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Introduction

Literacy—the ability to read, write, and comprehend—is a formidable linchpin to school, work,
and life success. Numerous studies provide powerful evidence that early reading achievement
is strongly and positively associated with high school completion, college attendance,
increased earnings, and better health:

* Kindergarten reading scores predict later earnings, higher education completion,
home ownership, and retirement (Chetty et al., 2011).
¢ Children who do not read proficiently by third grade are four times more likely to drop
out of high school by age 19 than their proficient peers (Hernandez, 2011).
¢ Individuals with lower literacy rates are less likely to receive regular preventative
healthcare (Bennett et al., 2009).
¢ People who read books live almost 23 months longer than non-literate people (Bavishi
etal, 2016).
Though cognitive research suggests that 95 percent of the U.S. school population can learn
to read when exposed to effective curriculum and instruction (Goldenberg & Goldenberg,
2022; Moats, 2020), data from the 2022 National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP)
indicate that only 33 percent of fourth graders and 31 percent of eighth graders performed at
or above the NAEP Proficient level (U.S. Department of Education, 2022). This performance
was two and three percentage points lower than in 2019 —the largest drop in scores since
1990. While these declines spanned students’ race, income level, school type, and location,
high-poverty and high-minority districts saw a sharper score decline.

The COVID-19 pandemic had psychological and economic repercussions on families and
students alike, making it harder for young people to focus on school. Erin Fahle and colleagues
(2023) demonstrated that declines in reading test scores were higher in communities that had
more remote learning, more restricted social activities (e.g., going out to dinner or meeting a
friend in public), more reported anxiety and depression, and higher COVID death rates.

School leaders are searching for solutions to accelerate learning, even as they accept that the
road to pandemic recovery will be long and challenging. As Meghan Kuhfeld and Karen Lewis
(2022) point out, Grades 3-8 students only recovered 10 to 25 percent of their pandemic
reading loss in the 2021-22 school year. Accordingly, returning to pre-pandemic achievement
levels could take at least four years (Kane & Reardon, 2023).

Scholastic Education (SE) recognizes that schools do not have time to waste as they consider
paths to accelerate student learning. Teachers and students need a more carefully curated
collection of evidence-based resources that effectively and efficiently targets kids where they
are and gets them to where they need to be.

The Scholastic Literacy Framework identifies the core principles critical to improving student
learning and presents guidelines that unite SE products and services. The framework is
designed to identify our core priorities and be a blueprint to inform future work. It also serves
as a resource for grounding what is most critical to SE's collective work.



Grounding Principles

The Scholastic Literacy Framework is grounded in five evidence-based principles:
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Evidence-Based Literacy Classroom
Practices: Literacy is Scholastic’s lodestar,
and we believe that an effective literacy
classroom teaches reading, writing, and
oral language instruction and should be
based on the Science of Reading and
learning science. The foundations of our

The Literacy

solutions are based on intensive research Classroom
rather than subjective case studies and
untested theories. When teaching is
grounded in proven, effective scientific
evidence, the likelihood of students
learning to read, reading to learn, and
loving to read increases.

WELL-BEING
Joy

Code-focused and meaning-focused instruction are two of the largest predictors of skilled
reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Scarborough, 2001). An effective
literacy classroom balances teacher-managed instruction with student-managed learning.
Children who receive teacher-managed instruction (whole group or small group) tend to
acquire more skills. However, research also shows that students benefit from more student-
managed instruction as they move beyond initial skill acquisition (Connor et al., 2011).

SE is committed to developing products and services with well-defined goals, building
background knowledge, addressing misconceptions, delivering learning in small chunks,
offering a wide array of models and demonstrations, and providing smart, targeted practice
opportunities.

« We are committed to guiding student thinking by strategically using questions and
prompts.

e We are focused on providing students with meaningful tasks that allow them to solidify
concepts and skills.

« We believe that effective instruction helps students understand their strengths and
weaknesses, take ownership of their learning, and demonstrate mastery in multiple
ways while helping connect learners’ families, educators, and communities.

¢ We support teachers by offering explicit and engaging instruction.
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2. Teaching with Meaning and Purpose: Children's literacy experience and knowledge vary
greatly, and an instructional approach must be flexible enough to meet every child where
they are. We believe there is a deeper transfer of learning when educators can modify the
information being taught, adapt how students access and learn the information, and provide
multiple methods for students to demonstrate what they know. Assessment of achievement
(universal screening and summative assessment) and progress monitoring data (formative
assessment) enable educators to assess students’ responsiveness to instruction and make
necessary adaptations to meet the needs of all students.

3. Welcoming and Inviting Classrooms: SE honors every child’s cultural heritage, individuality,
and difference. Just as learning to read is a civil right, so is seeing oneself reflected in
literature. Literacy learning provides opportunities for students to learn about their own
identity alongside the identities of others, building empathy and understanding. SE also
intentionally creates multiple ways for children to access literacy learning wherever they are
on their literacy journey.

4. Well-Being: SE nurtures all aspects of student well-being through literacy by providing
products rooted in a deep understanding of the biological and physiological processes
related to learning and development. SE also supports children in developing executive
function, resilience, and interpersonal skills to help them thrive,

5. Joy: Research shows that children who read for pleasure and are motivated to read do
significantly better at school than their peers who rarely read (Wilhelm, 2014). SE believes in
cultivating joy in reading, creating connections, and learning. We encourage motivation and
support joyful learning at school and at home that speaks to children’s hearts, sparks their
curiosity, and inspires their imaginations.
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The Scholastic Literacy
Framework

The Scholastic Literacy Framework is built on decades of peer-reviewed research from
developmental psychology, educational psychology, cognitive science, and neuroscience.

1) Evidence-Based Literacy Classroom Practices

Our brains are not naturally wired to read and write (Gotlieb et al., 2022; Wolf, 2008).
“Learning to read is not natural or easy for most children. Unlike spoken language, which is
learned with almost any kind of contextual exposure, reading is an acquired skill. Although
surrounding children with books will support reading development, and a ‘literature-rich
environment' is highly desirable, it is not sufficient for learning to read. Neither will exposure
to print ordinarily be sufficient for learning to spell unless organized practice is provided”
(Moats, 2020, p. 6). Given that learning to read is not innate, providing effective instruction
that aligns with a child's developmental processes is critical.

Over the past 10 years, 31 states and the District of Columbia have passed legislation that
requires reading curriculum and instruction to adhere to research-based, proven principles
from psychology and cognitive science for how children learn to read. The Scholastic
Literacy Framework aligns with all those principles, as do our products.

In order to comprehend well, a reader must accurately and effortlessly decipher the
different sounds in spoken language and connect those sounds to written letters. They
must draw upon oral language, phonological awareness, phonics knowledge, decoding,
and fluency. Readers also need strong language comprehension skills such as vocabulary,
content knowledge, literacy knowledge, language structures, verbal reasoning, and
strategies to organize and make sense of information to understand the words they read.
Executive function skills can also play a role in whether students can read connected text
fluently and attend to grammar, punctuation, and sentence structure (Cantor et al,, 2018;
Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Gough & Tunmer, 1986; Scarborough, 2001). SE believes effective
reading instruction should address all these skills since any of these components can derail
a reader’s reading ability.

Oral Language

¢ Oral language is the spoken language system used to express knowledge, ideas, and
feelings. It is made up of five skills (Lindsey, 2022): phonology (the ability to recognize
and manipulate sounds in spoken language), vocabulary and semantics (understanding
the meaning of words, phrases, and sentences and using word meanings correctly),
morphology (understanding the smallest meaningful parts of words), syntax
(understanding grammar and the rules of language), and pragmatics (understanding
the social rules of language).
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Oral language skills set the stage for literacy instruction, and oral language
competency predicts reading comprehension across a student’s entire academic
career (Catts et al., 2005; Fillmore & Snow, 2000; Foorman et al,, 2015; Nation &
Snowling, 2004; Storch & Whitehurst, 2002).

Oral language instruction is important because students who exhibit deficits in oral
language are approximately 18 times more likely to exhibit reading comprehension
deficits than children with typical language skills (Werfel & Krim, 2017).

Early literacy research across four decades, from Durkin (1966) to Bus, Vanliezendoorn,
and Pellegrini (1995) to Neuman and Celano (2006), offers convincing evidence
that the interactions young children enjoy at home with their caregivers—especially
conversation and hearing stories read aloud—play a significant role in academic
success and beyond.

Phonological Awareness

To build word recognition, children must first develop phonological awareness—the
understanding that words are made of sounds, that these sounds are composed of
letter combinations, and that sounds can be arranged to form new words. Children
must then also learn to associate specific letters and phonemes to figure out (or
decode) the pronunciation of a printed word. Finally, they need to be able to tie that
pronunciation to a word in their vocabulary to derive meaning (Foorman et al., 2016).
Students’ phonological awareness develops from perceiving larger sound units (i.e.,
syllable/word awareness) to smaller (i.e., individual phonemes). It encompasses
recognizing, matching, producing, and manipulating sounds (Adams, 1990; Purpaff,
2009).

Phonological awareness (particularly the ability to recognize rhyme and alliteration,

compare and contrast sounds, and blend and segment sounds) is essential because

it fosters the ability to encode and decode words (Adams, 1990; Bennett et al., 2023;

Ehri, 2005; Yopp, 1992) and is causally related to word recognition, reading, and

spelling performance (Gillon, 2018).

According to research, effective phonological awareness instruction should:

o Be explicit (instruction clearly explains a concept, models its application, and
allows for guided practice with frequent feedback) and systematic (follows a
specified scope and sequence that begins with larger sound units and gives
students practice identifying and manipulating phonemes) (Blevins, 2017; Duke &
Mesmer, 2019; Lindsey, 2022; Mesmer & Griffith, 2005; Piasta et al., 2010; Roberts,
2021; Seidenberg, 2017).

o Teach letter names and sounds at the same time (Duke & Mesmer, 2019; Piasta et
al., 2010; Piasta & Hudson, 2022; Roberts, 2021; Seidenberg, 2017).

o Spend more time on hard-to-learn letters (Jones et al., 2012).

o  Capitalize on mnemonics to teach letters (Ehri, 2022).

o Use interactive word-building activities and multiple opportunities to manipulate
sounds (Foorman et al., 2016; NICHD, 2000).
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Phonics and Decoding

Because the English language uses letters to represent sounds in words, phonics
instruction (instruction that focuses on the ability to connect the sounds of spoken
language to printed letters) can unlock “a large portion of the system of English
orthography” (Mesmer & Griffith, 2005, p. 367).

Decoding is the process of seeing a written symbol and being able to say what sound
it represents (Adams, 1990; NICHD, 2000).

Decades of research show that kindergarten to sixth-grade students who receive
explicit, systematic phonics instruction (instruction that follows a specified scope and
sequence and teaches letter identification, letter-sound correspondence, major sound
spellings of consonants, short and long vowels, vowel and consonant digraphs, and
blends of letter sounds) are better able to decode, spell, and read than peers who did
not receive explicit, systematic phonics instruction (Foorman et al., 2016; Henbest &
Apel, 2017; NELP, 2008; NICHD, 2000; Steinbrink et al., 2014; Torgesen et al., 2018).
Teaching students how to read words systematically from left to right by blending,
chunking, sounding out letter sounds, teaching high-frequency words, teaching
encoding (the ability to determine the spelling of a word based on the sounds in the
word) creates a learning advantage for students (Castles et al., 2018; Foorman et al.,
2016; Hudson et al., 2012; NICHD, 2000).

Children who read decodable texts apply their decoding skills more often and are
more accurate, successful readers than students who do not read decodable texts
(Buckingham, 2018; Cheatham & Allor, 2012; Foorman et al., 2016; Hiebert, 1999;
Mesmer et al,, 2012; Parker et al,, 2022; Stahl, 2011).

Reading decodable texts in a sequence that helps students progressively build upon
and practice increasingly complex phonics skills is particularly important (Adams,
2009; Harmon & Wood, 2018) and can help reinforce students’ alphabetic knowledge
and improve skills related to word identification, phonemic awareness, spelling
acumen, and reading fluency (Beverly et al.,, 2009; Cheatham & Allor, 2012).

As soon as students can recognize and read most words in a decodable text with
automaticity (e.qg., fluency), they should move on to progressively more challenging
texts (Adams, 2009; Harmon & Wood, 2018).

While word decoding is more salient for younger readers’ comprehension, oral
language is more important for skilled readers. (Ouellette & Beers, 2010; Storch &
Whitehurst, 2002; Vellutino et al., 2007). As a child progresses to higher grades, they
rely on their reading skills for content across the curriculum, magnifying the impact
of any reading difficulties. These developmental changes mean that oral language
becomes increasingly essential for reading comprehension from middle childhood
onward (Foorman et al., 2015).
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Fluency

Reading fluency refers to reading with accuracy, automaticity, and prosody (e.qg.,
appropriate intonation and rhythm). Reading words accurately ensures an appropriate
basic understanding of the text. At the same time, automaticity “allows readers to
devote more cognitive attention to comprehension. Reading with prosody (e.g.,
appropriate expression, phrasing) both reflects and supports comprehension” (Duke &
Cartwright, 2021; Duke, Ward, & Pearson, 2021).

Fluency bridges decoding and reading comprehension (Pikulski & Chard, 2005).
Children must understand how print represents speech to access the meaning of
what is being read. Explicit, intentional instruction to build this skill is critical for early
language learners. However, as students become more fluent readers, decoding
requires less explicit focus (Carreker, 2021).

Vocabulary

Vocabulary plays a pivotal role in reading comprehension. Not only does it directly

predict word recognition (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Tunmer & Chapman, 2012), but

it is also highly correlated with later reading achievement (Grimm et al., 2018; Lee,

2011; Mesa & Yeomans-Maldonado, 2019). For example, researchers have found that

a child’s vocabulary size at two years old significantly predicts a child’'s reading skills

through fifth grade (Lee, 2011).

Research shows that relatively few words comprise the bulk of written English. Leading

literacy experts Elfrieda Hiebert, Amanda Goodwin, and Gina Cervetti examined over

10,000 digitized texts written for students across grade levels and content areas. Their

analysis identified a “core vocabulary” that accounts for more than 90 percent of the

words in school materials (Hiebert et al., 2018).

Effective vocabulary instruction:

o Focuses on a small number of high-utility words, including generic academic
words; provides both contextual and definitional information about the target
words; teaches words in context; offers repeated exposure to novel words across
a variety of contexts; and incorporates frequent opportunities for interactions in
which students talk about and use academic words (Beck et al., 2002).

o Teaches words in conceptually linked groups, with particular benefits for teaching
words in taxonomies (Hadley et al., 2018).

o Provides opportunities to actively process a word's meaning—through comparing/
contrasting, answering questions about the word, and semantic mapping—which
has a greater effect on comprehension than simply writing the definition (Wright &
Cervetti, 2017).

o Has students cluster words into categories to facilitate comprehension, accelerate
learning, and enhance word retention (Neuman et al., 2011).

Research shows that reading sets of related texts builds subject expertise and is

associated with growth in vocabulary acquisition (Cervetti et al., 2016).

A robust vocabulary is critical to becoming a confident reader (Ricketts et al., 2007;

Sénéchal et al., 2006).
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Content Knowledge

To understand texts successfully, skilled readers must connect new information with
preexisting content knowledge (Adams, 2009; Cervetti & Wright, 2020; Hwang et al,,
2022; Kim et al., 2021).

Content knowledge (i.e., knowledge related to the natural and social world; Connor et
al., 2018; Kim et al., 2021) helps students make inferences and sense of texts (Cabell &
Hwang, 2020).

Studies show that content knowledge predicts and contributes to vocabulary and
reading comprehension (Cabell & Hwang, 2020; Recht & Leslie, 1988; Smith et al,,
2020).

Content knowledge enhances vocabulary by creating “well-structured semantic
networks” that lead to “fast retrieval of word meanings” and support the effective use
of words (Hwang et al., 2022, p. 147).

Content knowledge improves reading comprehension by helping readers connect
ideas across sentences and make inferences about missing information in passages
(Cabell & Hwang, 2020; Recht & Leslie, 1988; Smith et al., 2020).

Students’ content knowledge on a topic can compensate for low reading
comprehension ability when reading a text (Recht & Leslie, 1988) and support accurate
inferences on the meanings of unknown words (Pulido, 2007).

Text Structure

Proficient readers strategically utilize text structure (how authors organize words,
pictures, and ideas within a text) for both narrative texts (e.g., setting, character,

plot, theme) and expository texts (description, chronology, causation, response,
comparison) to infer and gather meaning from texts (Connor et al., 2018).

Because text structures follow a predictable format, understanding text structure can
help students more quickly organize the information and details they are learning,
identify the important elements in a passage, show how parts of a text relate to each
other, make logical predictions, and monitor comprehension (Zimmerman et al., 2018).
Data from three recent meta-analyses (Hebert et al., 2016; Pyle et al., 2017; Hall-Mills &
Marante, 2023) confirmed that explicit instruction on text structure improves students’
reading comprehension for both general education students and students with
disabilities alike.

Verbal Reasoning

Verbal reasoning—or the ability to draw conclusions from implicit information—plays
a causal role in reading comprehension from kindergarten to Grade 12 (Elbro &
Buchlversen, 2013; Elleman, 2017; Mohr et al., 2023; Oakhill & Cain, 2012).

The ability to draw inferences is one of the main features distinguishing proficient
readers from less proficient readers (Mohr et al., 2023).

SCHOLASTIC LITERACY FRAMEWORK EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



Fortunately, a meta-analysis of over 25 studies shows that inference instruction with
less-skilled readers effectively improves inferential and literal comprehension of a text
(Elleman, 2017).

Effective inference instruction helps students “use their background knowledge and
integrate it with the information in the text, self-generated elaborations, graphic
organizers that connect concepts, and text clues” (Elleman & Oslund, 2019, p. 5).

Comprehension Strategies

“Reading strategies are deliberate, goal-directed attempts to control and modify the
reader’s efforts to decode text, understand words, and construct meanings of text”
(Afflerbach et al., 2008, p. 368).

A large body of research indicates that teaching students decoding (Steacy et al., 2016),
vocabulary (Wright & Cervetti, 2017), and reading strategies (Okkinga et al., 2018) not
only improves word reading skills but also predicts reading comprehension (Duke &
Cartwright, 2021).

Researchers stress the importance of students monitoring and regulating their thinking
processes while learning—a set of skills researchers call metacognition (Mayer, 2011;
National Research Council, 2000).

A student with strong reading comprehension uses different strategies to make
meaning of the text that she or he engages with, and comprehension is tied to the
effort as much as it is to ability (Baker & Brown, 1984; Pressley et al., 1992).
Evidence-based strategies include monitoring understanding of texts, predicting,
activating prior knowledge, using text structure, visualizing, making inferences,
summarizing during reading, generating questions, self-explaining, and self-evaluating
while reading (Afflerbach et al., 2008; Duke et al., 2011; Filderman et al., 2021; NICHD,
2000; Okkinga et al., 2018).

Research shows that comprehension strategy instruction is most effective when it
uses a gradual release approach that provides high support and decreases support as
students can carry out tasks independently (Raphael et al., 2009).

Writing

Graham et al. define writing as “a goal-directed and self-sustained cognitive activity
requiring the skillful management of (a) the writing environment; (b) the constraints
imposed by the writing topic; (c) the intentions of the writer(s); and (d) the processes,
knowledge, and skills involved in composing” (2013, p. 4).

Evidence-based writing instruction has been shown to (De Smedt & Van Keer, 2014):
o Increase students’ knowledge about writing.

o Teach children strategies to plan, write, and revise drafts.

o  Foster student enjoyment and motivation to write.

o Teach students to set goals and plan while writing.

o Engage students in collaborative writing projects.

o  Capitalize on technological writing tools.

SCHOLASTIC LITERACY FRAMEWORK EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 8



Executive Function

* Research shows that executive function—the mental processes that allow us to plan,
focus attention, manage tasks, and achieve goals (Cartwright, 2023)—mediate and
predict elementary (Altemeier et al,, 2008; Wu et al.,, 2020), middle (Kieffer et al., 2021),
and high school students’ oral language, vocabulary, and reading comprehension
(Peng et al., 2022).

e The three critical components of executive function—working memory (where
information is processed), cognitive flexibility (the ability to switch between code-
focused and meaning-focused skills), and inhibitory control (ability to control one's
attention)—play an important role in coordinating word recognition and language
comprehension (Cartwright, 2023).

e This is because word recognition and language comprehension require the ability to
pay attention to the organizational structure of language and text (attentional control),
create a schema for connecting new ideas to known ideas (working memory), focus
on relevant details of a text (inhibitory control), balance code-focused and meaning-
focused activities (cognitive flexibility), and come up with a plan for attempting a
reading task (Duke & Cartwright, 2021).

¢ Alack of executive function skills can undermine the comprehension process.
Fortunately, data indicates that teaching organization, cognitive flexibility, and
inhibitory control can improve reading comprehension on standardized measures
(Cartwright, 2023).

Learning Science

While the Science of Reading movement has informed how children learn to read, we are
also guided by the basic principles of how people generally learn and what conditions
create the best opportunities for children to absorb and consolidate the new information.

Explicit instruction represents a research-verified approach to help master new content
material (Archer & Hughes, 2011; Hughes et al,, 2017; Rosenshine, 1995). Seven principles of
explicit instruction contribute to student literacy achievement:

e Activating students’ prior knowledge

e Establishing clear lesson purposes, goals, and expectations

e Presenting instruction in small, manageable segments

¢ Drawing student attention to important features of content through modeling and
think-aloud

e Utilizing guided practice with varying levels of scaffolded support to gradually develop
independence in completing tasks

¢ Providing opportunities for students to receive feedback and respond

¢ Incorporating reviews spread out over time

9 SCHOLASTIC LITERACY FRAMEWORK EXECUTIVE SUMMARY



2) Teaching with Meaning and Purpose

We know that engaging with the text is crucial to making meaning and enjoying reading.
Teachers and a high-quality curriculum can provide learners with diverse ways to acquire
knowledge, demonstrate understanding, and engage with their individual academic and
personal development needs.

e Children’s experiences and knowledge vary greatly, and experts agree that instruction
should be flexible enough to fit different learner profiles (Litwin & Pepin, 2020; Subban,
2006; Tomlinson, 2014).

+ Differentiated literacy instruction occurs when an instructor adjusts the process by
which students learn, the content of what a student is learning, the environment
in which a student learns, and the products that demonstrate learning to meet an
individual student’'s needs (Watts-Taffe et al.,, 2012).

* Research shows that literacy achievement can increase when teachers are supported
to differentiate their literacy instruction, particularly for letter-word and writing
outcomes (Connor et al., 2011; Puzio, 2020).

e The term “scaffolding” is often used to describe the instructional use of supports—
including feedback and modeling—to help students carry out tasks until they can do so
independently (Wood et al., 1976).

¢ Research and expert opinion verify the use of scaffolding in small groups or one-on-
one instruction to help students realize learning goals, gradually withdrawing support
as students build mastery (Archer & Hughes, 2011; Fisher et al,, 2011; Harvey & Ward,
2017; Lajoie, 2005; National Research Council, 2000; Richardson & Lewis, 2018;
Rosenshine, 1995; Rosenshine & Stevens, 1986; Scharer, 2018; Sweller, 2008).

e Research suggests that formative assessment and data-based decision-making can be
used to inform and improve academic achievement (Schildcamp, 2019).

e The Formative Assessment for Students and Teachers (FAST) State Collaborative
on Assessment and Student Standards defines formative assessment as a “planned,
ongoing process used by all students and teachers during learning and teaching
to elicit and use evidence of student learning to improve student understanding of
intended disciplinary learning outcomes and support students to become self-directed
learners” (2018, p. 2).

e Studies show formative data is most effective when the data is used to clarify learning
goals, elicit and analyze evidence of student thinking, engage in self-assessment and
peer feedback, and use evidence and feedback to adjust learning strategies, goals, or
next instructional steps (National Research Council, 2000).

SCHOLASTIC LITERACY FRAMEWORK EXECUTIVE SUMMARY 10



3) Welcoming and Inviting Classroom

The ability to learn to read and read to learn is a civil right. We are committed to ensuring
fair and rigorous educational resources and supporting all students in reaching their full
academic potential. We are committed to creating rigorous and engaging curricula that
all students can access successfully, regardless of background, personal characteristics,
location, or circumstances.

¢ In the United States, educational inequality and achievement gaps are pervasive.
According to the 2022 National Assessment of Educational Progress (U.S. Department
of Education, 2022):

o The average score for Black students (198) was 28 points lower than White (226)
students.

o English language learners scored 30 points lower (190) than native English
speakers (220).

o  Students who receive free and reduced-price lunch scored 28 points lower (203)
than those who do not.

e Children living in poverty are more likely to experience gaps in foundational reading
skills, and the challenges they face may also affect cognitive functions and other
developmental processes that influence their ability to learn (Litwin & Pepin, 2020).

* Low literacy rates are linked to not only lower educational attainment but also poorer
physical health (Bennett et al., 2009) and lower earnings (Karoly, 2015; McKinsey,
2009).

e Two critical analyses of access to children’s books from Neuman and Celano
(2001) and Neuman and Moland (2019) revealed that too many U.S. children—
disproportionately, children of color, Indigenous children, and impoverished children—
live in book deserts without consistent access to books (Neuman & Moland, 2019;
Neuman & Celano, 2006).

e Studies have shown that access to print resources—board books, stories, and
informational books—early on in a child’'s development has an immediate and long-
term effect on their vocabulary, background knowledge, and comprehension skills
(Allington et al., 2010).

e Students should be offered books that reflect their personal experiences and culture
while positively depicting the rich tapestry of cultural and ethnic groups around them
(Worthy & Roser, 2010).

e As Bishop (1990, p. ix) notes, "Books are sometimes windows, offering views of
worlds that may be real or imagined, familiar or strange. These windows are also
sliding glass doors and readers have only to walk through in imagination to become
part of whatever world has been created and recreated by the author. When lighting
conditions are just right, however, a window can also be a mirror. Literature transforms
human experience and reflects it back to us, and in that reflection we can see our own
lives and experiences as part of the larger human experience. Reading, then, becomes
a means of self-affirmation, and readers often seek their mirrors in books.”
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Children from dominant cultural and social groups have no trouble finding mirrors

in texts. But if they are always staring into the mirror, they become transfixed, unable
to find understanding for those who are not like them. Similarly, the reverse is also
true. As Bishop writes in her landmark text Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors:
“When children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or when the
images they see are distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson
about how they are devalued in the society of which they are a part” (1990, p. 557).
One important goal for literature is to offer readers a realistic and authentic mirror

of their lives and experiences. Seeing themselves accurately and sympathetically
represented helps children develop “positive self-images and sense of worth” (Lehman
et al, 2010).

Literature can help children develop a strong sense of identity by offering positive
representations of their background and experiences. It can also help children
recognize and value different traditions and perspectives, which can challenge and
reduce harmful stereotypes (Al-Hazza & Bucher, 2008).

Texts should include stories for every reader, featuring experiences within the United
States as well as narratives that reflect global perspectives and contexts (Lehman et al,,
2010).

Providing access to a wide range of books alone isn't enough. Gholdy Muhammad
emphasizes that meaningful learning must be rooted in justice and truth and must
actively address bias. Without this, students may not fully explore or understand their
identities and histories (Muhammad, 2023).

Identities are multilayered and shaped by social surroundings and by the ways
individuals engage with reading and writing (Gee, 2000).

4) Well-Being

Recent research from neuroscience, developmental science, and the learning sciences
shows that effective instruction relies on secure attachments, affirming relationships,
rich hands-on learning experiences, and the intentional integration of cognitive and
academic skills (Darling-Hammond & Cook-Harvey, 2018).
Experts agree that education should focus on teaching the "whole child” to (1) develop
healthy personal relationships, (2) treat others with respect and dignity, (3) develop the
cognitive capacity to solve problems and think creatively, (4) succeed in postsecondary
education and the labor market, and (5) be a good citizen (Greenberg, 2023, p. v).
Strong partnerships among schools, families, and communities are essential for
creating learning environments built on trust, collaboration, meaningful instruction,
and continuous improvement. A well-established framework identifies five key
competencies that support student development across different stages (CASEL,
2020):
o Self-Awareness: Ability to understand your emotions, thoughts, and values and
how they impact your behavior.
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o  Self-Management: Appropriately managing your emotions, thoughts, and
behaviors in different contexts.

o Social Awareness: Understanding and empathizing with others, including those
different from oneself.

o Relationship Skills: Ability to form and maintain supportive relationships, including
building relationships with diverse individuals or groups.

o Responsible Decision-Making: Ability to make caring, constructive choices.

¢« Pam Allyn and Ernest Morrell have identified a set of underlying personal and cognitive
strengths that serve as the foundation for developing strong, engaged readers. They
outline seven key traits: belonging, curiosity, friendship, kindness, confidence, courage,
and hope (2016).

e Because different aspects of learning are interconnected and can be explicitly taught,
a "key task for educators becomes the intentional development of these skills, traits,
strategies, and attitudes in conjunction with the development of content knowledge
and academic skills” (Farrington et al., 2012, p. 7).

e According to Dr. James Comer and the Yale Child Study Center, learning must address
six primary pathways (physical, cognitive, psychological, language, social, and ethical)
that must be developed to ensure students succeed in school and life (Comer et al,,
2004).

e Students need rich and meaningful experiences when learning skills—experiences
that engage the mind and heart and help shape positive school histories (Muhammad,
2023).

e Focusing on students’ overall growth and development can lead to stronger
educational opportunities and outcomes for all children, regardless of race, income
level, or other individual differences (Niemi, 2021).

5) Joy

While word recognition and language comprehension are essential, they are often
overshadowed by a quality that is harder to teach and measure—students’ motivation and
genuine enjoyment of reading. If you can cultivate the desire to pick up a good book and
lose yourself in the pages, you have ensured a lifelong love of reading.

e When children enjoy reading, they do it more often (Litwin & Pepin, 2020).

e Students who read for pleasure (reading that is freely chosen) tend to have larger
vocabularies, greater background knowledge, and higher reading test scores than
their peers who do not (Allington, 2012; Cunningham & Stanovich, 2003; Hiebert &
Reutzel, 2010; Sullivan & Brown, 2013; Wasik et al., 2016). This is because “joy feeds
engagement and agency, which increases effort and practice” (Miller & Lesesne, 2022,
p. 233).
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According to Jeffrey Wilhelm & Smith (2014), pleasure reading is one of the largest
predictors of academic achievement and economic outcomes over time, even after
controlling for parental socioeconomic status and educational level (Guthrie et al.,
2001; Kirsch et al.,, 2002; Sullivan & Brown 2013).

Pleasure reading increases brain function (Berns et al., 2013; Weinstein et al., 2021),

educational engagement (Allington et al.,, 2010; Evans et al., 2010), strengthens

communities that face greater challenges by fostering resilience and helping young
people develop the inner strength and perspective needed to navigate the world

(Cleaver, 2020). A love of reading also leads to better physical health (DeWalt & Pignun,

2005; Weinstein et al.,, 2021) and a longer life expectancy (Bavishi et al., 2016).

Engagement—a driver of reading joy—fosters reading motivation and interest (Guthrie

et al,, 2012), and reading motivation predicts a large proportion of the variance in

reading ability above and beyond academic and cognitive skills among Grades K-12

students (Guthrie et al.,, 2012; Ryan & Deci, 2002; Toste et al., 2020).

To promote student reading motivation, research suggests:

o Exposing students to a broad range of texts, including popular fiction,
informational materials, and texts designed to build foundational reading skills, can
enrich their learning experiences (Hiebert, 2020).

o Ensuring families and students have consistent access to books (Neuman &
Celano, 2012).

o Presenting students with authentic and relevant reading activities, offering
meaningful choices to students, fostering students’ feelings of competence and
self-efficacy, promoting relatedness, and strengthening student autonomy (Brandt
et al,, 2021; Gambrell, 2011; McRae & Guthrie, 2009; Ryan & Deci, 2017).

o Encouraging students to choose high-interest texts that build upon their interests
can also foster a value for reading (Guthrie et al., 2007). Students that self-select
books are more motivated to read, expend more effort to read, and gain a better
understanding of texts (Baye et al.,, 2019; Gallagher, 2009; Gambrell, 1996; Guthrie,
2000, 2008; Schiefele, 1991; Koskinen et al.,, 1995; Sewell, 2008; Pruzinsky, 2014;
Tatum, 2009).

“All children, even striving readers, benefit from joyful reading, classrooms filled with

books, a teacher who promotes reading, time to read self-selected books, and support

for both learning to read and their reading identity development” (Miller & Lesesne,

2022, p. 24).
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Conclusion

Literacy is a powerful driver of lifelong success, influencing academic achievement, economic
opportunity, and personal well-being. Despite strong evidence that most children can learn
to read with effective instruction, national data reveal troubling gaps in reading proficiency—
gaps that widened during the pandemic, especially in underserved communities. To address
this urgent challenge, Scholastic Education offers a research-based framework grounded in
proven instructional practices, designed to accelerate learning, support student growth, and

foster a lifelong love of reading.
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