers a five-year,
dual credential program where Lane also sees “good collaboration” between general and special
education faculty. Florida also offers a five-part, online dyslexia certificate program that can be
accessed from anywhere. Participants, Lane says, “develop knowledge and skills to provide
individualized reading interventions for students with dyslexia.” Most enrollees are general
and special education teachers, “but we’ve also had speech-language pathologists, school
psychologists, tutors, parents, and a number of faculty from other colleges and universities,”
including at least one participant from California.
The five courses address the foundations of literacy development and dyslexia; dyslexia,
language, and the brain; assessment for intervention; methods for intervention; and a practicum,
“which participants do in their own location and submit a video,” Lane says.
Whether their students have dyslexia, have learning disabilities, or are gifted learners, prospective
teachers are being trained to assess and support the needs of each and every one. For Lalas and
others who are preparing new teachers, that means adding an element he calls “critical literacy.”
That curriculum, he says, includes “equity, diversity, social justice, the achievement gap, social
class, and other social and cultural perspectives with a focus on knowing who the students are, how
they learn, and how we can motivate and engage them effectively in reading and literacy.” t
Note
To learn more about the University of Florida’s Dyslexia Graduate Certificate program, go to https://
education.ufl.edu/special-education/programs/dyslexia/
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