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The Literacy LensTM 

Zionsville School Corporation 

  

  

  

Abstract 

Zionsville School Corporation is a suburban school district located in Zionsville, Indiana. Zionsville Com-
munity Schools is located directly northwest of Indianapolis and is situated in the southeast corner of 
Boone County. It is currently the largest school corporation in Boone County and serves nearly 5,500 
students. For the past several years, there has been consistent growth each year. Approximately 300 
teachers staff the four elementary schools, two middle schools, and one high school. Since the year 
2000, Zionsville has consistently generated above-average scores on the ISTEP+ exam, Indiana’s stan-
dardized accountability test based on the Indiana Academic Standards. 

There is much to celebrate in the district. Zionsville School Corporation is fortunate to have active, par-
ticipative parents who value and support education; students who are highly motivated to succeed;  
principals and teachers who are committed to their students and to their profession; and a leadership 
team that is focused on improving instruction throughout the district. 

The Zionsville community is largely comprised of middle to upper middle class families. Many students 
come from families whose parents are employed in professional and management positions; however, 
demographics are slowly changing, resulting in increased ethnic and socio-economic diversity among the 
student population.  

In August 2008, the district contracted with Learning Unlimited LLC, a firm specializing in K-12 literacy 
reviews and professional development, to conduct a review and analysis of the literacy environment, 
practices, resources, and policies in the seven schools. THE LITERACY LENS

TM comprehensive review was 
conducted from early September through mid November 2008. 
  
The following report is descriptive in nature and summarizes the findings from THE LITERACY LENS

TM re-
view. The findings are based on: 

�� classroom and hallway observations; 

�� review of documents and informal and formal assessment data; 

��  interviews with randomly selected teachers, reading specialists, principals, and central office 
administrators; and 
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�� responses to the online student, teacher, reading specialist, administrator, and parent sur-
veys. 

The report includes a description of the Literacy Review Process, Zionsville schools, findings and 
recommendations for improving literacy practices within classrooms and across the district. The 
report is framed in three sections: 

�� An Overview of Zionsville School Corporation and THE LITERACY LENS
TM review 

�� Comprehensive Literacy Framework 

�� Literacy Practices, Applications, and Recommendations 
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“No matter how good the schools are for 
some children, they are not good enough for all children. 

And until they are good enough for all the children, 
there is much to do.” 

 
Fenwick English 

Phi Delta Kappan Convention, 2005 
 

Section I 

Zionsville Schools 

  

  

Overview of Zionsville Community Schools 
  

Zionsville Community School Corporation is located in Zionsville, Indiana. Zionsville, with a popula-
tion of approximately 11,000, is located on the northwestern fringe of Indianapolis. Zionsville 
School Corporation is currently the largest of the three school corporations in Boone County. It 
serves students from both Eagle and Union Townships. 

The seven schools within the corporation—four elementary, two middle schools, and one high 
school—serve roughly 5,500 students. The students are primarily Caucasian, and many come from 
middle to upper middle class families. A high level of academic achievement is expected of stu-
dents by their parents and greater community. Students are typically motivated to succeed, com-
petitive, well behaved, and interested in learning. 

Zionsville schools are experiencing a slow shift toward greater ethnic and socio-economic diversity 
within its student population due to continued growth and shifting demographics.  As a result, 
three of the four elementary schools are designated Title I schools. These three schools are desig-
nated as such because each school meets or exceeds the district’s poverty average. Title I schools 
receive supplemental funding for the purpose of providing resources to assist students from low-
income families. 

District leadership is working to develop greater consistency in reading and writing instruction 
across the schools as well as a common understanding of balanced literacy. To that end, district 
leaders contracted with Learning Unlimited LLC in August 2008 to conduct a comprehensive K-12 
literacy audit of all schools in the district. 
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The following district factors relate to THE LITERACY LENS
TM Review: 

  
 School Achievement.  Zionsville Community School Corporation has a reputation for being 
one of the highest performing school districts in Indiana. In recognition of this high performance, 
all seven schools were awarded the Four Star Award by the Indiana Department of Education in 
2008/2009. In addition, Zionsville West Middle School was awarded the coveted Blue Ribbon 
School of Excellence Award given by the U.S. Department of Education in 2004/2005, and Zionsville 
Community High School received the award in 2003/2004. To be recognized as a Blue Ribbon 
school, the recipient must demonstrate a strong commitment to educational excellence and equity 
for all of its students. 
  
 ISTEP+ Results.  ISTEP+ is the statewide-standardized test of academic achievement given 
annually to Indiana students in grades 3 through 8 and grade 10. Over the past nine years, Zions-
ville’s combined scores have remained fairly stable.  During that time, the students of Zionsville 
scored 21.8 percentage points higher than the state average in language arts and 19.7 percentage 
points higher than the state average in math. For English/language arts, the combined passing rate 
for all grades was 91.5%. For math, the combined passing rate was 91%.  
  

 Textbook Adoption.  During the 2007/2008 academic year, the elementary textbook adop-
tion committee selected Reading Street by Scott Foresman as the district’s K-4 core reading pro-
gram. They chose Reading Street as a “bridge” series, with the intent of moving from a basal ap-
proach to a balanced literacy approach for literacy instruction. In past years, a basal reader was 
purchased for each student; in contrast, with the current adoption a basal reader was purchased 
for every two students. The remaining textbook funds, along with PTO contributions and school 
funds, are being directed toward building bookrooms to support balanced literacy instruction. 

The Literacy LensTM Review 

  Description 

According to Frase (1995), an audit is a third-party review of data collected, grouped, and analyzed 
against a set of standards. THE LITERACY LENS

TM Review, as developed by Learning Unlimited, pro-
vides a comprehensive, research-based review and analysis of the literacy environment, practices, 
resources, and policies in a corporation. The overarching goal of the audit is to assist educators in 
identifying issues that impact students’ literacy learning and developing a long-term plan to im-
prove literacy across the district. 

Literacy Review Team 
  
Dr. Kimberly Tyson, Ms. Linda Cornwell, and Ms. Ruth Swetnam conducted the K-12 comprehen-
sive Literacy Lens Review. Kimberly Tyson and Linda Cornwell served as lead members of the Liter-
acy Review Team. Each member of Literacy Review Team brings a wide range of teaching and K-16 
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administrative experience to the literacy review process. More information detailing the profes-
sional experience of the Literacy Review Team members is located in the Appendix. 

  Data Collection 
  
The data upon which the findings and recommendations are based upon the aggregated data gath-
ered from the following sources: 

 Environment and Instructional Observations 

��Classrooms 
��Hallways 
��Bookrooms 

��Media centers 
  

  Document and Assessment Review 

��School-based documents 

��ISTEP+ data 
��Data boxes from each school (assessment data and student artifacts) 

 

  Interviews  

��Superintendent 
��Director of Unified Student Services 
��Director of the Preschool Program 
��Director of Title I Services 

��Acting Director of Curriculum & Instruction 
��Principals and Assistant Principals 
��Teachers 

��Reading Specialists 
 

 Online Surveys 
 

��Elementary teachers 
��Middle and high school teachers 
��Elementary literacy leaders: principals 
��Middle and high school literacy leaders: principals and assistant principals 

��Reading Specialists 
��Parents 
��Middle and high school students: grades 5-12 
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On-site school observations, interviews, and online surveys took place from early September 
through the mid-November. The Literacy Review Team spent several days observing and conduct-
ing interviews in each school. The reviewers visited 197 classrooms, 134 hallways, and 8 Media 
Centers. In addition, they visited bookrooms and resource rooms (see Figure 1).  Finally, the Liter-
acy Review Team reviewed artifacts provided by each school and assessment data provided by cen-
tral office.  

Formal interviews were conducted by the Literacy Review Team at all levels. Thirty-one elementary 
and secondary teachers were formally interviewed.  Sixteen administrators were also interviewed 
at length — four elementary principals, seven secondary principals, and five central office adminis-
trators.  In addition, members of the Literacy Review Team informally interviewed additional 
teachers, 3 reading specialists, media specialists, and media clerks. 

As part of the data collection process, the Literacy Review Team conducted a total of eight online 
surveys. All teachers, reading specialists, principals, administrators, and parents were invited to 
complete an online survey tailored to each group. Participants accessed the survey through the 
Learning Unlimited website: www.learningunlimitedllc.com. In an effort to encourage parent par-
ticipation, the central office also provided access to the survey through the district website. 
Directions for completing the survey were provided on the website and sent to all staff and par-
ents. 

Selected students in grades 4-12 also participated in an online survey. The student survey was de-
signed to elicit students’ attitudes and interests toward reading and writing, as well as their per-
ceptions of in-class reading and writing instruction and teacher support for literacy learning. Teach-
ers were asked to select students reading below grade level, at grade level, and above grade level 
for participation in the survey. 

Survey Responses 

The number of online survey responses by category is listed below. 

��Elementary teachers:  85 
��Middle school and high school teachers:  109 
��Elementary literacy leaders:  4 
��Middle school and high school literacy leaders:  4 

��Reading Specialists:  7 
��Parents:  492 
��Students in grades 4-12:  145 

   
 Elementary Teacher Survey.  A total of 85 elementary teachers responded to the online 
survey. The number of teacher responses from each elementary school is listed below: 

��Eagle:  23 
��Pleasant View:  23 
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��Stonegate:  22 
�� Union:  17 

 
More primary teachers (47) re-
sponded than those teaching in the 
intermediate grades (27). The re-
maining responses came from spe-
cial education teachers (5), a media 
clerk (1), Title I personnel (2) , a 
reading specialist (1), a special ar-
eas teacher (1), a high ability 
teacher (1), a counselor (1), and a 
preschool speech therapist (1). 
 
In terms of teaching experience, the largest group of respondents (40%) consisted of teachers with 
five to ten years of experience. An additional 27% of respondents taught more than 20 years and 
the remaining amount were fairly evenly distributed between those teaching less than five years 
(15%) and those teaching between ten and fifteen years (18%). This information as well as the per-
centage of respondents with their years of teaching in Zionsville is listed in the table on the follow-
ing page. 

 Middle School & High School Survey.  A total of 109 secondary teachers responded to the 
survey. Of these, 76 were middle school teachers with twice as many Zionsville Middle School 
teachers (51) responding than teachers from Zionsville West Middle School (25). There was a fairly 
even distribution among those teaching grades five through twelve.  The number of responses by 
subject is listed below. The “other” responses included teachers from fine arts, special education, 
physical education and health, and technology as well as counselors, resource teachers, a media 
specialist, and an intervention specialist. 

��math:  35 

��science:  20 
��social studies:  24 
��history:  9 
��English:  31 

��language arts:  36 
��foreign language:  9 
��other:  32 
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FIGURE 1 
OBSERVATIONS & INTERVIEWS 
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The group responding most frequently to the online survey were teachers with one to ten years of 
experience (62%). The remaining respondents were from two groups:  those teaching between 
eleven and twenty years (16%) and those teaching more than twenty years (22%). This information 
as well as the percentage of respondents and their years of teaching in Zionsville is summarized in 
Table 1 below. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   Elementary Literacy Leaders.  A total of 4 principals responded to the Elementary Literacy 
Leaders Survey. The response rate from administrators at the elementary level was 100%. 

Middle School & High School Literacy Leaders.  A total of 4 principals responded to the 
Middle School and High School Literacy Leaders survey.  Of these, 3 respondents were from the 
middle school and 1 respondent was from the high school. One respondent was a principal, and 
three were assistant principals.  The administrative experience and years the respondents have 
been with Zionsville Schools is summarized in Table 2. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  

Teachers (percentage of respondents) 
  Teaching Experience Years Teaching in Zionsville 

  Elementary Secondary Elementary Secondary 

Less than 5 years 15% 31% 34% 46% 

5 to 10 years 40% 36% 39% 29% 

11 – 20 years 18% 15% 7% 11% 

More than 20 years 27% 18% 20% 14% 

Literacy Leaders 
(n = 8) 

   Administrative Experience Years in Zionsville Schools 

Elementary 
(n = 4) 

Secondary 
(n = 4) 

Elementary Secondary 

Less than 5 years 0 2 2 2 

5 to 10 years 3 1 2 2 

11 – 20 years 0 1 0 0 

More than 20 years 1 0 0 0 

TABLE 1 

TEACHERS WHO RESPONDED TO THE ONLINE SURVEY 

TABLE 2 

LITERACY LEADERS WHO RESPONDED TO THE ONLINE SURVEY 
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   Limitations of the Survey Data.  The limited number of secondary principals responding to 
the online survey and the lack of any responses from high school students compromised the reli-
ability of the secondary data, making it difficult for the Literacy Review Team to make valid gener-
alizations based upon the survey data. Because the limited number of survey responses skewed the 
data, the secondary findings and recommendations were shaped primarily by the staff interviews 
and classroom observations; thus, these findings and recommendations are still valid.  
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SECTION II 
 

COMPREHENSIVE K-12 LITERACY FRAMEWORK 

 

COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY INSTRUCTION 
 

The world is changing at an incredible pace. As a result, schools must prepare students for a vastly 
different world, one characterized by a shift from an industrial economy to a postindustrial econ-
omy based on knowledge. Today’s youth will need sophisticated literacy skills to negotiate a rap-
idly changing global and knowledge-based economy. Those who do not leave K-12 education with 
the ability to read, write, speak, and think effectively will be ill-equipped to meet the demands of 
employment, advanced training, and civic responsibility in the world of tomorrow.  

Thus, the goal of literacy instruction is to ensure that all students achieve their full literacy poten-
tial. The development of proficient readers and writers is best accomplished through the purpose-
ful structuring of literacy experiences. Students need and deserve comprehensive literacy instruc-
tion that is informed by and based on a broad model of reading and writing processes (Gambrell, 
Malloy, & Mazzoni, 2007).  

A COMPREHENSIVE K-12 LITERACY FRAMEWORK 
 
The transformation of day-to-day literacy practices into a strategic, coherent plan of instruction 
begins with the district’s vision for literacy instruction and a district-wide literacy plan that provides 
teachers and school leaders with the tools, resources, and training to improve literacy instruction.  
According to Gambrell, Malloy, and Mazzoni (2007), a comprehensive literacy framework that is 
articulated to all teachers should guide literacy instruction. This framework addresses all facets of 
literacy instruction, including the district’s beliefs about literacy. In its broadest sense, a compre-
hensive literacy framework: 

 
�� acknowledges that reading and writing are highly complex reciprocal processes that cannot 

be reduced to a single method or a commercial program. 
 
�� recognizes that a skillful and knowledgeable teacher, not the method or program, makes 

the difference in creating proficient readers and writers. 
 
�� understands that comprehension is the ultimate goal of literacy instruction. 
 
�� extends beyond the teaching of essential literacy skills to helping students acquire the habit 

of reading and writing and seeing themselves as readers and writers. 
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�� is built on a wide range of significant research and theoretical perspectives related to both 
the theory and practice of literacy instruction.  

 
�� recognizes that how teachers teach is as important as what teachers teach.  
 
�� addresses the need to provide all teachers with the knowledge and skills to deliver literacy 

instruction effectively. 
 
�� ensures that the concepts, skills, and strategies that students need to become proficient 

readers and writers are explicitly taught. 
 
�� recognizes that instruction must be planned to meet students’ needs and that this can only 

be accomplished if instruction is based on and informed by data from meaningful assess-
ments.  

 
�� acknowledges that effective instruction is dependent upon the frequent monitoring of stu-

dents’ literacy learning and that multiple measures of achievement should be used to in-
form decisions about programs and the delivery of instruction. 

 
�� addresses the organizational supports required to raise literacy achievement for all stu-

dents, including but not limited to: 
�� the flexible and extended use of instructional time; 
�� the allocation of resources for appropriate classroom materials and professional       

development for teachers, administrators, and support personnel; and  
�� meaningful assessments to inform instruction and monitor progress. 

 
�� recognizes that all students need to be surrounded with a print-rich environment that dem-

onstrates the power and importance of literacy, including a wide variety of engaging read-
ing materials other than textbooks. 

 
�� acknowledges that literacy can no longer be defined simply as the reading and writing of 

printed text and integrates multiple forms of literacy – digital, visual, spoken, and printed – 
in its approach to literacy instruction. 

 
�� fosters the reading success of all students by providing intensive, expert interventions for 

struggling readers and those with special needs, as well as enrichment for gifted readers.  
 
�� recognizes that literacy instruction should support student independence by providing op-

portunities for students to apply their knowledge and skills with materials and activities 
that match their abilities and interests. 

 
�� acknowledges that students need large amounts of time to interact with text in order to 
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practice and refine their reading and writing skills, acquire new knowledge and concepts, 
build fluency and vocabulary, and develop positive attitudes toward reading and writing. 

 
�� recognizes that literacy learning is developmental, continuous, and recursive.  
 
�� identifies the skills, competencies, and instructional practices appropriate for early child-

hood, middle childhood, early adolescence, and young adults.  
 
�� establishes a balance between instruction that is tied to a curricular scope and sequence 

and instruction that is driven by the needs of individual students. 
 
�� calls for literacy learning that is student-centered and embedded in a social context, so that 

students exercise ownership over their literacy learning and interact with others around 
their reading and writing.  

 
�� promotes reading and writing instruction that is integrated across all subject areas. 
 
�� ensures that students are exposed to a variety of text types and formats during reading and 

writing instruction: narrative as well as expository, authentic as well as instructional, and 
digital as well as print.   

 
�� recognizes that the teachers cannot create proficient readers and writers without support 

from the district administration or the community and involves all stakeholders in develop-
ing the literacy plan. 

 
�� builds upon the cultural and linguistic diversity that students bring to the classroom and 

enables all students to understand and appreciate cultural diversity. 
 

A BALANCED APPROACH TO LITERACY  
 

At the heart of the comprehensive literacy framework is a cohesive approach to literacy instruction 
that is often referred to as balanced literacy. Balanced literacy focuses on reading, writing, speak-
ing, listening, and thinking and includes a range of literacy-rich activities, carefully selected materi-
als matched to the reader’s needs, and a responsive teacher who knows how to facilitate instruc-
tion that meets each student where he is and moves him forward in the manner and time best 
suited to the student.  
 
When planning for balanced literacy instruction, teachers must consider: 
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�� Balancing direct and indirect instruction.  

 Students need both explicit instruction and opportunities to learn from informal encounters 
 with peers and teachers or through their own reading and exploration. 

�� Balancing instruction and practice.  

 Students need direct, explicit instruction, as well as frequent opportunities to practice their 
 developing skills. The effective balanced literacy teacher scaffolds instruction for students 
 by employing a gradual release of responsibility model. In this model, the teacher gradually 
 moves away from explicit instruction in which she models a skill or strategy or demon-
 strates how to apply it in a given situation, to situations in which the students assume all or 
 nearly all of the responsibility for applying the skill or strategy. Given repeated experiences 
 arranged on a continuum of more to less teacher support, the students internalize, over 
 time, the mental processes required to perform the skill or strategy and take ownership for 
 it. 

�� Balancing skills emphasis and meaning emphasis.  

 Skills are learned best when taught through meaningful use. While skills must be explicitly 
 taught, they are best retained when presented in authentic reading and writing contexts 
 and when opportunities for meaningful application are plentiful. 

�� Balancing process and content.  

 Students need to learn the processes of learning as well as learning discrete information. 
 Balanced literacy instruction emphasizes metacognitive skills as well as content knowledge. 

�� Balancing materials.  

 Students need instruction in how to learn from different types of materials, from expository 
 and narrative texts as well as different genres.  

�� Balancing assessment.  

 Students need opportunities to show their strengths and gaps through a variety of            
 assessment measures, both standardized and informal. A balanced literacy program is in-
 formed  by the results of a variety of on-going assessments. 

 

THE ELEMENTS OF A BALANCED LITERACY APPROACH  
 
In a K-6 balanced literacy program, students receive daily, planned and intentional instruction in the 
components, strategies, and skills needed to read and write successfully. According to the National 
Literacy Panel (2000), reading instruction in the primary grades should concentrate on the following 
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components, which are based upon the characteristics of the early, emergent, fluent, and inde-
pendent stages of reading. 

�� phonemic awareness – an auditory process that involves hearing sounds that make up 
words; 

�� phonics – recognizing that sounds link to letters and that those letters are combined to 
make words; 

�� fluency – reading effortlessly and automatically, recognizing individual words by sight; 

�� vocabulary – understanding and using words in listening, speaking, reading, and writing; 
and 

�� comprehension – making meaning from text and repairing misunderstandings when they 
occur.   

As students move beyond the primary grades, new challenges emerge that can affect literacy 
achievement. Older students must be able to comprehend more complex texts, determine the 
meaning of unfamiliar and technical vocabulary, use higher-order thinking skills to analyze a variety 
of literary and expository texts and media, and develop the writing skills needed to express their 
ideas in informative and persuasive pieces. Thus, literacy instruction does not end with reading and 
writing success in the early grades.  

The components for reading instruction in grades 4-12 include: 

�� word study, 

�� fluency, 

�� vocabulary, 

�� comprehension,  

�� study skills — notetaking, summarizing skills, organization and time management, test prep, 
metacognitive skills, and  

�� motivation. 

 

In a balanced literacy classroom, approaches and activities are thoughtfully planned and developed 
so that each student experiences a print and language-rich environment while participating in a va-
riety of interactive experiences every day: whole group, small group and individually. Literacy activi-
ties used in a balanced literacy approach include:  

�� Modeled reading and writing through read alouds, think alouds, and writing demonstra-
tions. 

�� Shared reading and writing with opportunities to teach specific strategies and elicit student 
predictions, observations, and responses, 

�� Interactive reading and writing with students sharing the text and the pen and the teacher 
and students reading and composing together. 
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�� Guided reading and writing with small groups of students at similar stages of reading and 
writing development for the purpose of helping them to develop their skill, strategies, con-
fidence and fluency with materials at appropriate levels of difficulty. 

�� Independent reading and writing in which students select the materials they want to and 
can read; practice their reading independently or with others; write personal responses to 
what they have read or experienced in journals, logs, or letters; and share their thinking, 
writing, and responses to their reading with others. 

The five block model, according to Reutzel (2007), is an effective organizational structure for ad-
dressing the  components of balanced literacy on a daily basis at the elementary level.  
 

�� Word Work – This includes instruction in letter recognition, phonological and phonemic 
awareness, concepts about print, and phonics in the primary grades and instruction in 
phonics, vocabulary, and word study in the intermediate and middle grades. 

�� Fluency – Fluency instruction is aimed at increasing students’ reading and writing accuracy, 
rate, and expression, as well as large amounts of time spent in reading and writing prac-
tice. 

�� Writing – This includes instruction in composition, mechanics, grammar, and spelling. 
�� Comprehension Strategy Instruction – This includes instruction in effective comprehension 

strategies to help students construct meaning from text and metacognitive strategies to 
help them become self-regulated readers and writers. 

�� Small group differentiated reading instruction – Instruction during this time is divided into 
three blocks through which students rotate. Within each block of time two major types of 
activities dominate: 1) small group differentiated, reading facilitated by the teacher, and 2) 
small groups of mixed-ability students at literacy workstations. 

 
The classroom environment that best supports balanced literacy instruction includes a whole-
group area, a small-group area, learning centers or workstations, and a classroom library. The 
learning centers should focus on follow-up activities and tasks drawn from previously taught word 
work, fluency, comprehension strategy, and writing lessons. These centers should be designed so 
that the tasks are clearly understood, independent of teacher supervision, able to be completed 
within the time allowed, and include an element of performance or accountability. 
 
Small group guided reading is a practical way to match reading instruction to the levels and needs 
of individual students. Through explanations, demonstrations, coaching and prompting, the 
teacher helps students acquire the reading processes and strategies they need to make sense of 
the text they are reading. Students are placed in guided reading groups on the basis of ongoing 
assessments and teacher observations of student performance. Groups are flexible and students 
move in and out of groups as their needs change.  
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Traditional reading groups and guided reading groups differ in numerous ways.  These differences 
include, but are not limited to, the composition of the groups, the nature of skills practice, and as-
sessment. A comparison of the two types of reading groups is summarized in Table 3 below. 
 

  
 
 

 
In order for guided reading to be successful, the teacher must consider: 

�� classroom organization and layout, 
�� classroom management and discipline, 
�� range of levels of materials available for instruction, 
�� schedules and times available for meeting with individual groups, especially with needy 

and struggling readers,  
�� how to group students on the basis of strengths and needs, 
�� how to continuously monitor and assess students strengths and needs, and 
�� how to use assessment results to inform teaching. 

TABLE 3 

COMPARISON OF TRADITIONAL AND GUIDED READING GROUPS 

Traditional Reading Groups Guided Reading Groups 

��Groups remain stable in composition. ��Groups are dynamic, flexible, and change 

��Students progress through a specific se-
quence of texts and skills. 

��Texts are chosen at an appropriate level for 
each group; there is no prescribed se-

��Introductions focus on new vocabulary. ��Introductions focus on meaning and back-
ground knowledge with some attention to 

��Skills practice follows reading. ��Skills practice is embedded in shared read-

��Focus is on the lesson, not the student. ��Focus is on the student, not the lesson. 

��Teacher follows prepared “script” from the 
teacher’s guide. 

��Teacher and students actively interact with 
the text. 

��Questions are generally limited to factual 
recall. 

��Questions develop higher order thinking 
skills and strategic reading. 

��Students are dependent on teacher direc-
tion and support. 

��Students read independently and work in-
dependently at workstations when not in a 

��Teacher is the interpreter and checker of 
meaning. 

��Teacher and students interact with the text 
to construct and monitor meaning. 

��Students respond to the text in workbooks 
or on prepared worksheets. 

��Students respond to the text through per-
sonal and authentic activities. 

��Students are tested on skills and literal re-
call at the end of each text/unit. 

��Assessment is ongoing and embedded in 
instruction. 
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A balanced literacy approach also recognizes that comprehension is the ultimate goal of literacy 
instruction and that teaching comprehension starts with making students aware of a wide range of 
meaning-seeking strategies and providing them with extensive opportunities to apply these strate-
gies in the context of meaningful tasks. Eight key strategies form the foundation of comprehension 
instruction in a balanced literacy approach (Duke & Reynolds, 2005). These strategies include: 
 

�� making connections – teaching students to connect texts to their background knowledge 
and experiences, other texts, and the world;  

�� determining importance – teaching students to identify what is and is not important in the 
text; 

�� inferring – teaching students to combine textual content with their own ideas to fill in the 
gaps in order to interpret the text; 

�� synthesizing – teaching students to put together pieces of information within the text to 
form a new idea or ideas through the use of sequencing, summarizing, classifying, catego-
rizing, and retelling; 

�� visualizing – teaching students to create pictures or mental movies in their minds before, 
during, and after reading; 

�� asking questions – teaching students to use curiosity to generate questions that enhance 
the meaning of the text; 

�� monitor understanding – teaching students to determine whether the text being read is 
understood; and 

�� using fix-up strategies – teaching students how to select and use strategies to overcome 
difficulties when navigating texts. 

 
The specific elements of a comprehensive literacy framework based on a balanced literacy ap-
proach are depicted in Figure 2.  
 

THE COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY FRAMEWORK AS A LENS FOR THE                  
LITERACY AUDIT 

Because a comprehensive literacy framework reflects research-based practices and incorporates 
the full range of experiences that K-12 students need to reach their literacy potential, the Literacy 
Review Team examined the literacy policies, practices, resources, and environment in Zionsville’s 
Schools through the lens of a comprehensive literacy framework. Using this lens allowed the Liter-
acy Review Team to take a multidimensional approach in its review of the district’s literacy pro-
gram.   
 
With the comprehensive literacy framework as a backdrop, the report now moves to the Literacy 
Review Team’s findings. The findings that follow are based on interviews, online surveys, and ob-
servations of K-12 classrooms. While the Literacy Review Team spent considerable time observing, 
interviewing, and reviewing documents, its reviews was not exhaustive; thus, any omissions that 
may have occurred during the review process and writing of this report are unintended. 
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FIGURE 2 

K-12 COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY FRAMEWORK 
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Section III 

 

Literacy Practices, Applications, and Recommendations:  

CComprehensive Review of Current Affairs 

 

COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY FRAMEWORK 

A comprehensive literacy framework is the foundation upon which the K-12 literacy curriculum and 
instructional program are built. Without a district-level, clearly articulated comprehensive literacy 
framework, there is no cohesive plan to guide the K-12 literacy program. 

A comprehensive K-12 literacy framework serves several important functions. It facilitates… 

�  purposeful and consistent K-12 literacy instruction by clearly identifying what is taught, the 
 sequence in which it is taught, and how it is taught.  

�  establishment of a common language for literacy and an understanding of that language 
 among K-12 educators.  

�  systemic and systematic literacy instruction K-12.  

�  allocation of resources district-wide. 

�  development of a blueprint for teacher and administrator accountability.  

�  creation of policies and practices that support effective literacy instruction. 

While Zionsville Community Schools has adopted a balanced literacy approach, it has not situated 
this approach within the broader context of a comprehensive framework that includes a district 
vision and plan for the literacy instruction. When responding to the online survey question regard-
ing the district’s vision and plan for literacy, 39% of elementary teachers and 32% of secondary 
teachers reported that the district lacked a clearly articulated vision to guide literacy instruction. At 
the administrative level, 75% of elementary administrators and 75% of secondary administrators 
reported the lack of a clearly articulated vision and plan. During the interviews, teachers and ad-
ministrators alike expressed the need for greater clarity, focus, and direction regarding the dis-
trict’s literacy efforts.  

Moreover, the balanced literacy approach adopted by the district has not been clearly articulated 
to nor widely embraced by teachers beyond the primary grades as evidenced by the variance in the 
use of balanced literacy practices observed by the Literacy Review Team. The variance in the use of 
balanced literacy practices can be attributed to such factors as the age and experience of the staff, 
teacher familiarity with balanced literacy practices, availability of resources to support balanced 
literacy activities, and the degree to which literacy instruction is monitored by the principal. For 
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example, when asked on the online survey about their use of balanced literacy practices, 13% of 
elementary teachers and 30% of secondary teachers responded that they used such practices only 
rarely or seldom. When asked about their use of balanced literacy practices during the interviews, 
many teachers, particularly those in grades 4-12, reported that they lacked an in-depth knowledge 
of these practices. In addition, elementary and middle school teachers and administrators indicated 
that they needed more leveled books in order to do small group instruction effectively. 

When asked about teacher understanding of the language associated with balanced literacy, 29% of 
elementary teachers and 32% of secondary teachers reported that teachers lacked an understand-
ing of the language. Furthermore, 50% of elementary administrators and 75% of secondary admin-
istrators stated that teachers lacked a common understanding of the language for balanced literacy 
(see Figure 3).  

When teachers were 
asked to describe what 
guided their literacy in-
struction, many re-
sponded that they “taught 
the basal text or class nov-
els.” Others reported that 
they “taught the Indiana 
Academic Standards” or 
“what they had always 
taught.” Some teachers, 
particularly at the secon-
dary level, said they used 
the district’s master cur-
riculum maps to guide 
their instruction; however, 
most elementary teachers shared that they did not find the curriculum maps useful and did not use 
them.  From the varied responses to the question, it is evident that curricular and instructional deci-
sions are currently driven by a multitude of factors, including textbooks, commercial programs, 
teacher experience, curriculum maps and tradition. 

 
Historically, Zionsville teachers have had a high degree of autonomy over the curricular and instruc-
tional decisions for their classroom. They have functioned as educational “free agents.” As a result, 
individual practice has flourished within classrooms across the district. This tradition of individual 
practice has been fueled by the lack of a district comprehensive literacy framework. As a result, lit-
eracy instruction across the district and within schools lacks cohesiveness, continuity, and fidelity. 
While there is a viable literacy curriculum, it is not a guaranteed curriculum in terms of what is 
taught, how it is taught, and why it is taught. 
 

FIGURE 3 

LACK OF A COMMON UNDERSTANDING OF A  
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 Recommendations* 

�� Establish a district vision for literacy.  
 

�� With the district’s vision of literacy as its foundation, develop a K-12 comprehensive liter-
acy framework to guide and inform K-12 reading and writing instruction. The framework 
should include the components and practices of a balanced literacy approach. 
 

�� Develop an action plan for the consistent and cohesive implementation of reading and 
writing instruction. To minimize teacher disconnect it is imperative that the district solicit 
teacher involvement in and ownership of the implementation plan. The plan should address 
the….  

�� alignment of existing literacy programs and policies to the literacy framework. 
 
�� alignment of the written, taught, and tested literacy curriculum. The curriculum 

mapping process should facilitate the development of an aligned, standards-based 
curriculum and ensure instructional continuity within grade-levels and across 
schools. 

 
�� the district’s non-negotiables for balanced literacy instruction. Non-negotiables are 

those key practices, such as differentiated small group instruction or the use of the 
gradual release of responsibility model, that teachers at each level would be ex-
pected to implement with consistency and fidelity.  

 
�� administrative procedures for monitoring the consistent use of best instructional 

practices for balanced literacy. 
 
�� accountability policies and procedures that promote curricular and instructional 

consistency and fidelity. 
 
�� interventions for struggling readers and enrichment for more able readers. 
 
�� resources to support the balanced literacy approach. 

 
�� policies and procedures for professional development. 

 
�� Establish literacy teams within each building and at the district level for the purposes of 

providing leadership and support for balanced literacy instruction in each school and 
across the district.  

 

�� Create a systematic action plan for disseminating the comprehensive framework and the 
district’s expectations for literacy instruction to all teachers and administrators. The plan 
should include formal communication procedures to ensure that communications are dis-
seminated to all teachers. 
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�� Provide literacy leaders with an in-depth knowledge of the best practices for a balanced 
literacy approach and how to implement these practices effectively in the classroom.  

 
* Recommendations that appear in bold are, in the professional opinion of the Literacy Review 
Team, considered a priority. All recommendations are outlined in chart form in the appendix. 

 
BALANCED LITERACY PROGRAM 
 
PRINT-RICH ENVIRONMENTS 
 
 Classrooms 
  
  Environmental Print.  Environmental print refers to the 

written language that surrounds students in their classrooms. This 
includes print on the classrooms walls and other surfaces and in-
cludes such items as commercial and teacher-made charts, motiva-
tional and curriculum-related posters, word walls, bulletin boards 
displays, and exhibits of student work. Literacy-rich environments, 
as endorsed by the International Reading Association (1998), have 
a significant impact on what goes on in the classroom and sets the 
stage for interactions with a wide variety of genres. While some of 
the classrooms observed included elements of a literacy-rich envi-
ronment, this was not consistent throughout the district. Many 
classrooms were not particularly literacy-rich places to become 

engaged in literacy learning. 
 
In some classrooms, the environmental print was purposeful, func-
tional, and supported students’ literacy growth. Rather than com-
mercially produced and decorative, the environmental print in these 
classrooms was predominantly teacher or student created for the 
purpose of instruction. Such items included anchor charts upon 
which teachers and students had recorded their thinking about a 
strategy (see Figure 4), text, lesson, or procedure. Anchor charts, 
either co-developed by students and teachers or commercially pro-
duced,  reinforce learning and serve as tools to connect learning to 
teaching. For example, an anchor chart can help students remember 
a strategy for choosing a “just right” book or to recall the differ-
ences between fiction and nonfiction texts.  All grade levels can use 
anchor charts written in student-friendly language. At the middle 
school, most anchor charts were commercially produced and associ-

FIGURE 4 

ANCHOR CHART 

FIGURE 5 

ANCHOR CHART 
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ated with writing (see Figure 5). In Zionsville, the 
use of anchor charts does not appear to be a 
common practice throughout the schools. 
 
Alphabet charts and number charts of various 
sizes and shapes were evident in most elemen-
tary classrooms. Some classrooms also had pock-
ets charts filled with individual words, sentences, 
or poems. Moreover, several primary teachers 
had labeled areas of their room and objects 
within their classroom with signs (see Figure 6); 
however, this labeling was not consistent or com-
mon across primary classrooms and schools.  

In some elementary classrooms, the amount of 
environmental print bordered on overload (see 
Figure 7) and was largely decorative in nature. In 
these classrooms, monthly calendars, class sched-
ules, seasonal displays, attendance charts, class rules, job charts, group rotation schedules, lunch 
menus, and notices papered the bulletin boards or covered sections of the “chalk boards.” Distracti-
ble or highly visual children in these classrooms would find the amount of environmental print over-
whelming. 
 
The amount and type of environmental print displayed in the upper grades varied from classroom 
to classroom. At the secondary level, commercially produced and teacher/student constructed an-

chor charts, motivational posters, cur-
riculum-related charts such as the peri-
odic table or 6+1 writing traits, and maps 
tended to dominate. Overall, the degree 
of environmental print displayed in class-
rooms tended to decline from the ele-
mentary level to the secondary level. 
 
At all grade levels, displays of student 
work in classrooms was inconsistent. 
While some classrooms had displays fea-
turing student writing, book reviews, vo-
cabulary posters, or artwork, such dis-
plays were not commonplace across 
classrooms. The majority of elementary 
(92%) and secondary (95%) teachers, as 
well as literacy leaders (88%), reported 

FIGURE 6 

CLASSROOM LABELS 

FIGURE 7 

ENVIRONMENTAL OVERLOAD 
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that student work was frequently displayed and that the displays indicated that reading and writing 
were priorities in the schools. The contrast between what the teachers and administrators reported 
and what the Literacy Review Team observed, however, indicates a disconnect between the teach-
ers’ perception and the actual amount of student work displayed. 

 Recommendations 

�� Label objects and areas of the room in all K-2 and English Language Learner classrooms. 
 

�� Use anchor charts to extend and reinforce student learning in all classrooms and at all lev-
els. 

 
�� Frequently display student work in classrooms all levels. The work displayed should include 

writing as well as art work and be inclusive of all students, not just the best and brightest. 
 

 Classroom libraries. When students are provided with well-designed classroom libraries, 

they interact more with books, spend more time reading, exhibit more positive attitudes toward 
reading, and exhibit higher levels of reading achievement (NAEP, 2002). Teachers can provide in-
struction in the essential literacy skills, but if students are not provided with access to interesting 
books that they want to read and can read with success, they will never reach their full literacy po-
tential (Gambrell, Malloy, & Mazzoni, 2007). 
  
In a balanced literacy classroom, the classroom library is more than a simple collection of trade 
books. It is an integral tool for enhancing students’ literacy development.  To be an effective tool, 
however, it must exemplify the characteristics of a quality classroom library. These characteristics 
include: 
  

�� a core collection of 300 to 600 books (10 -20 books per student), with new books added 
routinely to spark interest and old, worn, and tattered books discarded periodically;  

�� a wide variety of fiction and nonfiction genres; 
�� a wide variety of formats: wordless books, big books, picture books, chapter books, graphic 

novels, series books, hardcover books, paperback books, etc.; 
�� nonfiction books – 40 to 60% of the collection should be comprised of informational or non-

fiction books; 
�� reference books – 5% of the collection should consist of current reference books, including, 

but not limited to, dictionaries, thesauruses, almanacs, atlases, and encyclopedias; 
�� current books – 30% of the books should have been published within the last five years; 
�� multicultural books; 
�� multiple copies of popular titles;  
�� text sets consisting of a set of books on a theme or topic and representing a variety of read-

ing levels;  
�� books spanning a range of complexity, including predictable, easy-to-read books, leveled 

books, books of a more challenging nature, and books for independent reading; 



                       Learning Unlimited LLC © 2009. All rights reserved. For Zionsville Schools Internal Use Only.                        27 

 

�� books spanning three grades above and three grades be-
low the designated grade level; 

�� materials other than books: magazines, newspapers, comic 
books, audio-tapes, CD-ROMs, and writing paper and art 
supplies to encourage children to respond to their read-
ing; 

�� a clearly delineated area, out of the traffic flow and acces-
sible to  students, with enough space to accommodate a 
variety of storage options (bookshelves, tubs, and book-
racks) book displays and comfortable furniture or cushions 
for reading; and  

�� materials that are organized according to a logical classifi-
cation system and clearly labeled with easy-to-read and 
highly visible signs (see Figure 8).  

 
In some elementary classrooms, 
the books in the classroom library 
were well-organized and catego-
rized by topic, author, genre, or 
interest area. They were also stored in tubs or in display racks with 
their covers facing outward, and the tubs were labeled to assist 
students in finding books. Other classrooms included clustered dis-
plays of nonfiction, or informational text, to heighten student inter-
est and build background knowledge (see Figure 9). These libraries, 
which were often set apart from the rest of the room by book-
shelves or a rug and invited student use (see Figure 10); however, 
these libraries were the 
exception, not the rule.  
In most classrooms, the 
libraries lacked organiza-
tion, books were 

crammed haphazardly into bookshelves or tubs were in 
disarray, making it difficult for a student to find a book 
(see Figure 11). The wide disparity in the quality of class-
room libraries across the district raises the issue of eq-
uity, for student in classrooms with quality libraries are 
at a decided advantage over students in classrooms with 
inadequate classroom libraries.  
 
In Zionsville Community Schools, the K-12 classroom li-
braries observed by Literacy Review Team varied widely 

FIGURE 8 

CLASSROOM LIBRARY 
WITH BIN LABELS 

FIGURE 9 
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in quality, size and robustness from classroom to classroom, 
with the majority of them falling short of meeting the charac-
teristics of an effective classroom library in seven critical areas: 
1) size of collection, 2) quality of titles, 3) balance among gen-
res, formats, and types, 4) condition and currency, 5) reading 
levels, 6) organization and storage, and 7) use.  For example, 
while some classroom libraries in elementary and middle 
schools met the requirement of 10 to 20 books per students, 
many other classrooms did not. In fact, many secondary class-
room libraries contained less than five books per student. Fur-
ther, only 17% of secondary teachers and 61% of elementary 
teachers responding to the online survey reported that their 
classroom library contained 200 or more titles. In addition, 
nonfiction books represented, on average, less than 10% of 
the titles, and many collections lacked the proper balance 
among genres as well as the right mix of current and tradi-
tional titles. Finally, the books spanned a limited range of reading levels, which meant that stu-
dents reading more than two grades above or below grade-level were challenged to find just right 
books to read. 
  
Because independent reading is part of a balanced literacy framework, students require access to 
books in their classrooms as well as in the media center. According to Gambrell (2007), the books 
children choose to read and enjoy the most come from their classroom library. This is not the case 
in Zionsville, however. Only 1% of the middle school students and 8% of the elementary students 
responding to the online survey indicated that they got the books they read from the classroom 
library (see Figure 12) despite the fact 83% of the elementary teachers responding to the online 
survey reported that students often read books from their classroom library. Obviously, the teach-
ers’ perception of where elementary students were getting their books conflicted with the stu-

dents’ responses. That 
most classroom libraries 
contain few books and 
are poorly organized may 
explain why students get 
their books from sources 
other than the classroom 
library.  

If students are to become 
readers, they need mate-
rials to read. As a builder 
needs supplies to con-
struct a house, a teacher 

FIGURE 11 

POORLY ORGANIZED 

LIBRARY 

FIGURE 12 

PLACES WHERE 4th GRADE STUDENTS SELECT BOOKS 

8

28

46

16

0

25

50

75

100

Classroom Library

School Library

Home Library

Pubic Library



                       Learning Unlimited LLC © 2009. All rights reserved. For Zionsville Schools Internal Use Only.                        29 

 

needs a quality classroom library to assist in building life-long readers. It is unfair, however, to dis-
cuss the condition of classroom libraries in Zionsville without pointing out that it is the teacher, not 
the district, who funds the classroom library. In most instances, teachers fund their libraries with 
out-of-pocket dollars. Providing an adequate classroom library with personal funds is challenging 
for most teachers, but it is extremely difficult for new teachers. When the teachers were asked 
during the interviews for their recommendations to improve literacy within the district, several 
mentioned the need for increased funding for classroom libraries. 

 Recommendations 

�� Allocate district-level funds, on an ongoing basis, for the purchase of K-12 classroom li-
brary materials, including books, magazines, and storage containers. The funding of class-
room libraries should not be dependent upon the generosity of individual teachers, the 
Parent Teacher Organization, or other sources such as grant funds because this creates 
inequities in classroom libraries across the district. 

�      Provide teachers with professional development on following topics: 

�� importance of the classroom library and its relationship to reading achievement,  

�� guidelines for a quality classroom library, and 

�� how to use the classroom library effectively to increase independent reading.  

�� Restructure existing classroom libraries to meet the guidelines of an effective classroom 
library by weeding the collections, organizing the materials, and labeling the collections to 
make them accessible to students. 

�� Provide new teachers with a core classroom library. 

 

  Hallways 
 
Hallways are an ideal venue to announce to par-
ents and other visitors that reading and writing 
are highly valued within the school. Hallways can 
also be used to emphasize the importance of 
reading and writing to students. In Zionsville 
Schools the degree and type of environmental 
print displayed in hallways differed from building 
to building. 
 
Some schools used the hallways effectively to 
promote and enhance literacy and even used 
them as a content-area learning tool (see Figure 
13). In these buildings, students’ writing and art-

FIGURE 13 

HALLWAY BULLETIN BOARD SERVES 
AS A CONTENT-AREA LEARNING TOOL 
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work were displayed in every hallway. Most 
often, the elementary schools used hallway 
bulletin boards to feature student writing, 
themed exhibits, and/or student work.  In 
some instances, hallway bulletin board dis-
plays appeared to be primarily decorative in 
nature, rather than purposefully promoting 
literacy.  
 
There were featured book displays in several 
display cases in the middle school hallways as 
shown in Figure 14.  Limited amounts of stu-
dent work and several election posters were 
displayed on other bulletin boards.  At the 
high school, posters of student’s favorite 
books was prominently featured (see Figure 
15) in a display case. At a time when pleasure 
reading often diminishes, this is an important 

display to heighten teen’s interest in reading.  
 
In summary, hallways are a prime venue to feature displays related to content areas, student work, 
books and books reviews, to name just a few.  Students, teachers, and visitors should be impacted 
by the amount and variety of literacy-
related activities occurring within the 
school. 
 

 Recommendations 

 

�� Feature displays of literacy 
throughout every building. The 
displays should include a variety of 
materials - motivational posters, 
banners, pictures of students 
reading, books, and student work - 
and promote literacy to parents, 
teachers, and students.   

 

�� Frequently display student work in 
hallways at all levels. The work 
displayed should be  inclusive of 
diverse content areas and be rep-

FIGURE 15 
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resentative of all students. 
 
�� When displaying student work, teachers should in-

clude an explanation that describes the standard 
being addressed or the objective of the lesson, the 
topic being studied, and any pertinent background 
information needed to give parents, teachers, stu-
dents, and other visitors a clear understanding of 

the assignment 
and level of stu-
dent work on 
display (see Fig-
ures 16* and 
17*).  
 

 
 
*pictures not from Zionsville Schools 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

  Bookrooms 

A bookroom is a place where shared instructional materials are stored for use by the entire school 
faculty. It is a room where multiple copies of books (both fiction and nonfiction), chapter books, 
and book sets are housed and arranged by levels. It 
also typically includes Big Books, books in a wide vari-
ety of genres, magazines, picture books, mentor texts 
for teaching writing, intervention materials, and 
games for language development (see Figures 18* 
and 19*). The bookroom may also showcase a profes-
sional book collection, videotapes, DVD, CD’s, or 
other professional development support materials. 
Additionally, it may also contain standards docu-
ments, pacing guides, and curriculum documents or 
materials. 

As part of a balanced literacy framework,  a book-
room is both integral and advantageous for faculty 
and students for several reasons. First, it provides a 
vehicle for sharing resources and extending the 

FIGURE 16 
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FIGURE 17 
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FIGURE 18 
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budget and is, therefore, an economical way to pro-
vide more literary resources to support classroom 
instruction. Next, by housing classroom sets of in-
structional materials in the bookroom, more storage 
space in the classroom becomes available for the 
classroom library. Further, it allows teachers to meet 
the needs of all readers by having a varied collection 
of books at students’ reading levels.  

The bookrooms in Zionsville Schools are at the begin-
ning stages of development. Currently most schools 
have collections that are quite limited in types of re-
sources as well as the breadth and scope of titles for 
students and teachers. At the elementary level, fund-
ing is currently being determined to create a way to continually develop the bookrooms in order to 
create an extensive, organized space that features a wide variety of resources to support a bal-
anced literacy framework. 

Developing “world-class” bookrooms includes numerous considerations in order to use monetary 
resources wisely as well as to develop a quality resource that teachers will use and from which stu-
dents will benefit. When the bookrooms become stocked with a variety of literacy resources, 
teachers will find them invaluable to bringing richness and diversity to the balanced literacy ap-
proach to teaching reading. 

*pictures not from Zionsville Schools 

 Recommendations 

Bookrooms 

�� Establish specific criteria of an effective bookroom and allocate resources to establish 
high-quality bookrooms in all schools.  

�� Consider accessibility issues when determining bookroom locations. Larger schools may 
consider developing two spaces for bookrooms so that they are easily accessible and con-
venient for teachers.  

�� Provide resources to replace lost and tattered resources, provide bookshelves and other 
materials for storing books. 

�� Determine an individual or individuals in each school who will assist in organizing and 
maintaining the bookroom. With training, parent volunteers may be able to assist in main-
taining the bookrooms. 

FIGURE 19 
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ASSESSMENT 

While assessment is most often seen as a tool to monitor and measure student learning, it can also 
be used as a tool to inform instruction and evaluate instructional practices. An assessment system 
that is performance-based, linked to clear standards, includes formative and summative measures, 
and is used for both accountability and instructional purposes must be part of a comprehensive 
literacy program. The ultimate goal of assessment is to identify students’ literacy needs, evaluate 
their progress, adapt instruction to meet their needs, and assess the effectiveness of instructional 
practices.  

Within Zionsville Schools, the use of assessment data to plan, monitor, and evaluate literacy in-
struction varies widely. During the interviews, some principals and teachers reported using assess-
ment data to inform and guide instruction; however, others reported they were just beginning to 
analyze and use assessment data. While 58% of elementary teachers responding to the online sur-
vey (see Figure 20) reported using a variety of formal and informal assessments to monitor stu-
dents’ literacy growth and provide them with feedback, only 37% of secondary teachers reported 
doing so .  

Although Richardson (2004) ob-
served that teachers had greater 
success in preparing students to 
meet educational goals when they 
used student data to plan instruc-
tion, 32% of elementary and 29% of 
secondary teachers responding to 
the online survey reported that 
they used assessment data to plan 
instruction only sometimes or 
rarely.   

At the elementary level, part of this may be due to the fact that in some schools teachers are not 
administering the assessments. The DIBELS, in particular, is frequently administered by the reading 
specialists. To assist teachers in looking at student data, some elementary principals have held 
“data days” where teachers review ISTEP+ and NWEA scores and look for patterns. According to 
interviews, the results have been mixed. As a result of the “data days,” some teachers have been 
looking more carefully at student progress and other teachers appeared frustrated by the activity 
of examining data. 

“Data Walls”, a tool that schools develop and display in a private area of the school, are visual dis-
plays that graph student progress as measured by various formative and summative assessments. 
The principal and teaching staff periodically update the Data Wall and have discussions related to 
student learning, instruction, and assessment.  Data Walls were not evident in any of the Zionsville 
schools. 
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A common assessment framework employing diagnostic as well as standardized measures of stu-
dent performance is essential to the systematic use of data. The Literacy Review Team noted more 
assessments at the elementary level than at the secondary level. Common assessments at the ele-
mentary level included DIBELS (Dynamic Indicators of Basic Early Literacy Skills), The Developmen-
tal Reading Assessment (DRA), Text Reading Comprehension (Mclass), ISTEP+, NWEA, as wells as 
assessments given by the reading specialists. Some elementary teachers also reported using run-
ning records, writing prompts, observation checklists, student/teacher conference notes.  

At the middle school level, teachers primarily used NWEA and ISTEP+ data to inform instruction 
and to gain insights into their students capabilities. Some teachers also report administering a 
reading inventory at the beginning of the year, but this did not appear to be a common practice. At 
the high school, teachers lack diagnostic assessment data on their students, with the exception of 
those students with an IEP. They currently have no framework of assessments to tell them their 
students’ reading levels or the extent of their students’ comprehension, vocabulary, and fluency 
skills. Other than ISTEP, PSAT, SAT or AP exams, the only mechanisms they have to inform them of 
their students’ capabilities  are student work in response to assignments and tests and  teacher 
observation of oral reading and oral responses to questions. While informal performance data can 
be useful, all too often it is fragmented, incomplete, or inaccurate. Secondary teachers are at a de-
cided disadvantage because they lack a range of student data to guide instruction. 

In summary, Zionsville students as a whole perform extremely well on standardized measured such 
as the ISTEP+. However, there is diversity among Zionsville students and not all students are reach-
ing their potential, as indicated by NWEA data at the middle school level. In order to assist all stu-
dents in reaching their potential, a keen eye toward appropriate assessments, interpretation, and 
use as an informative guide for classroom instruction needs to be part of the Comprehensive Liter-
acy Framework in Zionsville schools. 

 Recommendations  

� Establish a common framework of assessments and administration across the district 
and at each level: elementary, middle and high school. 

� Strategically use assessment data to: 

�� identify students’ learning needs; 
�� plan instruction based on students’ needs; 
�� monitor student progress and adjust instruction accordingly; 
�� evaluate instructional practices; and 
�� design cohesive policies to support instruction and learning. 
 

� Establish monitoring procedures to ensure that teachers use assessment data to differenti-
ate, guide and adjust instruction. 
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�  Provide high quality professional development on how to analyze assessment data and 
apply the knowledge gained to differentiate instruction and improve instructional prac-
tices. 

IMPLEMENTATION OF BEST PRACTICES 

The way teachers use instructional time and the consistency with which they implement instruc-
tional strategies are two variables that affect student achievement (Fisher & Frey, 2007). At the 
elementary level, the majority of teachers interviewed and those responding to the online survey 
reported spending 120 to 180 minutes a day on literacy instruction. Although there was a high de-
gree of consistency in the amount of time dedicated to literacy instruction at the elementary level, 
literacy instruction was not delivered in a coherent block of time. Rather, it was distributed 
throughout the day in an attempt to accommodate the specials and lunch schedules; interruptions 
during the literacy block, however, erode instructional cohesiveness and continuity. Furthermore, 
reading and writing were often taught separately as discrete subjects rather than being taught con-
jointly in an integrated manner. 

While the amount of time allocated to literacy instruction was consistent, 18% of teachers and 75% 
of administrators responding to the online survey indicated inconsistencies in how balanced liter-
acy was taught in the elementary schools. Teacher interview data, however, indicated far more 
than 18% of  teachers recognized that literacy instruction was inconsistent within and among 
teachers or grade levels. In addition, 16% of elementary teachers and 50% of elementary adminis-
trators reported inconsistencies in teacher beliefs regarding literacy instruction, indicating that the 
commitment to a balanced literacy framework varied among elementary teachers.  

The consistent use of best practices for balanced literacy also varied across the district. Thirteen 
percent of elementary teachers and 30% of secondary teachers responding to the online survey 
reported using research-based practices only rarely or sometimes. In addition, 50% of elementary 
administrators and 50% of secondary administrators confirmed that teachers used research-based 
practices only part of the time.  

The Literacy Review Team’s classroom observations corroborated the inconsistencies in the use of 
best practices. According to the Literacy Review Team’s observations, the use of best practices var-
ied from classroom to classroom and from building to building according to 1) the level of the 
teacher’s knowledge, skill, and disposition, 2) the level of leadership for balanced literacy within 
the building, and 3) the availability of resources to support balanced literacy activities and routines. 

Best practice in teaching students to become strategic readers and writers begins with teachers 
making their students aware of a wide range of meaning-seeking strategies and helping them 
choose and monitor appropriate strategies (Paris & Paris, 2001). Effective strategy instruction in-
cludes direct explanation, teacher modeling (thinking aloud), guided practice and application that 
is grounded in an authentic context and delivered through whole and small group lessons 
(Armbruster, Lehr, & Osborne, 2001).  
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While the Literacy Review Team often observed explicit literacy instruction at all levels, it did not 
observe teachers frequently engaged in… 

�� providing students with clear learning goals during literacy instruction, 

�� modeling strategies through think alouds or demonstrating comprehension strategies for 
meaning-making, 

�� providing students  with multiple opportunities for guided practice grounded in real read-
ing and writing experiences, and 

�� using a variety of grouping patterns during instruction. 

Rather, the Literacy Review Team observed teachers in grades K-8 frequently involving students in 
the completion of worksheets instead of actual reading and writing and teaching students in 
grades 3-12 through whole group instruction approximately 87% of the time.  

Table 4  indicates the percentage teachers and administrators indicating a response of rarely or 
sometimes to the online survey questions related to strategy instruction and best practices. 

Although the Literacy Review Team found effective strategy instruction and use of best practices to 
be more consistent in grades K-2, inconsistencies existed at all grade levels. These inconsistencies 

Literacy Strategy Instruction Teachers Administrators 

 Grades 
K—4 

Grades 
5—12 

Grades 
K—4 

Grades 
5—12 

-  Teacher models comprehension strategies through 
think   alouds. 

13% 33% 50% 50% 

-  Teachers use before, during and after reading strate-
gies to assist students’ in making meaning of text. 

7% 31% 50% 75% 

-  Teachers help students set a purpose for reading and 
establish clear learning goals. 

13% 27% 0% 50% 

-  Teachers prompt students to reflect on their reading 
and evaluate their predictions. 

6% 27% 0% 50% 

-  Teachers assist students in monitoring for understand-
ing and using appropriate fix-up strategies. 

11% 31% 25% 50% 

-  Teachers provide students with frequent opportunities 
to apply what they had learned during reading. 

11% 21% 50% 25% 

-  Teachers provide students with feedback specific to 
their application of reading and writing skills. 

16% 33% 25% 25% 

TABLE 4 

LITERACY STRATEGY INSTRUCTION AND BEST PRACTICES  

““RARELY OR SOMETIMES” 
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indicate that the district has not systematically or systemically cultivated teaching practices for bal-
anced literacy. During the interviews, administrators voiced concern regarding the wide variance in 
the implementation of balanced literacy practices.  

The success of a balanced literacy approach rests upon the shoulders of teachers who deliver rigor-
ous and challenging curricula to their students in relevant and meaningful ways and through the 
use of research-based best practices. Overall, the district’s literacy curriculum is rigorous in content 
and traditional in its focus on literature drawn from the literary cannon. However, while substan-
tive and challenging, the traditional titles often lack the relevance needed to engage today’s stu-
dents. In addition, teachers must tie rigorous content to the use of robust instructional strategies if 
they are to engage students in reading and writing that promotes higher level thinking. Currently, K
-12 instruction consists of a hodge-podge of strategies ranging from basic to higher level. 

A balanced literacy approach will not translate into reality in all classrooms until literacy leaders 
develop a plan for balanced literacy instruction K-12. According to a meta-analysis on high-
performing districts conducted by Waters and Marzano (2006), highly effective districts have a 
master plan that sets forth clear, non-negotiable goals for teaching and learning. To encourage a 
common language for instruction and the consistent use of research-based practices in every class-
room, the plan must also define what good teaching looks like and include mechanisms for building 
staff commitment to the goals and systematic procedures for monitoring the implementation of 
research-based practices. Such a plan provides teachers and administrators with a model for what 
is expected, while allowing the staff flexibility to meet the needs of all students. 

  
       Recommendations 

 
��Provide an uninterrupted block of time at the elementary level for balanced literacy in-

struction. 
 
��Clearly articulate to all teachers the components, best practices, and organizational 

structures needed to successfully implement a program of balanced literacy. [See Section 
II of this report for an outline of the components and organization structures] 

 
��Identify a set of comprehension strategies to be taught at each grade level and within 

the content areas at the middle and high schools. Explicitly teach the students when and 
how to use these strategies. These strategies should be non-negotiable, and teachers 
should be held accountable for teaching these strategies. [See Section II of this report for 
an outline of key comprehension strategies.] 

 
��Provide teachers and administrators with high quality professional development on the 

components and best practices for balanced literacy instruction. 
 
��Create accountability and oversight mechanisms to be used districtwide to ensure that bal-

anced literacy instruction is implemented with fidelity, consistency, and continuity and re-
sults in improving students’ literacy achievement. Accountability procedures should in-
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clude such things as administrator walk-throughs and protocols to assess student work. 
Teachers and administrators should work collaboratively to develop these accountability 
and oversight procedures. 

 

ORGANIZATION AND MANAGEMENT 

 Differentiation and Grouping for Instruction 

A differentiated classroom provides students with various avenues for acquiring content, process-
ing or making sense of ideas, and developing products, so that they can learn effectively 
(Tomlinson, 2001). Differentiation requires that teachers know their students well and use that 
knowledge to plan instruction that enhances learning for every student. Differentiation occurs 
when the teacher 1) groups students according to their learning needs, not just their abilities,        
2) matches text difficulty to the student’s reading level, and 3) modifies assignments by adjusting 
the task or timeframe to fit the capabilities of each student.  

To meet the specific learning needs of individual students, teachers must provide them with ex-
plicit instruction in small groups. Research demonstrates that students tend to learn more in 
classes where small group instruction is used than in classes where it is not used (Lou, Abrami, & 
Spence, 2000). Small group instruction reduces the variability in achievement, making it easier for 
the teacher to target instruction to individual student needs, assess student progress, and adjust 
instruction accordingly. 

According to the online survey responses shown in Figure 21, 72% of elementary teachers and 48% 
of secondary teachers reported that literacy and/or content area instruction routinely occurred 
through whole group instruction, and the K-12 administrators’ responses to the online survey and 
interviews substantiated that whole group instruction predominates. In addition, the Literacy Re-
view Team observed students in grades 3-12 in whole group instruction 87% of the time. When 
students were grouped for reading, 
they were grouped by ability level, 
not by skill development or interest, 
and groups often remained static 
rather than flexible. Consistently 
grouping students by ability levels is 
an appropriate practice for sorting 
students, not for differentiating in-
struction.  

Table 5 indicates the percentage of 
teachers and administrators indicat-
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TEACHING THROUGH WHOLE GROUP INSTRUCTION 
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ing a response of “rarely” or “sometimes” to the online survey questions related to grouping for 
instruction. 

Differentiating instruction through small groups is effective when teachers use assessment data to 

make appropriate grouping decisions and monitor student learning progress throughout the learn-
ing cycle (see Figure 22); however, only 64% of elementary teachers and 36% of secondary teach-
ers reported using disaggregated assessment data often or always to plan instruction designed to 
meet the needs of individual students.  

When asked why secondary teachers did not use assessment data to inform instruction, teachers 
and administrators reported that 
teachers lacked the data required to 
make decisions about grouping their 
students or matching them to appro-
priate texts. At the middle school 
level, the only standardized assess-
ment data available to teachers are 
ISTEP+, NWEA, and Scholastic Reading 
Inventory scores. At the high school 
level, teachers must rely on teacher 
observation of student performance 
on assignments, quizzes, unit tests, 
and projects to guide their instruction, 
as standardized diagnostic assess-
ments are not administered at this 
level for students outside of the spe-

FIGURE 22 

DIFFERENTIATED, SMALL GROUP  

INSTRUCTION FOR LANGUAGE ARTS 

Literacy Strategy Instruction Teachers Administrators 

Grouping for Instruction Grades 
K—4 

Grades 
5—12 

Grades 
K—4 

Grades 
5—12 

��Teacher routinely gives students opportunities to 
work in flexible groups based on such factors as in-
terest, book choices, and skill development.  

36% 42% 50% 74% 

��Teacher gives students frequent opportunities to 
work collaboratively with others to support their 
learning.  

15% 10% 25% 25% 

TABLE 5 

LITERACY STRATEGY INSTRUCTION  
GROUPING FOR INSTRUCTION —”RARELY” OR “SOMETIMES” 
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cial education program. 

Differentiation also calls for teachers to have clear 
learning goals that are rooted in content standards 
and crafted to ensure individual student learning 
(see Figure 23). According to Tomlinson (2008), if 
teachers are uncertain about the learning destina-
tion, their students are adrift; however, only 75% 
of elementary teachers and 66% of secondary 
teachers responding to the online survey indicated 
that they often or always identified student learn-
ing objectives for reading and related the objec-
tives to the content standards. 

In addition to adapting instruction through the use 
of small groups, differentiation can be accom-
plished through the use alternative texts matched to the students’ reading levels. Although 88% of 
elementary teaches responding to the online survey reported that they frequently matched read-
ers to leveled texts, only 58% of secondary teachers reported doing so. As a result, students in 
grades 5-12 often read the same text regardless of their individual reading levels.  

This one-size-fits-all approach is effective only for the students who can read the text successfully. 
Too often a one-size-fits-all approach results in frustration and failure for struggling readers who 
cannot read the common text because it is too challenging or in boredom for more capable readers 
who are not sufficiently challenged. During the interviews, several elementary and secondary 
teachers shared that they lacked the number of leveled books needed to differentiate instruction 
through the use of small guided reading groups. Others said that they lacked the knowledge, ex-
perience, and/or disposition to manage groups of students reading different books. 

Table 6  indicates the percentage teachers and administrators indicating a response of “rarely” or 
“sometimes” to the online survey questions related to matching students to appropriate level 
texts. 

During the interviews, several teachers reported that they differentiated instruction by varying the 
level of expectation or task for individual students rather than varying the level of text. For in-
stance, teachers reported that they read the text aloud to make the content accessible for strug-
gling readers, or they allowed struggling readers to listen to an audio tape of the text. Some teach-
ers reported pairing a struggling reader with a stronger reader during partner reading. While such 
accommodations are useful in helping struggling readers access text or complete assignments, they 
do not help them grow as readers (Braunger & Lewis, 1999; Opitz, 1998). 

 

 

FIGURE 23 
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 Recommendations 

��Use the data from a variety formal and informal assessment measures including screen-
ing, progress monitoring, achievement measures, and diagnostic tools to 1) identify stu-
dents’ learning needs, 2) guide instruction to meet those needs, and 3) monitor student 
progress. 

��Continuously adjust instruction to meet students’ needs by 1) grouping students accord-
ing to their learning needs, 2) matching text difficulty to students’ reading levels, and 3) 
adjusting tasks to fit the capabilities of the students. 

��Provide teachers with high quality professional development on how to effectively differ-
entiate instruction. 

��Create print-rich environments that provide students with a variety of reading materials at 
various reading levels.  

��Equip all schools with leveled book rooms that adequately support differentiated instruc-
tion. 

��Provide students with frequent opportunities to work in flexible groups based on their 
needs and interests, not just their ability. 

Literacy Strategy Instruction Teachers Administrators 

Matching Students to Text Grades 
K—4 

Grades 
5—12 

Grades 
K—4 

Grades 
5—12 

��The texts used for instruction are carefully chosen to 
match the varied reading levels and abilities of the 
students. 

12% 32% 25% 100% 

��Reading assignments are differentiated so that not all 
students are reading the same text at the same time. 

20% 74% 50% 100% 

��The basal or content area textbook is the primary 
instructional resource. 

69% 65% 75% 25% 

��The teacher allocates time for students to read texts 
other than the textbook in their classroom. 

15% 46% 25% 75% 

TABLE 6 

LITERACY STRATEGY INSTRUCTION  
MATCHING STUDENTS TO TEXT—”RARELY” OR “SOMETIMES” 
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��Ensure that all classrooms are organized for a combi-
nation of large group, small group, and individual 
literacy activities. 

  Literacy Workstations (Literacy Centers) 

 A literacy workstation, as seen in Figure 24,  is an area 
within the classroom where students work alone or interact 
with each other using instructional materials to explore and 
expand their literacy (Diller, 2003). Well-designed literacy 
workstations provide students with opportunities to transfer 
knowledge gained from teacher-directed activities to inde-
pendent contexts and they serve as a mechanism for intro-
ducing variety, engagement, and reinforcement into class-
room instruction. In addition, literacy workstations provide 
opportunities to integrate technology such as computers or 
tape recorders, as shown in the listening center in Figure 25, 
into literacy instruction. 

Literacy workstations can be effective at the primary, inter-
mediate, and middle school levels. To be effective, they 
should target the  students’ zone of proximal development, provide for controlled choice, and pro-
mote problem-solving strategies that are based on what students already know. In addition, the 
materials and activities should be differentiated for students with varying reading needs and read-
ing levels.  

The use of literacy workstations is mixed in Zionsville classrooms. While listening stations were ob-
served in numerous classrooms, the use of workstations was evident only at the elementary level 
and in a limited number of classrooms. In these classrooms, a designated space or area was set 
aside for the work stations. Rotation charts with children’s names and pictures or labels referring 

to the work station established the schedule. 
Teachers who made regularly use of literacy work-
stations also conducted small, guided reading 
groups as part of their instruction practice. Chil-
dren in these classrooms went about their literacy 
work with purpose and understanding.    

During the interviews and classroom observations, 
the Literacy Review Team frequently asked teach-
ers about their use of literacy workstations. 
Teacher responses ranged from using workstations 
as an integral component of literacy instruction to 
not using them at all. Some teachers shared that 
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they had integrated work stations after learning about them while attending professional develop-
ment conferences outside of the district or when working in another school district. The benefits 
provided by literacy workstations are extensive and include, but are not limited to, differentiating 

instruction to meet the needs of all students, making learning relevant and engaging, promoting 
collaborative learning and problem solving, and providing meaningful literacy practice 
(Diller, 2005); however, the lack of literacy workstations in Zionsville K-6 classrooms repre-
sents lost opportunities to extend literacy learning during independent practice time.  

Recommendations 

��Provide teachers with ongoing, job embedded professional development on how to en-
gage students in reading and writing practice activities that are purposeful, meaningful, 
and authentic. 

��Provide K-6 teachers with ongoing professional development on the role of the literacy 
workstation in a balanced literacy program and how to create and manage workstations 
effectively. 

 
��Develop literacy work stations to support literacy growth, content learning, and differenti-

ated instruction.  
 

��Allocate resources for creating and organizing literacy workstations (folders, pocket charts, 
sentence strips, charts, easels).  

 

 Worksheets and Work Packets 

Practice is a crucial part of learning to read and write, especially when it is guided so that mistakes 
and missteps can be corrected. Not all practice, however, is equally effective in developing profi-
cient readers and writers. It isn’t just the quantity of practice that leads to higher achievement; it’s 
also the quality of the practice. Research indicates that 
students in high performing schools spend less time in 
low-level activities such as completing worksheets and 
more time with higher-level activities such as reading 
extended text and discussing the selections read (Taylor, 
Pressley, & Pearson, 2000). 

Across all grade-levels, the Literacy Review Team ob-
served students completing worksheets — in some 
cases, lots and lots of worksheets. At the elementary 
level, some of the worksheets accompanied the lessons 
in the Scott Foresman basal reading series; other work-
sheets came from publishers such as Frank Schaffer, In-
structional Fair, Teacher’s Helper, and Mailbox Bookbag. 

FIGURE 26 

WORKSHEETS IN EVERY SUBJECT 
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It was common to see organizational bins and files for collecting the worksheets in the classrooms 
(see Figures 26 and 27). 

Some worksheets were provided for independent practice and others were part of a packet created 
by the teacher for students. Some of the packets accompanied the novels that were being read or 
the topic being studied by the class.  

Worksheets were used as a management tool as well as an instructional tool. Sometimes the work-
sheets were used to keep students busy while the teacher met with small groups or individual stu-
dents. At the elementary level, many of the worksheets observed by the Literacy Review Team could 
be described as the “Crayola Curriculum,”  a term that Mike Schmoker (2006) uses in referring to 
worksheets and activities that have little impact on reading or writing.  

In the middle schools and high school, worksheets were used during whole group instruction as a 
way to convey information about a topic to all of the students. In these instances, the teacher often 
displayed the worksheet on the SMART Board for students to com-
plete as a group. Generally, the level of critical thinking required to 
complete the worksheets was low-level, as most asked students to 
fill-in-the-blank, circle the correct response, write a brief sentence or 
two, or identify a location on a map by marking it.   

While literacy skills must be explicitly taught, they are best retained 
when presented in authentic reading and writing contexts and when 
students practice the taught skills through frequent and meaningful 
reading and writing experiences. While worksheets can provide stu-
dents with practice on a particular skill or yield information that the 
teacher can use to assess students’ progress, they do not foster 
higher-level critical thinking or promote the application of skills in 
the reading and writing of real texts. According to Edelsky (1994), 
reading and writing are learned best through real use. Thus, students 
would be better served if teachers engaged them in practice that 
requires them to apply their skills in authentic contexts rather than 
completing worksheets. Such activities include reading developmen-
tally appropriate texts, literacy workstations, literature circles or book clubs, response journals, and 
Readers Theater. 

 Recommendations 

��Reduce the use of worksheets by providing students with authentic contexts for apply-
ing their reading and writing skills. 

��Rather than using worksheets to keep students occupied while the teacher meets with 
small groups of students, the teacher should engage students in alternate activities to 
worksheets, such as reading developmentally appropriate text, working in learning cen-
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ters, or working in collaborative groups.  

VOCABULARY AQUISITION 

Vocabulary plays an important role in the reading success of students. Study after study shows that 
vocabulary knowledge is closely related to comprehension and that the lack of vocabulary knowl-
edge contributes to reading failure (Davis, 1942; 1944, 1968; Just & Carpenter, 1987). This is par-
ticularly the case for those students who are economically disadvantaged (Beimiller & Slonium, 
2001). Low SES students frequently struggle with reading comprehension because they lack the 
vocabulary knowledge needed to understand the text, or they lack the strategies to determine the 
meaning of words.  

Vocabulary acquisition occurs in two ways: indirectly and directly. Indirect vocabulary learning oc-
curs through conversation and oral language activities, reading aloud, shared reading experiences, 
developing word consciousness through a print-rich environment, and wide reading. Direct vo-
cabulary learning occurs through explicit instruction of specific words, word study, and word-
learning or meaning-getting strategies. Thus, effective vocabulary instruction utilizes the following 
research-based practices: 

��wide reading; 
��teaching individual words (additive vocabulary instruction); 
��teaching word-learning strategies (generative vocabulary instruction); and 

��fostering word consciousness through indirect strategies (Graves, 2002).  
 

Word consciousness requires a deep knowledge of specific words. It also requires skill in “figuring 
out” new or unfamiliar words based on knowledge of similar words or word classes (Graves, 2006). 

From the Literacy Review Team’s observations and the data collected through the online surveys 
and interviews, it is evident that many teachers 
in Zionsville are aware of the importance of vo-
cabulary instruction. In terms of direct instruc-
tion, 96% of elementary teachers and 82% of 
secondary teachers (see Figure 28) reported that 
they often or always previewed the text and 
identified the key vocabulary prior to asking the 
students to read the text. In addition, 91% of 
elementary teachers and 67% of secondary 
teachers reported that they often or always 
teach key vocabulary words as needed.  In addi-
tion, 46% of elementary and 26% of secondary 
teachers responding to the online survey indicated that they wanted professional development on 
how to effectively teach vocabulary.  
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  Read Alouds 

Among the primary findings of Becoming a Nation of 
Readers report (1985) is that “that single most important 
activity for building the knowledge required for eventual 
success in reading is reading aloud to children.” Not only 
did the experts suggest reading aloud in the home, but 
they also suggested reading aloud in schools (see Figure 
29a). Reading aloud is a research-based practice for build-
ing vocabulary, background knowledge, fluency, and com-
prehension. Reading aloud informational text, a form of 
nonfiction, also builds background knowledge in unfamil-
iar content areas as well as helps students become familiar with the reading demands of informa-
tion. In general, reading aloud is a practice that often diminishes significantly as children progress 

beyond the elementary school. This is the case in Zions-
ville schools. 

According to teacher response on the online survey, 
94% of elementary teachers and 36% of secondary 
teachers report frequently (weekly or daily) reading 
fiction aloud (see Figure 29b). In regard to nonfiction, 
secondary teachers report slightly more frequent read-
ing aloud of nonfiction. 83% of elementary teachers 
report frequently (weekly or daily) reading nonfiction 
aloud while 44% of secondary teachers  report fre-

quently reading nonfiction aloud. In addition, 1% elementary teachers reported never reading 
aloud to their students whereas 8% of secondary teachers reported never reading fiction aloud and 
4% reported never reading nonfiction aloud. 
 

 Recommendations 
 

��Provide teachers with high quality professional development on the importance of read 
alouds at all levels with fiction, nonfiction, and informational text. 

��Provide professional resources that identify age-appropriate read alouds that build con-
tent area knowledge and provide rich background for subject-area topics. 

 

  Word Walls 

An effective device to teach word consciousness and aid students in internalizing new vocabulary is 
a word wall (see Figures 30). A word wall is a visual display of words essential to reading, writing or 
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the learning of a subject. When posted on a bulletin board or 
portable chart, the word wall acts as a class dictionary and as-
sists students in assimilating high frequency and high-utility 
words at the elementary level and in acquiring subject-specific 
academic words at the intermediate and secondary level (see 

Figure 31 & 32)). A word wall and the identification of subject-
specific terms should be part of a strategic and systematic vocabu-
lary development program at every level. 

Within Zionsville class-
rooms, word walls were 
more evident in K-2 ele-
mentary classrooms than 
in intermediate, middle 
and high school class-
rooms. During classroom 

observations, however, the Literacy Review Team did not 
observe teachers incorporating the word wall words into 
their instruction. The lack of word walls at the secondary 
level is unfortunate, since a word wall can be a powerful 
tool for developing subject-specific academic vocabulary.  

The Literacy Review Team did, however, observe word walls being used effectively in some class-
rooms. In these classrooms, the word wall words related to a specific topic and the words ap-
peared to be student generated. These word walls served as effective anchors for instruction, vo-
cabulary development, and writing.  

While it appears that vocabulary instruction is valued in Zionsville schools, the emphasis at all lev-
els appears to be on vocabulary and usage programs such as The Shurley Method at the elementary 
level and The Magic Lens (Thompson, 2003) and The Word Within the Word  (Thompson, 2003)and 

Caesar’s English (Thompson, 2000) at the secondary 
levels. While such programs may serve as a grammar 
and vocabulary development program, they tend to 
result in teaching words and grammar rules in isola-
tion, rather than within context. Instead, these pro-
grams function more suitably as an enhancement to 
the teaching of subject-specific vocabulary which is 
tied to academic standards.  

To counter the teaching of words in isolation, a highly
-regarded practice is that of identifying subject-
specific core vocabulary and targeting those terms for 
direct vocabulary instruction (Marzano, 2004). When 
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interviewing secondary teachers regarding core vocabulary lists, it was evident that there was 
some confusion regarding the identification of such words. Teachers indicated that core vocabulary 
had been identified on the curriculum map; however, leadership did not seem to believe that sub-
ject-specific terms had been identified. 

  Recommendations 

��Identify the core, subject-specific vocabulary students need to master at each grade 
level and for each content area. 

��Identify and develop a repertoire of linguistic (language-based) and nonlinguistic 
(imagery-based) word-learning strategies to be used consistently across classrooms 
when directly teaching word meanings.   

��Use word walls to reinforce vocabulary development, oral language, and writing across 
K-12 classrooms.  

��Provide teachers with high quality professional development on: 

��how to directly teach vocabulary; and 

��the effective use of word walls. 
 

INDEPENDENT READING 

Research demonstrates that all students benefit when a systematic program of scaffolded inde-
pendent reading is included in the regular reading program (Samuels & Wu, 2003; Gambrell, 2007), 
as reading volume and extensive exposures to print increase reading achievement (Cunningham 
and Stanovich, 2003). According to their responses to the online survey, 90% of elementary teach-
ers reported giving their students 10 to 30 minutes of self-selected, independent reading time on a 
daily basis during the school day, and 96% reported that students read for a variety of purposes, 
including pleasure, every day. 

At the secondary level, 56% of the teachers reported giving their students 10 to 30 minutes of self-
selected independent reading time on a daily basis during the school day, and 47% reported that 
students read for a variety of purposes, including pleasure, every day. Despite the teachers’ claim 
that students had frequent opportunities to read independently during the school day, the Literacy 
Review Team observed few instances of students actually reading extended text for any purpose. 
Overall, the Literacy Review Team found that the inclusion of independent reading during the 
school day was left up to the individual teacher and the time allocated to independent reading var-
ied widely within and across grade levels. 

When students were asked about their reading habits on the online survey, 95% of elementary stu-
dents and 91% of middle school students said that reading was easy or kind of easy for them, but 
only 38% of elementary students and 32% of middle school student reported that they often read 
for fun when not in school.  
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When students were asked 
about their reading prefer-
ences on the online survey, 
72% of elementary students 
and 78% of middle school 
students responded that 
they liked to read books of 
their own choosing. When 
asked how often they had 
opportunities to read books 
of their own choosing during 
the school day, 44% of the 
elementary students and 
32% of middle school stu-
dents reported that they 
read self-selected materials 
often. Teachers, however, responded that students had more opportunities to read self-selected 
materials during the school day than what the students reported (see Figure 33). 

As depicted in Figure 34, when students were asked where they got the books that they liked to 
read, 46% of elementary students and 53% of middle school students said that they got their books 
from home. Only 28% of elementary students and 27% of middle school students reported getting 
their books from the school library.  

Reading Counts (RC), a computerized reading management program, drives independent reading in 
the middle schools. During the interviews, middle school teachers and administrators reported that 
they believe student participation in Reading Counts improves students’ reading comprehension 
while motivating them to read. Reading researchers, however, question the ability of programs 
such as Reading Counts and Accelerated Reader to improve reading comprehension or sustain 
reading motivation over time (Krashen, 2003).  

When implementing Reading Counts, teachers often establish a reading goal for their students. The 
goal generally consists of a point count—the amount of points students need to earn during a spe-
cific period of time. Students earn points by reading books and passing electronic quizzes over the 
books. The points contribute to the student’s grade or the students exchange their points for a re-
ward. The accruing of points places a premium on extrinsic motivation, which is less powerful a 
motivator than intrinsic motivation. According to Guthrie and Humenick (2004), extrinsic motiva-
tion does not have the lasting impact of intrinsic motivation, as motivation can wane once the ex-
trinsic rewards are removed. If teachers wish to capitalize on students’ intrinsic motivation to read, 
they should conference with each student and set individual reading goals based on each student’s 
ability; however, 18% of middle school teachers responding to the online survey reported that they 
never conducted individual reading conferences with their students and 34% indicated that they 

FIGURE 33 
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did so rarely. 

Two unintended conse-
quence of the Reading 
Counts are 1) the narrowing 
of student choice, and 2) an 
emphasis on fiction, as the 
majority of books students 
select to read for Reading 
Counts are novels. Students 
at all grade-levels, however, 
should be reading informa-
tional text at least 50% of 
the time in order to expand 
their background knowl-
edge, increase their vocabulary, and develop fluency with informational text (Moss, 2003). 

Despite the popularity of Reading Counts among teachers and administrators, there is a dearth of 
valid scientific evidence supporting it and similar programs. For example, according to the What 
Works Clearinghouse, Accelerated Reader, a sister program to Reading Counts, has only a poten-
tially positive effect on comprehension and general reading achievement. Although most middle 
school teachers appear to be committed Reading Counts, the secondary media specialists question 
its limitations. Limitations include the negative impact of the literal quiz questions on reading com-
prehension, an emphasis on extrinsic motivation, the narrowing of reading choices, and the ex-
pense to maintain the program.  

The literal comprehension questions can lead readers to focus on less meaningful details within a 
book instead of promoting higher-level critical thinking about the book’s broader themes. Further-
more, while the quizzes may be a reliable way to monitor students’ reading comprehension, they 
do not tell teachers if the students are thinking deeply or critically about their reading. If the quiz-
zes become the sole vehicle for determining comprehension, they shut out richer responses to lit-
erature such as discussion, written responses, and creative interpretations.  

Reading Counts is a supplemental program that monitors students’ independent reading. It has no 
instructional component and should never replace of the active teaching of reading comprehen-
sion strategies and skills. 

 Recommendations 

��Increase reading volume and exposure to print by requiring that students in grades   
3-12 read an established number of books per year for independent reading. The 
number of required books should differ by grade level, and the goal should be modi-
fied according to individual student needs; however, the goal should be set higher than 
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one book per each nine weeks. 

��Surround students with a print-rich environment so that they have a variety of books 
and materials to select from when choosing books for independent reading. 

��Evaluate the effectiveness of the Reading Counts program on students’ motivation to 
read and reading comprehension. As part of the investigation, consider the cost effec-
tiveness of the program. 

��If Reading Counts continues to be used, increase the availability of quizzes for the non-
fiction books in the media centers’ collections. 

��Provide teachers with professional development on research-based practices for fos-
tering reading motivation and monitoring students’ reading—practices such as book 
talking, conferencing with students about their reading, and book clubs. 

��Allocate time during the school day for students’ self-selected independent reading. 

WRITING 

Because reading and writing are reciprocal 
processes, writing plays an integral role in 
a comprehensive literacy framework. Fur-
thermore, writing should occur across all 
subject areas for authentic purposes 
(McConachie, et al., 2006). This means 
that all teachers, including content-area 
teachers, should use writing as a tool for 
learning. According to the data from the 
online survey, Zionsville teachers have 
embraced this concept. In response to the 
survey question regarding the frequency 
with which teachers integrated writing into their content areas instruction, a high majority of both 
elementary (94%) and secondary teachers (95%) reported that they did so on a regular basis.  

During interviews, teachers frequently mentioned the 6+1 Traits of Writing as being the focus of 
writing instruction and posters specific to 6+1 and The Writing Process were frequently displayed 
in classrooms at all levels (see Figure 35). In addition, some teachers mentioned receiving a limited 
amount of professional development specific to the 6+1 Traits of Writing. At the high school level, 
writing is required in all of the content areas. Further, many elementary (24%) and secondary 
(37%) teachers indicated that they seldom or never conference with students specific to their writ-
ing.  

FIGURE 35 

THE TRAITS OF WRITING DISPLAYED IN A 
MIDDLE SCHOOL 
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The frequency with which teachers integrated writing into their instruction varied across grade levels 
and schools. Based on the online survey responses, the figures in Table 7 indicate that elementary 
students have more opportunities for guided writing instruction, independent writing, and to engage 
in conferences with their teacher.  

The approach to writing instruction also differed across classrooms. Some elementary and middle 
school teachers used a “Writer’s Workshop” approach. In a Writer’s Workshop approach, teachers 
often model quality writing by reading a mentor text aloud, conduct mini-lessons on the craft of writ-
ing, provide students with time to write independently, and conference with the students about  
their writing. In addition, students keep Writer’s Notebooks, share their writing aloud, take selected 
pieces through the steps of the writing process, and produce class books with their published pieces.  

Student/teacher writing conferences are critical to providing students with the specific feedback they 
need to foster their growth as writers. In Zionsville schools, conferencing with students has not be-
come a common practice as indicated by survey responses. When asked about their conferencing 
practices, only 33% of elementary teachers reported conferencing with individual students on a daily 
or weekly basis  and just 13% of secondary teachers reported doing so. Furthermore, 37% of secon-
dary teachers reported seldom or never conferencing with students, while only 24% of elementary 
teachers reported doing so.   

TABLE 7 

WRITING INSTRUCTION 

Instructional Practice Elementary Teachers 

(n = 127) 

Secondary Teachers 

(n = 39) 
Guided or Small Group Writing            
(combining “weekly” and “daily”) 

91% 34% 

Individual Writing Conferences            
(combining “weekly” and “daily”) 

33% 13% 

Peer Writing Conferences                     
(combining “monthly”, “weekly”, and 
“daily”) 

48% 38% 

Daily Writing Time 23% 13% 

Self-selected Independent Writing                     
(combining “weekly” and “daily”) 

64% 35% 

Peer Writing                                      
(combining “monthly”, “weekly”, and  
“daily”) 

56% 66% 
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 Recommendations 

��Provide teachers with on-going high quality professional development on how to teach 
and assess writing.  

��Provide opportunities for teachers to come together to analyze student writing according to 
the writing rubric used to assess ISTEP+ writing. 

STUDENT ENGAGEMENT 

Successful readers and writers are engaged readers and writers (Guthrie & Wigfield, 1997), and ac-
cording to the Zionsville teachers and administrators, students in grades K-12 are highly motivated to 
succeed. Engagement, however, consists of multiple factors beyond motivation and purpose (Skinner 
and Belmont, 1993). Engaged readers and writers... 

��enter deeply into literacy learning on their own.   

��take pleasure in reading and writing. 

��select tasks at the border of their competencies. 

��voluntarily initiate action and exert the effort required to be successful. 

��persevere in the face of reading and writing challenges. 

��demonstrate positive emotions toward literacy. 

��demonstrate a high degree of self-efficacy as readers and writers. 

When asked about the stu-
dents’ reading motivation 
on the online survey, 96% of 
elementary teachers and 
75% of elementary adminis-
trators responded that stu-
dents were often or always 
motivated to read, and 80% 
of elementary teachers and 
75% of elementary adminis-
trators responded that stu-
dents were often or always 
motivated to write (see Fig-
ure 36). In contrast, only 
40% of elementary students 
responding to the online 
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student survey reported 
that reading was some-
thing they liked to do of-
ten, and only 54% of ele-
mentary students re-
ported often writing on 
their own. 

At the secondary level, 
58% of teachers and 75% 
of administrators respond-
ing to the online survey 
indicated that students 
were often or always mo-
tivated to read, and 42% 
of teachers and 50% of 
administrators indicated 
that students were often 

or always motivated to write (see Figure 37). However, only 42% of middle school students re-
sponding to the online student survey reported that reading was something they liked to do often, 
and only 40% of middle school students reported often writing on their own. Unfortunately, no 
high school students completed the online survey, so the Literacy Review Team had no data re-
garding their motivation for reading and writing. 

The discrepancy between the percentage of students reporting that they often liked to read and 
write and the percentage of teachers and administrators reporting that students were often or al-
ways motivated to read and write indicates a disconnect between the teacher and administrators’ 
perceptions of student motivation towards reading and writing and students’ actual motivation. It 
also indicates that students become less engaged in reading and writing as they move through the 
grades. 

To increase engagement in reading, students need exposure to texts that they want to read and 
that, with some support and direction, they will read. In addition, they need frequent opportunities 
to read literature of their choosing during reading instruction. Currently, students have little voice 
in determining the core reading selections because these texts are chosen by the teachers or de-
termined by the textbook.  

Numerous research studies in literacy have shown that students are more academically successful 
when they feel welcomed, valued, and challenged by material that builds upon their prior knowl-
edge, experiences and interests (Willis, 2000). From the classroom observations, it was evident to 
the Literacy Review Team that the teachers made students feel welcomed and valued; however, 
the core reading texts selected by teachers in grades 6-12, while conceptually challenging, may not 
fully engage students because the texts do not align with students’ interests and experiences. 

FIGURE 37 
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These texts are representative of the literary cannon and include such titles as The Outsiders, Call 
of the Wild, As You Like It, and A Christmas Carol at the middle school level and Great Expectations, 
Animal Farm, The Odyssey, The Great Gatsby, The Scarlet Letter, and Dante’s Inferno at the secon-
dary level. 

Engagement in reading is not the product of strategies alone but a fusion of self-efficacy, strategic 
knowledge and interest (Ivey & Fisher, 2005). A steady diet of traditional and classical literature 
such as those cited above promotes disengagement for students who do not find them relevant or 
interesting. Even highly motivated students need to read texts that build on their interests and 
prior knowledge and that they view as relevant to their world. Furthermore, since the core reading 
texts are read by the entire class, they are beyond the reach of many students.  When the reading 
level of a text is too challenging for a student or when a student lacks the comprehension strate-
gies to make meaning of a text, the opportunity for that student to grow as a reader is compro-
mised. 

During reading instruction at the elementary level, students are immersed in worksheets as a vehi-
cle for guided practice as opposed to being immersed in the actual reading and writing of real 
texts. According to the principals and teachers, the expectation is that the students will read out-
side of school. Student responses to the online survey confirmed this expectation; 69% of elemen-
tary students and 82% of middle school students reported that they were often or sometimes as-
signed reading outside of school. Research suggests, however, that when students have frequent 
opportunities to read and write for real purposes and audiences during literacy instruction, their 
literary skills are enhanced. The contextual features of authentic reading and writing experiences 
increase the use of comprehension strategies. At the same time, real reading and writing experi-
ences are intrinsically motivating and enhance students’ engagement in reading and writing 
(Guthrie & Ozgungor, 2002). Thus, students need to be involved in real reading and writing experi-
ences during reading instruction. 

To promote engagement, students must be engaged in such learner-centered activities as inquiry 
learning, collaborative and flexible groups, literature circles, peer discussion, and interactive activi-
ties in which students apply their reading and writing skills in authentic contexts. With the excep-
tion of those instances in which students were engaged in working on projects or working in small 
groups, the Literacy Review Team did not observe students in grades 4-12 routinely involved in 
instruction that promoted engagement. Rather, instruction tended to be teacher-directed and con-
trolled, and included such activities as students working independently to complete a worksheet, 
listening to the teacher talk, watching a video, or being called upon by the teacher to answer a 
question during recitation. For the most part, the Literacy Review Team observed students who 
were compliant and passive rather than students who were deeply engaged in learner-centered 
activities. 

Although elementary and secondary teachers responding to the online survey reported that they 
often or always engaged students in learner-centered activities such as peer discussions, role play-
ing, creative dramatics, needs-based skills groups, student conferences, and student book talks, the 
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Literacy Review Team did not observe students engaged in these activities. The predominant 
model of instruction observed by the Literacy Review team was a transmission model.  

The signs and symptoms of the transmission model include: 1) students sitting in their desks for 
most of the school day, 2) teachers doing most of the talking, 3) textbooks and worksheets as the 
primary learning resources, 4) and assessment focused on tests and quizzes (Wolk, 2008).  The Lit-
eracy Review Team observed high school students listening to a teacher lecture 88% of the time 
and middle school students listening to a teacher lecture 44% of the time. In addition, the Literacy 
Review Team observed high school students engaged in reviewing for a test or quiz in 56% of the 
observed classrooms. 

Student engagement is paramount to increasing learning at the secondary level. For adolescent 
learners, the continuous development of literacy skills depends on factors that go beyond the 
transmission model of the teacher as the sole disseminator of knowledge. The key elements of en-
gagement for older students include: 

��teacher’s care and encouragement, 

��teacher’s knowledge of effective research-based reading activities, 

��teacher’s recognition of student interest, 

��high student confidence, 

��meaningful student choices, 

��learner-centered activities, 

��collaborative learning opportunities, 

��relevant and interesting texts, and  

��challenging but achievable tasks for all students, including at-risk, general education, 
and gifted students. 

Student engagement often makes the difference between learning that is superficial and learning 
that is deep and internalized (Gambrell, 1996). Because engaged readers and writers demonstrate 
higher level of literacy achievement, fostering student engagement must be a critical component 
of literacy instruction.  

  Recommendations 

��Foster student ownership for and engagement in reading by giving students more 
choice in what, when, and how they read and by incorporating more learner-
centered activities such as creative dramatics, peer discussion, and literature circles 
into literacy instruction. 
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��Replace less engaging activities such as lectures and recitation during literacy instruc-
tion with activities that require students to read and write for authentic purposes. 

 
��Supplement textbooks with trade books that are interesting, familiar, vivid, important, 

and relevant. Balance titles drawn from the literary cannon with contemporary titles. 
 
��Provide teachers with a wide variety of authentic reading materials that match the 

reading levels of the students. 
 
��Incorporate interdisciplinary, inquiry-based learning to support literacy learning across 

the content areas in grades 4-12. Typical features of inquiry-based learning include:        
1) authentic contexts, 2) questions to guide inquiry, 3) investigation, 4) real-world re-
sources, 5) multiple perspectives and multiple answers, 6) dialogue and discussion,         
7) creating, 8) agency (student ownership for their learning) and student choice, 9) dis-
covery, and 10) 21st century learning skills (Wolk, 2008). 

 
EARLY LITERACY PROGRAM 

The Early Literacy Program in the elementary schools has a long and successful history in Zionsville 
schools. The program was originally designed to serve struggling readers in grades K-4. Currently, the 
reading specialists and instructional assistants primarily serve struggling readers in grades K-2, while 
providing minimal assistance for students in grades 3 and 4. The program is staffed by at least one 
full-time reading specialist at each school as well as instructional assistants. Levels of staffing are de-
termined by student enrollment at each school. The reading specialist coordinates the instructional 
activities of instructional assistants who also work directly with students.   

According to the International Reading Association (IRA), the reading specialist is a professional with 
advanced preparation and experience in reading and has responsibility for the literacy performance 
of readers in general and of struggling readers in particular (IRA, 2000). While reading specialists may 
serve varied functions within a school, their major roles include instruction, assessment, and leader-
ship.  

In Zionsville, the reading specialists are skilled individuals, some holding Master’s Degrees and others 

having received additional training in Reading Recovery® and Lindamood-Bell Learning Processes. 

The reading specialists perform a variety of literacy-related activities that includes assessment and 
progress monitoring, small group instruction, individual instruction, and consultation and coordina-
tion with teachers. Literacy services are currently provided primarily in a “pull-out” model rather 
than a “push-in” model which supports students within their classroom setting. The specialists and 
instructional assistants use a variety of language-based strategies that includes LiPS®—a phone-
sequencing program, Reading Recovery® strategies, Visualizing and Verbalizing® to address language 
comprehension and thinking, and the Literacy Group instructional model when working with small 
groups of children.  
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According to IRA, in the 
past twenty years, reading 
specialists have been 
viewed as educators who 
primarily work with strug-
gling readers, often sup-
plementing or supplanting 
the work of the classroom 
teacher. IRA stresses that 
today’s educational cli-
mate and culture calls for 
reading specialists to 
move beyond working 
with children and work 
more closely in a collabo-
rative relationship with 
teachers. However, according to survey responses by 100% of the Zionsville reading specialists, the 
number one challenge is finding time to collaborate with teachers. Another related challenge cited 
by 83% of reading specialists, is finding time for professional conversations with teachers. A more 
coordinated approach calls for the alignment of classroom teaching and the support provided by 
the reading specialist. 

On the online survey, teachers were asked to rate the top five areas that best described the activi-
ties of the reading specialist (see Figure 38). Those areas and their percentage ranking are listed 
below: 

1) Work with struggling 
readings (100%) 

2) Assessing students 
(93%) 

3) Serving as a resource for 
teachers (75%) 

4) Working with a school 
literacy team (65%) 

5) Collaborating with 
teachers (45%). 

When reading specialists 
responded to the same 
question, their responses 
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were similar. Listed below is the rank order of the top five self-reported activities (see Figure 39). 

1) Working with struggling readers tied with collaborating with teachers (100%) 

2) Analyzing school data (83%) 

3) Assessing students (67%) 

4) Documenting work tied with serving as a resource to teachers (33%)  

The role of the reading specialist in Zionsville schools is both a blessing and a challenge. It is a 
blessing in that the specialists are skilled professionals with a track record of success with strug-
gling early readers. Thus, they have the respect of teachers and parents. It is a challenge in that the 
reading specialists are often seen, according to interview data, as the “resident experts” who work 
with and best understand the needs of struggling readers. While that may be the case, if teachers 
rely on the reading specialist to provide support for struggling readers, the teachers will not de-
velop a repertoire of appropriate literacy strategies for working with all readers — high ability, on 
grade level, and struggling readers. Rather, they become overly reliant on the specialist to assess, 
serve, and monitor the progress of struggling students.  

A newly evolving role in schools in that of a literacy coach. IRA defines a literacy coach or a reading 
coach as a reading specialist who focuses on providing professional development for teachers by 
giving them the additional support needed to implement various instructional programs and prac-
tices (IRA, 2000). The literacy coach provides essential leadership for a school’s literacy program by 
helping to create and facilitate long-term staff development processes that support both the devel-
opment and implementation of literacy programs over months and years.  

Literacy coaches focus their efforts on developing and improving students’ reading abilities by im-
proving classroom reading instruction. They are individuals who understand how literacy develops 
and are able to share their skill and expertise with teachers.  They also assist teachers in the design 
and teaching of lessons in other content disciplines where students continue to develop and use 
their literacy skills. Literacy coaches routinely assist teachers by co-teaching lessons, modeling best 
reading practices, observing, and providing feedback to teachers (IRA, 2000).  

Thus, the question that needs to be addressed by district leadership in moving forward is, “Is the 
current early literacy model meeting the needs of students in the most effective manner? “ 

From the perspective of the Literacy Review Team, the success of the current model is attributable, 
in part, to the quality of individuals serving as reading specialists. Interview data strongly suggest 
that teachers have become dependent upon the expertise of the specialists to meet the needs of 
struggling readers. This has led to an “ownership” issue, of sorts. Teachers, in effect, do not seem 
to consistently “own” their struggling readers but rather, with all good intention, they turn those 
students over to the expert—the reading specialist. That dependency has become a barrier for 
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teachers in developing a wide range of literacy strategies to meet the needs of all readers within 
their classroom. 

 Recommendations 

��Explore other models of reading specialists and literacy coaches to determine if there 
is a model which would better serve and support teachers and, ultimately, impact 
student learning. 

��Provide structured time for intentional collaboration and professional conversations 
with teachers. 

��Provide time and a venue for the reading specialists to provide teachers with informa-
tion and instructional strategies for working with struggling readers.  

 

SUPPORT STRUCTURES AND RESOURCES  
 

SCHOOL CLIMATE AND CULTURE 
 

In schools with high literacy achievement, students are surrounded by a climate that supports and 
promotes literacy learning. According to 93% of the elementary teachers, 92% of the secondary 
teachers, and 75% of the administrators responding to the online survey, the climate in Zionsville 
Community Schools conveys the message that reading and writing are top priorities for teachers 
and students.  

Schools with successful literacy programs have strong principal leadership. In these schools, the 
principal is focused on improving literacy instruction through 1) encouraging collaborative efforts 
among teachers, 2) facilitating professional development, 3) setting the literacy agenda, 4) continu-
ously monitoring instruction, and 5) disaggregating assessment data. Approximately 69% of ele-
mentary teachers and 50% of secondary teachers responding to the online survey agreed or 
strongly agreed that their principal exemplified the role of an instructional leader. In addition, 70% 
of elementary teachers and 75% of elementary administrators indicated that teachers and adminis-
trators talked together about the school’s literacy goals and how to achieve them, while 26% of 
secondary teachers and 100% of secondary administrators indicated that teachers and administra-
tors talked together about how to achieve literacy goals only rarely or sometimes. 

The teachers’ commitment, knowledge, and expertise also contribute to the success of the literacy 
program (Mosenthal, Lipson, Sortino, Russ, & Mekkelsen, 2001). Teachers in Zionsville Community 
Schools are hard working, dedicated professionals who care about their students and who demon-
strate a shared sense of responsibility for improving literacy instruction. During the interviews, 
teachers and administrators alike repeatedly emphasized that they prided themselves on their 
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knowledge, skills and professionalism, and they cited the district’s high level of students literacy 
achievement as evidence of their proficiency and success. While the level of student success is 
laudable, and the teachers’ contributions to that success is noteworthy, pride in students’ accom-
plishments can be a barrier to continuous improvement if it results in an attitude of complacency 
among the staff, a reliance on existing curricula and a resistance to implementing research-based 
teaching practices. A culture of continuous improvement requires changes in classroom practices 
and routines with the adoption of new programs and advancements in best practices. 

A large percentage of the teachers are experienced, having taught in Zionsville Community Schools 
for most of their professional careers. During the interviews, many veteran teachers shared that 
they recognized they needed to update their literacy practices if they were to successfully imple-
ment the balanced literacy approach. Others, however, expressed no sense of urgency regarding 
the need to update their instructional practices. This lack of urgency was substantiated by the ad-
ministrators during the interview process and by the teachers in their responses to the online sur-
vey. For instance, 13% of elementary teachers and 30% of secondary teachers reported using re-
search-based strategies only rarely or seldom. 

While many teachers have been successful in updating their instructional practices, others con-
tinue to employ traditional teaching methods despite the fact that current pedagogy suggests a 
different approach is more effective in a balanced literacy program. These teachers continue to 
teach from the textbook using a whole group approach and “sage on the stage” delivery mecha-
nism.  

The use of traditional instructional practices was more evident in elementary classrooms among 
teachers who had not received extensive professional development in the best practices for bal-
anced literacy instruction and in secondary classroom among teachers who were unaware of the 
literacy needs of older students. Many secondary teachers reported that their students were al-
ready proficient readers and writers, thus negating the need for comprehension strategy instruc-
tion; however, students are still learning how to read and analyze complex literary and expository 
texts well into high school, and it is critical that secondary teachers continue to teach the higher-
level skills of reading comprehension (Boardman, et al., 2008). Currently, reading comprehension 
at the secondary level is assessed through recitation and tests more than it is taught. 

Another contextual variable contributing to school culture is teacher collaboration. In responding 
to the online survey, 87% of elementary teachers and 75% of secondary teachers agreed or 
strongly agreed that teachers worked together to increase students’ literacy learning, and 75% of 
elementary and secondary administrators agreed or strongly agreed that this was the case.  

A barrier to teacher collaboration is a lack of common planning time. Only 52% of elementary 
teachers and 25% of secondary teachers responding to the online survey agreed or strongly agreed 
that grade-level teachers had common planning time to review data, discuss curricula, or plan liter-
acy instruction. Teachers and principals confirmed this lack of common planning time during the 
interviews, and teachers expressed frustration over not having more opportunities to meet during 
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the school day to discuss curriculum and instruction.  At the secondary level, 52% of the teachers 
responding to the online survey said they met as a team or department only once a month or less. 

In responding to the online survey, 77% of elementary teachers and 78% of secondary teachers 
indicated that they had few opportunities to talk with their colleagues from other grade-levels or 
other buildings.  When asked about articulation within buildings and across grade levels, teachers 
and administrators reported that horizontal articulation within grade levels was inconsistent and 
varied from building to building and that vertical articulation between grade levels was extremely 
weak. Several teachers and administrators attributed the lack of vertical articulation to a “silo” ap-
proach. 

Communication is another contextual variable contributing to school climate. Parents and teachers 
responding to the online survey indicated that communication between the parents and the school 
and between the teachers and the parents was good. 

 In terms of staff communication, 84% of elementary teachers and 85% of secondary teachers 
agreed or strongly agreed that communication among teachers was good, and 79% of elementary 
teachers and 64% of secondary teachers agreed or strongly agreed that communication between 
the teachers and the principal was good.  

While communication among 
teachers and principals was 
viewed as good, teachers 
viewed communication be-
tween district administrators 
and the schools less favorably. 
Communication with central 
office was viewed as good by 
57% of elementary teachers 
and 70% secondary teachers. 
While elementary teachers 
viewed communication with 
the central office less favora-
bly than did their secondary 
peers, elementary administra-
tors rated communication 
with the central office higher than did secondary administrators. Only 50% of secondary adminis-
trators rated communication with the central office as good as compared to 75% of elementary 
administrators (see Figure 40).  

In terms of parent communication, 86% of the parents responding to the online survey agreed or 
strongly agreed that they were satisfied with the level of communication they had with their child’s 
teacher, and 83% agreed or strongly agreed that they were satisfied with their ability to communi-
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cate with their child’s principal. In terms of literacy instruction, 85% of the parents noted that they 
were satisfied with their child’s progress in reading, and 77% reported they were satisfied with 
their child’s progress in writing; however, only 75% agreed or strongly agreed that reading and 
writing instruction was rigorous and appropriate, and 80% agreed or strongly agreed that teachers 
met the needs of individual students. 

School facilities also contribute to the climate. The fact that the buildings are clean, well-
maintained, safe, and inviting for students, parents, and visitors was confirmed by the parent re-
sponses to the online survey; 97% of the parents agreed or strongly agreed that the school envi-
ronment was friendly or pleasant. 

  Recommendations 

�� Create a comprehensive literacy framework to guide and inform instruction. The 
comprehensive literacy framework can serve as a vehicle for improving communica-
tion and enhancing staff commitment to working together; however, the framework 
will facilitate improved communication and a sense of shared responsibility only if all 
stakeholders are involved in its development. 

�� Establish vehicles for shared decision-making, such as literacy teams, in order to pro-
mote teachers working collaboratively. 

�� Create and support leadership academies to motivate and cultivate talented teachers 
and leaders. The leadership academies can serve as a springboard for increasing in-
structional leaders who provide support and guidance for balanced literacy instruc-
tion in their respective buildings and across the district. 

�� Ensure high-quality professional development for all staff on the practices for balanced 
literacy. 

�� Provide increased opportunities for common planning time within the daily schedule 
for teachers to meet to review data, lessons, and student work resulting from those 
lessons. 

�� Challenge the “business as usual” mindset of experienced teachers, and create a sense 
of urgency for change by using student assessment data to leverage change. (For ex-
ample, the NWEA middle school data indicate that a number of students are not reach-
ing their potential. ) 

�� Work to improve communications between the district level and the teachers and 
schools.  

�� Develop policies and practices related to orienting new teachers to the district’s vision 
for literacy and the comprehensive literacy framework. 
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PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT 

Schools cannot be re-created or substantially renewed without professional development, and the 
delivery mechanism for professional development is as critical to its success as is the content. The 
delivery mechanism should focus on integrated learning over time rather than on a series of sepa-
rate learning activities or short-term workshops. According to Guskey (1997, 2000), successful 
change efforts are facilitated by job-embedded professional development that is not separate from 
the teachers’ day-to-day professional responsibilities and that occurs within the school day among 
teachers or teams of teachers who share responsibility for student learning.   

Over time, focused job-embedded professional development can contribute to a common lan-
guage around literacy. In their responses to the online teacher survey, 19% of the elementary 
teachers and 22% of the secondary teachers indicate that there is no common language for literacy 
among teachers. This perception is supported by 60% of the elementary leaders and 25% of the 
middle/high school leaders responding to the online survey. In addition, 29% of the elementary 
and 32% of secondary teachers note no common understanding among teachers regarding literacy, 
as do 80% of the elementary and 75% of the middle/high school literacy leaders. Interview data 
corroborated this finding as well. 

Effective professional development will be best accomplished through a mix of outside expertise, 
in-house expertise, on-going study groups, coaching, and attendance at professional conferences 
or workshops. Professional learning communities can provide a setting where teachers can try out 
new ideas in a risk-free environment and receive feedback and support from their colleagues.   

According to interview data, Zionsville School Corporation has not provided diversified, quality pro-
fessional development in recent years. Teachers who have moved into Zionsville from other school 
districts, in particular, noted this in interviews. Survey data strongly supported this perception as 
well. According to the online survey, 45% percent of elementary and  38% of secondary teachers 
are dissatisfied with professional development related to literacy. In addition, elementary (80%) 
and secondary (75%) principals are also dissatisfied with literacy-related professional development.  

Additionally, 81% of elementary teachers and 68% of secondary teachers responded that they 
would like more professional development specific to literacy—reading and writing—instruction. 
Principals at the elementary (60%) and secondary (100%) agree that more professional develop-
ment is needed focused on literacy instruction (see Figure 41).  

In some schools, teachers are currently provided opportunities for job-embedded professional de-
velopment such as guidance from and professional book studies. However, in interviews, when 
teachers talked about professional development opportunities, they most frequently referred to 
the workshops offered infrequently by the district or workshops they attended at professional con-
ferences. A few mentioned professional book studies at the school level and limited opportunities 
provided by outside experts at the building level.  
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Professional development 
will be key to successfully 
implementing sustained 
changes in Zionsville’s cur-
ricular and instructional prac-
tices. For example, with the 
adoption of the Scott Fores-
man reading series, teachers 
are expected to integrate 
guided reading groups into 
their literacy block. This is an 
important, but difficult, shift 
for many teachers. Teachers 
need to be supported with 
ongoing professional devel-
opment, including workshops and professional conferences as well as job-embedded activities such 
as book studies, professional learning communities, joint lesson planning, critiquing student work, 
and studying curriculum materials which would provide additional support within schools. 

Effective professional development will be best accomplished through a mix of outside expertise, 
in-house expertise, on-going study groups, and attendance at professional conferences or work-
shops. Thus, the organizational support and scheduling of professional development is a critical 
factor in its success.  Professional learning communities can provide a setting where teachers can 
try out new ideas in a risk-free environment and receive feedback and support from their col-
leagues.  

When asked to list topics for additional professional development, the teachers identified, in their 
order of priority, the following topics (in descending order of interest): 

 Elementary 

1. comprehension instruction 

2. literature circles and book clubs 

3. literacy workstations 

4. guided reading 

5. writing instruction tied with differentiated instruction 

Middle School & High School 

1. differentiated instruction  
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2. comprehension instruction 

3. reading in the content areas  

4. literature circles and book clubs 

5. writing instruction 

  Recommendations   

��Define priority areas in regard to literacy and provide in-depth, on-going professional 
development in those areas. It is recommended that Zionsville continue to work with 
outside experts to organize, guide, and provide content-specific professional develop-
ment across buildings and grade-levels. Research demonstrates that successful schools 
have external support to guide them in strengthening their literacy program (Lipson, et 
al., 2004). 

��Provide professional development to all teachers around the literacy                             
non-negotiables, as determined by Zionsville leaders. 

��Provide support and follow-up at the building level through book studies, and side-by-
side collaborative sharing around lessons and instructional strategies. 

��Provide new hires with an orientation around a comprehensive literacy framework.  
During this orientation, new staff members would be introduced to the district’s vision 
for literacy, the policies that guide literacy instruction, best practices, resources, as-
sessments for informing literacy instruction, and procedures for monitoring and man-
aging literacy instruction. 

TECHNOLOGY 

The traditional concept of literacy is based upon the assumptions that print is the primary carrier of 
information in our culture and that the most important literacy skills are those that enable stu-
dents to understand and express themselves through reading and writing of print text; however, in 
today’s digital world, technology is transforming the traditional concept of literacy from a simple 
dichotomy into a richer, more complex construct that includes multiple definitions for literacy
(McKenna, et al, 2007). This new construct is based upon the assumptions that digital technology is 
rapidly becoming the carrier of information and that the broader means of expression made possi-
ble by technology are critical for education. In addition, this construct expands the concept of liter-
acy to include a continuum of abilities (Lankshear & Knobel, 2003). This continuum includes the 
following: 

��Information Literacy:  The ability to access and use information, analyze content, work with 
ideas, synthesize thought, and communicate results; 
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��New Literacies:  The ability to discern meaning from an array of multimedia, visual im-
agery, and virtual environments; 

��Computer Literacy:  The ability to accurately and effectively use computer tools such as 
word processors, spreadsheets, databases, and presentation and graphic software; 

��Digital Literacy:  The ability to problem solve and collaborate with others by using the ac-
celerated learning processes and social networks enabled by technology; 

��Critical Literacy:  The ability to look at the meaning and purpose of written texts, visual ap-
plications, and spoken words to question the attitudes, values beliefs behind them; and 

��Media Literacy:  The ability to communicate competently in all media forms, as well as ac-
cess, understand, analyze and evaluate the images, words and sounds that comprise con-
temporary culture. 

While print literacy is necessary and valuable, it is no longer sufficient. Today’s students must mas-
ter print literacy as well as the literacy skills needed to make sense of digital texts. The processes 
required to read and understand digital texts are different from those required to read and under-
stand text printed on paper. Reading text on paper is a linear process, as such texts generally have 
a beginning, middle and end; however, reading texts on a digital screen is a non-linear process be-
cause the reader zigzags through hyperlinked texts in short bursts and bits, gathering nuggets of 
information one at a time, and rarely reading the texts from start to finish. Thus, the reading of 
digital texts requires that the reader synthesize information across a variety of resources while sus-
taining thought over multiple resources which may or may not be connected.  

Furthermore, today’s technologically savvy students like to receive information fast, multi-task and 
parallel process, prefer random access of information, prefer graphics to text, crave interactivity, 
and function best when networked (Prensky, 2001). As a result, when reading print text, they often 
have difficulty focusing attention, organizing their thinking, looking for relationships, visualizing 
from print, and putting thinking into language (Castagna, 2005). Thus, the challenge for teachers 
lies in teaching the traditional skills of print literacy while instructing students in the literacies re-
quired to make sense of texts in a virtual environment. Although the Literacy Review Team ob-
served teachers instructing students in the traditional skills of print literacy, it did not observe 
teachers instructing students in the new literacies beyond those of critical literacy and computer 
literacy.  

According to the secondary media specialists, the skills of information literacy are not routinely 
taught until students reach middle school and are involved in doing research projects in the fifth 
and sixth grades that are co-facilitated by the media specialist and the classroom teachers. At the 
elementary level, the classroom teacher is responsible for teaching research skills, and while some 
teachers teach them, they generally teach the traditional research skills rather than the richer con-
struct of 21 century information literacy skills.  
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Currently, the instruction of information literacy skills is haphazard. To the extent that most stu-
dents pick them up is random, the result of chance encounters with great teachers or media spe-
cialists rather than planned instruction based on an intentional curriculum. As a result, many upper 
elementary and middle school students struggle with making meaning of informational texts. If 
students are to become proficient consumers of print and digital texts, teachers and media special-
ists must be deliberate and intentional in their instruction of 21st century literacy skills.  

In its efforts to prepare students for the 21st century, the district has made a commitment to incor-
porating new technologies into classroom instruction. To that end, it has equipped many class-
rooms with such new technologies as smart boards and document cameras. In addition, it has initi-
ated a student laptop pilot program at the middle school; however, the potential of new technolo-
gies lies not in the technologies themselves but in the way in which they are used as tools for learn-
ing. While the Literacy Review Team observed teachers incorporating new technologies into their 
instruction, several were using the smart boards and document cameras to teach the equivalent of 
worksheets. According to Labbo (2005), the first step for integrating digital innovations into in-
struction is emulating established literacy practices that lend themselves to computer innovation. 
While the teaching of a worksheet to the whole group may lend itself to computer innovation, it is 
not a literacy practice worth emulating, nor is it a compelling use of technology. 

There is no prescription for how to integrate technology into classroom instruction. Each classroom 
and school must negotiate the multiple realities that shape their own practice (Labbo & Reinking, 
1999). The effective application of technology, however, is dependent upon teachers’ knowledge, 
skills, and dispositions regarding its use. New technologies will not transform classrooms if teach-
ers are not interested in and comfortable using them. Teachers need ongoing professional devel-
opment in various literacy-based technologies; they also need training in how to effectively inte-
grate these technologies into their instruction. 

When asked about their technology use during the interviews, many teachers, particularly the vet-
eran teachers, mentioned that they needed more professional development on the use of technol-
ogy as a learning tool; however, the teachers favored small group, ongoing, and targeted profes-
sional development opportunities over large group, workshop style presentations. Small group 
learning opportunities supported by knowledgeable colleagues such as the library media specialist 
or technology coordinator and focused on the teacher’s specific needs and technology realities are 
more effective in fostering teacher use of technology (Cairo, 2005).  

 Recommendations 

��As part of the literacy framework, develop a curriculum for the systematic and sys-
temic instruction of the following: information literacy, new literacies, critical liter-
acy, media literacy, digital literacy, and computer literacy. The curriculum should also 
include learning outcomes and a scope and sequence. 

��In conjunction with the development the literacy framework, create a long-range plan 
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for… 

��equipping all classrooms, media centers, and computer labs with new technolo-
gies. 

��providing ongoing, small group professional development to teachers and adminis-
trators on how to use technology to enhance instruction. The professional devel-
opment should focus on how to use technology effectively and appropriately to 
enhance instruction and address: 

��pedagogy related to the effective use of technology, 

��operation of the tools (hardware and software) and their applications, and 

��digital resources such as software and appropriate Internet sites. 

��Incorporate new technologies and digital resources into literacy instruction K-12. 

��Use knowledgeable staff members, such as certified media specialists and technology 
coordinators, to provide ongoing professional development through a coaching model. 

 

MEDIA CENTERS 

School media centers have a specific role to 
play in developing students’ literacy abilities. 
The media centers in Zionsville Community 
Schools are attractive, well-appointed facilities 
that provide students and teachers with the 
necessary materials and services to support 
traditional and digital learning (see Figures 42-
44). The digital resources offer students and 
teachers access to instructional materials such 
as online tutorials, electronic databases, 
streaming video, WebQuests, and pathfinders. 
The print collections are current and robust, 
although the amount of titles appropriate for 
struggling readers reading two or more years 
below grade level is limited at the secondary 
level. It is evident from the responses to the online survey that teachers value the media centers as 
an instructional resource; 76% of elementary teachers and 56% of secondary teachers reported 
that they often or always used the resources of the media center to support student learning. Fur-
thermore, when secondary teachers were asked during the interviews about the strengths of the 
literacy program, multiple teachers commented that the media specialists were an asset. 

FIGURE 42 
READING ALOUD IN AN 

ELEMENTARY MEDIA CENTER 
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Student access to the media centers is both flexible 
and fixed. In the elementary and middle schools, 
students are scheduled into the media center on a 
weekly or bimonthly basis for the purpose of ex-
changing books, receiving library skills instruction or 
listening to a story, depending upon the age of the 
students. Individual students can also go to the me-
dia center at various times in the day. Most middle 
school students go to the media center during SOAR, 
lunch, or after school. During the time classes are 
scheduled into the elementary media centers, stu-
dent access is limited. To combat the issue of access, 
the media centers have established free flow periods 
that permit students flexible access to the media 
center at designated times. In addition, students at 
all levels can access the media center’s holdings 24/7 via the district web site. 

Despite the fact that K-8 students are provided with scheduled time for book exchange, only 28% 
of elementary students and 27% of middle school students responding to the online survey indi-
cated that they got the books and magazines they read for self-selected reading from their media 
center. Furthermore, the high school media specialist reported that the high school book circula-
tion had dropped this year and attributed this decline to the elimination of the Reading Counts 
program in the ninth grade language arts classrooms. In 2007/2008, the high school media center 
checked out the equivalent of five books per student, while Zionsville Middle School checked out 
the equivalent of 29 books per student and Zionsville West Middle School checked out the equiva-
lent of 49 books per student. The difference in circulation between the middle schools and high 
school may be attributed to two factors: 1) high school students are not required to check out 

books on a scheduled basis as are middle school 
students, and 2) high school students use the me-
dia center primarily for research. The decline in 
book circulation may also be due to the reduction 
in the library book budget. With fewer dollars, the 
media specialist has less money to purchase new 
books for self-selected reading.   

Findings from over 60 research studies support a 
positive connection between student achievement 
and a well-stocked media center staffed with a 
certified media specialist. Specifically, these stud-
ies show that students in schools without certified 
school library media specialists perform less well 
on standardized tests of reading achievement than 
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do students in schools with certified school library media specialists. Furthermore, in schools 
where teachers and media specialist plan and teach together, student performance is positively 
impacted (McGhee & Jansen, 2005).  

However, not all of the Zionsville’s media centers are staffed with a certified media specialist. 
While the high school and middle school media centers are staffed with  a certified school library 
media specialist, the four elementary media centers are staffed with a non-certified media aide. 
The lack of certified media specialists in the elementary schools does not lend itself to a robust and 
effective media center program. Currently, the elementary media aides conduct story time, help 
students with book selection and teach basic library skills during the scheduled library classes. In 
addition, they select materials and maintain the media center collection; however, their involve-
ment in the instructional program is marginal.  

These tasks reflect the traditional role of a school librarian, but if school library media specialists 
are to play a meaningful role in student learning, they must do more than serve as the manager of 
resources. They must be a consultant to, a colleague with, and a teacher of other teachers (Lance, 
et al., 2000). This means they must partner with classroom teachers for effective instruction; iden-
tify the appropriate intersects across student information needs, curricular content, and print and 
digital information resources; and take a leading role in designing instructional strategies that as-
sist students in developing their information and communication abilities (McGhee & Jansen, 
2005).  

While the media aides are capable individuals and skillful managers of the media centers’ re-
sources, they lack the knowledge and expertise required to successfully fulfill the role of a certified 
media specialist. As a non-certified media aide, they are not equipped to plan and deliver instruc-
tion collaboratively with teachers, teach information literacy skills, or advise teachers on instruc-
tional design and evaluation. When a media center is staffed with a non-certified media aide, the 
capacity of the media center to contribute fully to the literacy development of students is compro-
mised, and it becomes a resource warehouse rather than vibrant 21st century learning center. 

  Recommendations 

�� Strive to staff the elementary media centers with full-time, certified media special-
ists, in addition to instructional assistants. 

��Expand the traditional role of the K-12 media specialist to include: 

��planning and delivering instruction alongside teachers, 

��teaching essential information literacy skills to students according to an estab-
lished curriculum with a scope and sequence, and 

��providing ongoing professional development to teachers and administrators on 
how to integrate technology and information literacy instruction into the curricu-
lum and 21st century instructional design. 
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FINAL THOUGHTS 
 
Jim Collins (2001), a business and organization guru, analyzed 1,435 companies to determine the fac-
tors necessary to make a good company a great company. He found that going from good to great 
doesn’t require access to the latest and fastest technology, an innovative or well-known leader, stan-
dardized measurement procedures, or even a fine-tuned business plan. Rather, it requires the crea-
tion of a culture that rigorously identifies and encourages people to think and act. 

This essential truth applies not just to business but also to school improvement efforts. With any 
school improvement endeavor, the objective is to prompt administrators and teachers to think and 
act – to reflect upon current practices and policies, to celebrate those that are praiseworthy, and 
then to ask, “What can we do better?”  

With this report, the Literacy Review Team provides Zionsville Schools with a comprehensive descrip-
tion of its current, K-12 literacy program. The findings point to a district with much to celebrate – rich 
and robust curriculum, professional and competent teachers, a forward thinking leadership team, 
active and involved parents who value education — as well as much to improve upon — lack of a 
framework to guide instruction, complacency in practices and outlook by many staff members, in-
consistencies in instructional practices, diminished focus on average students, and the need for on-
going professional development.  

The recommendations contained within this report are intended to assist the Zionsville School Cor-
poration in formulating short-term and long-term actions to improve the literacy program. To greater 
or lesser degrees, leadership for literacy, knowledgeable teachers, and a professional community 
already exist in all of the schools. It is now a matter of strengthening and sustaining these factors in 
order to ensure that all students reach their full literacy potential.  

How does the district go about transforming its day-to-day literacy practices into a coherent plan for 
instruction? How do educators and community members replicate the existing pockets of excellence 
within the district so that excellence is demonstrated everywhere? How does the district increase 
curricular cohesiveness? How does the district raise performance expectations for all students? And 
finally, how does the district instill a commitment to change in teachers and parents? To accomplish 
these goals, it must take undertake the following steps and then go a step beyond to... 

�� develop a district literacy plan that is research-based and supports literacy learning for all 

students; 

�� align content standards, curricula, assessments and instructional practices; 

�� develop a high-quality teacher workforce that understands the importance of balanced     

literacy instruction and how to do it effectively;  

�� use data to identify student needs, monitor the efficacy of instruction, and leverage change; 

and 

�� build leadership capacities to implement and sustain quality literacy instruction. 
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Improving a district’s literacy program is complex work and accomplishing it is no easy task. There 
are no simple answers or formulas that are guaranteed to work. The Learning Unlimited Literacy 
Review team believes that the process of creating a cohesive, K-12 literacy program begins with 
the creation of a district-level comprehensive literacy framework to guide instruction and support 
teachers as they work to refine their literacy practices. With strong, capable, and visionary leader-
ship as well as a dedicated teaching staff, Zionsville Schools is positioned for the important task of 
going from good to great. 
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    The Literacy LensTM Review 

Zionsville School Corporation 

     Improving Practice and Application: 

 Future Directions and Recommendations 

KEY LITERACY AREAS AT A GLANCE 

      

        COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY FRAMEWORK 
 

    BALANCED LITERACY PROGRAM 

��Print-rich Environments 
��Classrooms 

�� Environmental print 
�� Classroom libraries 

��Hallways 
��Bookrooms 

��Assessment 
��Implementation of Best Practices 
��Organization and Management 

�� Differentiation and Grouping for Instruction 
�� Literacy workstations and worksheets 

��Vocabulary Acquisition 
�� Read Alouds 
�� Word walls 

��Independent reading 
��Writing 
��Student Engagement 
��Early Literacy Program  

    

        SUPPORT STRUCTURES AND RESOURCES 

��School climate and culture 

��Professional development 

��Technology 

��Media centers 

 



 

     78 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               79 

 



 

     80 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               81 

 



 

     82 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               83 

 



 

     84 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               85 

 



 

     86 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               87 



 

     88 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               89 

 



 

     90 

 



 

                                                                                                                                                               91 

 

Learning Unlimited 
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About Us 

history 

Learning Unlimited, LLC, was created in 1999 as a professional practice dedicated to edu-
cational consulting. In the past nine years, we have served more than 50 school districts 
providing professional development, research-based Literacy LensTM reviews, literacy re-
treats, and other literacy services. 

what we do 

Learning Unlimited provides a wide spectrum of literacy-related services to K-12 schools 
and districts locally, regionally, and nationally. The Learning Unlimited Associates are 
uniquely qualified to provide a wide variety of services because of their diverse educa-
tional and experiential backgrounds. Our partnerships range from districtwide planning to    
hands-on technical assistance and professional development. 

literacy services 

 Districts and Schools 

 The Literacy Lens™ Review Process 

 Professional Development 

 “Coaching” Literacy Coaches 

 Technical Assistance to Title I Schools 

 Bookroom and Classroom Library Development 

 Administrators 

 Literacy Retreats 

 Literacy Walk-Through Training 

 Coaching Principals for Literacy Achievement 
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LITERACY  REVIEW  TEAM  BRIEF  BIOS 
 

Kimberly Tyson, Ph.D.              
                                  

�� Earned doctorate from the University of Missouri-Kansas City in reading education 
�� Has worked with over 50 school corporations providing literacy expertise and profes-

sional development 
�� Actively works with the Indiana Department of Education, the HOPE foundation in 

Bloomington, several Indiana Education Service Centers,  and the Center for Interac-
tive Learning and Collaboration 

�� Named Who’s Who Among America’s Teachers and Educators 2007 edition 
�� Past-President of the Indiana Staff Development Council 
�� President-Elect of the Hamilton Area Reading Council – an affiliate of the                  

International Reading Association 
 

Linda Cornwell, M.S. 
 

�� Graduate degree in education  
�� National literacy consultant for Scholastic Classroom Books 
�� School experience as a media specialist and secondary English/language arts teacher 
�� Former director at the Indiana Department of Education 
�� Served on the ALA Newbery Award Committee 
�� Professional development presentations at international, national, state, and         

regional conferences 
�� Listed in Who’s Who in American Education 2004, 2005, 2006 editions 

 

Ruth Swetnam, M.A. 
 

�� Postgraduate degree from Ball State University, Indiana 
�� Postgraduate work from New York University 
�� Certified Training Consultant 
�� Teaching experience spans elementary through college level 
�� Former Director of the Ball State University Professional Development Schools          

Network 
�� Former Director of Curriculum and Assistant Director of Special Education 
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ONLINE SURVEY RESULTS 
 

Teachers & Literacy Leaders 

�� Elementary Teachers 

�� MS/HS Teachers 

�� Reading Specialists 

�� Elementary Literacy Leaders  

�� MS/HS Literacy Leaders  

Students  

�� Elementary Students   

�� MS/HS Students  

   Parents 
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Elementary Teachers 
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