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Executive Summary

In the last decade, North Carolina has made significant efforts to support student literacy 
growth. Despite these efforts, student reading scores continue to demand our collective 
attention and innovation. According to the 2019 National Assessment of Educational Progress, 
64% of fourth graders and 67% of eighth graders in North Carolina scored below proficiency 
level in reading (NAEP, 2019). The COVID-19 pandemic has exacerbated longstanding 
inequities and made the already complex work of teaching reading even more challenging.

Meeting the Moment: Strategic Recommendations for Literacy & Equity in North Carolina 
extends the work of the 2022 NC PreK-12 Literacy & Equity Summit. It draws from a 
statewide educator questionnaire and focus group data to put forward six recommendations:

Establish system-level 
supports to sustain 

instructional improvements 
in reading 

Optimize the state’s 
investment in PreK-

5 literacy learning to meet 
6-12 student reading needs

Deepen investments 
in PreK literacy

Coordinate reading 
diagnostic and 

intervention resources for 
6-12 students and teachers 
in Multi-Tiered System of 
Supports (MTSS)

Nurture the Literacy 
Learning Ecosystem 

via innovative collaborations 
and communication 

Champion families  
and caregivers within 

the Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem

As a social practice, literacy cannot be taught or learned in a vacuum. Preparing competent, 
lifelong readers in North Carolina necessitates a vibrant Literacy Learning Ecosystem. 
North Carolina’s Literacy Learning Ecosystem includes schools and school personnel (e.g., 
classroom teachers, specialists, instructional coaches, administrators); pre- and in-service 
educator learning (e.g., institutions of higher education, alternative pathways to practice, 
professional development); local, state and federal policymakers; communities and nonprofits 
(e.g., public libraries, museums, community organizations, philanthropic foundations); and 
families and caregivers. These six recommendations share possibilities for strengthening the 
Literacy Learning Ecosystem within our state. 
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Introduction

The collective well-being of North Carolinians is intricately tied to equitable access and 
opportunities, as well as equitable funding for education. Longstanding disparate opportunities 
for historically marginalized groups and current workforce challenges compel us to examine 
the interconnections between literacy and equity. Literacy not only serves as the basis for 
school success, workforce opportunities and participation in civic life, but it also contributes to 
our humanity.

North Carolina’s Literacy Learning 
Challenges

Although literacy encompasses a broad 
array of skills related to reading, writing and 
language, one of the most prominent policy-
relevant indicators of literacy development in 
school contexts is students’ performance on 
reading assessments like the North Carolina 
End-of-Grade (EOG) reading test administered 
each year beginning in grade 3. Research 
shows that students’ scores on these types 
of assessments depend on a number of 
competencies. These competencies include 
phonological awareness, decoding/phonics, 

fluency, oral language and early reading 
comprehension skills that enable children to 
begin extracting and constructing meaning 
from written language (Foorman et al., 2016; 
Shanahan et al., 2010). 

Learners and educators across North 
Carolina are living, teaching and learning 
in uncertain times. The North Carolina 
2019 National Assessment of Educational 
Progress (NAEP) data indicate that our state 
is underperforming in 4th and 8th grade 
reading (64% and 67% below proficiency, 
respectively) (NAEP, 2019). Reading scores 
tend to be even lower for students who 
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are eligible for free and reduced lunch and 
students of color. 

COVID-19 resulted in unprecedented 
disruptions in literacy learning. A 2022 
analysis by the Office of Learning Recovery 
at the North Carolina Department of Public 
Instruction (NC DPI) indicates that North 
Carolina student learning trajectories were 
negatively impacted as compared to their 
pre-pandemic expected performances. This 
includes student performance on reading 
assessments for grades 3-8 (NC DPI, 2022b).

To address the impact on learning resulting 
from COVID-19 and pandemic-related 
traumas, North Carolina must coordinate 
equitable and more just educational policies 
and instructional practices. Relatedly, North 
Carolina’s 150,000 teachers need and 
deserve access to the very best professional 
development and systemic supports to 
enable best practices in reading instruction.

North Carolina’s 1.4 million students 
need and deserve high quality reading 
instruction so that they can flourish 
in an ever-changing, interdependent 
world. 

North Carolina’s Investments in 
Literacy Learning 

Over the past decade, North Carolina has 
worked hard to address our state’s PreK-12 
reading challenges. However, policies like 
Read to Achieve have not yielded optimal 
student reading outcomes. In 2018, the 
Friday Institute for Educational Innovation 
published Is Read to Achieve Making the 
Grade?, an analysis of the 2012 Read to 
Achieve Act. A key finding was that policy 
implementation lacked consistency and 

coherence across North Carolina school 
districts (Weiss et al., 2018). The Excellent 
Public Schools Act (EPSA, 2021), which 
amends Read to Achieve, puts front and 
center coordinated supports for reading 
excellence, and specifically the science of 
reading, in North Carolina. 

The science of reading is defined in 
the North Carolina General Statute on 
Elementary and Secondary Education 
115C-83.3 (2021) as “evidence-
based reading instruction practices 
that address the acquisition of 
language, phonological and phonemic 
awareness, phonics and spelling, 
fluency, vocabulary, oral language, 
and comprehension that can be 
differentiated to meet the needs of 
individual students” (p.2).

EPSA addresses supporting students’ 
reading progress through the science 
of reading for both pre-service and in-
service teacher education. North Carolina 
educator preparation programs (EPPs) 
have been directed to include adequate 
coursework in the science of reading 
for elementary education teachers. This 
directive is shepherded by the UNC System 
Literacy Fellows (2021) who have created 
a Comprehensive Literacy Framework 
with implementation guidance for UNC 
System EPPs to ensure that pre-service 
teachers “know and can demonstrate the 
essential components of literacy instruction” 
(p. 5). The framework sets forth eight 
interrelated and essential literacy instruction 
components: concepts of print; language; 
phonological and phonemic awareness; 
phonics, orthography and automatic word 
recognition; fluency; vocabulary; reading 
comprehension; and writing.
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For in-service teachers, EPSA requires 
ongoing professional development grounded 
in the scientific reading research. To begin, 
NC DPI is utilizing a third-party independent 
teacher training program to deliver this 
professional development. The COVID-19 
Response and Relief Act (2021) further 
specified the vendor with whom NC DPI 
must contract to fulfill this stipulation. That 
vendor, Voyager Sopris Learning, Inc. (with 
Lexia Learning), is providing Language 
Essentials for Teachers of Reading and 
Spelling (LETRS®) training for PreK-5 
educators and administrators via a cohort 
model across the state by 2024. This 
training is a significant investment in PreK-5 
educators and learners.

North Carolina’s Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem

Literacy is a social practice and cannot be 
taught or learned in a vacuum. It requires a 
vibrant Literacy Learning Ecosystem. 

North Carolina’s Literacy Learning Ecosystem 
includes schools and school personnel (e.g., 
classroom teachers, specialists, instructional 
coaches, administrators); pre- and in-service 
educator learning (e.g., institutions of higher 
education, alternative pathways to practice, 
professional development); local, state and 
federal policymakers; communities and 
nonprofits (e.g., public libraries, museums, 
community organizations, philanthropic 
foundations); and families and caregivers. 

Figure 1: Literacy Learning Ecosystem
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At its best, the Literacy Learning Ecosystem generates open lines of strategic communication 
and aligned, complementary supports toward students’ word reading, early comprehension 
and higher order reading growth. 
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North Carolina’s Opportunity to Strengthen the Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem

Over the span of three school years (2019-2022), North Carolina educators have grappled with 
compounded professional challenges. They learned to teach online; worked to implement Multi-
Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) as a mechanism to differentiate instruction; engaged in a 
fundamental shift in reading instruction; and responded to national and local calls for racial equity 
while simultaneously navigating political tensions. Teaching has always been complex, but this 
moment in our history is unprecedented. 

Demonstrating their enduring commitment to supporting lifelong readers, 834 educators 
and stakeholders from across North Carolina convened virtually on January 19, 2022, at 
the inaugural NC PreK-12 Literacy & Equity Summit. The Summit was hosted by the Friday 
Institute and organized with NC DPI, EducationNC, the UNC System Literacy Fellows and NC 
Department of Health and Human Services (DHHS). The discussions from the Summit, as 
well as the corresponding questionnaire and focus groups, provided the basis for this brief.

NC PreK-12 Literacy & Equity Summit Organizers

 
Learn more here: https://go�ncsu�edu/ncliteracyequitysummit22

Meeting the Moment: Strategic 
Recommendations for Literacy & Equity in 
North Carolina presents recommendations 
based on teacher perspectives and 
experiences. The voices of the people 
closest to the on-the-ground work, in this 
case educators, are essential to policy 
recommendations. As evident in the findings 
presented in this brief, North Carolina 
educators are passionate about their students, 
understand the urgency of student literacy 
needs and innovate daily despite existing and 
new professional challenges. In the words 

of a North Carolina National Board Certified 
elementary teacher and reading specialist: 

From the top down, from the 
county office all the way to 

the classroom, everyone wants the 
children to succeed. We want to see 
them reading. We want them to be 
successful. We need to focus on 
things that we can do to help 
the teachers help the 
children.

https://go.ncsu.edu/ncliteracyequitysummit22
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Study Design

Through a concurrent, mixed-methods approach (Creswell et al., 2003), this study examined 
educator perspectives and experiences with reading instruction during the 2021-2022 school 
year. Given the momentum to address reading instruction across the state and the importance 
of teacher input, a team of content experts, including representatives from the Friday Institute, 
NC DPI, EducationNC, UNC Systems Literacy Fellows and the NC DHHS, developed, 
administered and analyzed a literacy questionnaire for PreK-12 public school educators. The 
questionnaire asked educators about their instructional choices, resource needs and ideas 
about how to improve reading instruction for North Carolina students. The questionnaire was 
developed as a just-in-time instrument designed to gauge perspectives and experiences in 
an unusually complex time. The planning committee intends to administer the questionnaire 
every two years to gauge teacher perspectives and experiences as North Carolina continues 
to implement science of reading-based instruction.

Concurrently, we held a series of six 
role-alike focus groups to gain a more 
nuanced understanding of teachers’ literacy 
instruction. Our policy brief, Meeting the 
Moment: Strategic Recommendations 
for Literacy Instruction, highlights the 
questionnaire results and delineates 
recommendations with the aim of improved 
reading instruction across the literacy 
continuum in North Carolina. 

Sample 

Researchers used snowball sampling in order 
to maximize the diversity of questionnaire 
responses, including school roles, school 
community setting, North Carolina 
geographic region, gender, race and highest 
degree (see Appendix A). A total of 332 
public school educators (including media 
specialists, speech language pathologists, 
interventionists and instructional coaches) 
completed the online questionnaire between 
December 1, 2021, and February 8, 2022. 
A subsample of 19 educators participated in 
focus groups (see details below). 

Data Sources

Questionnaire
Researchers with expertise in literacy and 
questionnaire design at the Friday Institute 
reviewed key concepts and literature in 
reading instruction across the PreK-12 
educational continuum to generate online 
questionnaire items. The Friday Institute 
team also focused on the structural aspects 
of the instrument to avoid confusing and 
leading questions and on item sensitivity 
to the North Carolina educational context. 
Additionally, during item generation, literacy 
content and policy experts representing four 
North Carolina education organizations (NC 
DPI, EducationNC, UNC System Literacy 
Fellows and NC DHHS) provided feedback 
on content relevance, representativeness and 
technical quality towards content validity.

The research team determined that a 
combination of question types, including 
Likert scale and open-ended responses, 
would provide invaluable insights into 
teachers’ perceptions of the state of reading 
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instruction in North Carolina. The Literacy & 
Equity Questionnaire for North Carolina PreK-
12 Educators1 included a total of 49 items, 
six of which were open-ended.

Focus groups
Questionnaire respondents and educators 
who attended the NC PreK-12 Literacy & 
Equity Summit were invited to participate 
in role-alike focus groups. In total, there 
were 110 volunteers. Researchers grouped 
volunteers in terms of self-reported job 
categories (PreK, elementary, middle grades/
secondary, reading specialists/interventionists, 
teacher coaches and media specialists). A 
random sample from each job category was 
drawn. Twenty-five participants were invited 
via email to engage in virtual one-hour focus 
groups; nineteen educators participated. 

During the focus groups, participants were 
encouraged to share their experiences with 
reading instruction during the pandemic, 
describe their own professional context 
and respond to preliminary trends from the 
questionnaire data. 

Analysis

Descriptive statistics (number of respondents 
and percentages) were calculated for the 
questionnaire population as a whole, as well 
as for three distinct instructional contexts: 
PreK-5, 6-12, and a “serves entire literacy 

continuum” category. The latter category 
included educators who worked across 
multiple schools with both elementary and 
secondary students (e.g., ESL specialists). 
Category parameters were informed by 
the state’s current investment in reading 
professional development for PreK-5 
educators. 

Qualitative data were analyzed using 
constant comparative technique and 
emerging themes were constructed via 
codes (Corbin & Strauss, 2014). Sample 
codes included student performance in 
reading, challenges working in schools and 
educator collaboration. Sample themes 
included escalating concerns about student 
reading post-pandemic, staffing strains and 
limited knowledge of foundational reading 
among 6-12 educators. For readability 
purposes, researchers grouped themes from 
each category (PreK-5, 6-12, and “serves 
entire continuum”) into broader dimensions. 

Limitations

While the sample adequately reflects 
North Carolina’s teaching force in terms 
of geographic location (Western Mountain 
Region, Piedmont, and Coastal Plain Region) 
and racial diversity, it is important to call 
attention to the relatively small sample 
size. Additionally, the sample skewed more 
heavily towards experienced teachers. 

Findings 

Key findings are organized around five dimensions, each central to the “whats” and “hows” 
of educator practice. Dimension 1: Teacher Perceptions of Student Reading and Professional 
Capacity highlights what teachers are seeing in terms of student reading right now and their 
reflections about their capacity to meet specific reading needs. Dimension 2: Instructional 
Literacy Practices highlights respondents’ instructional approaches to meet student reading 
needs. Dimension 3: Professional Development in Literacy summarizes teacher engagement 



8

Strategic Recommendations for Literacy & Equity in North Carolina

Friday Institute for Educational Innovation

in reading professional development during the COVID-19 pandemic. Dimension 4: Literacy 
Resources highlights respondents’ perceptions of any texts, tools or other resources made 
available to them to meet the needs of students. Finally, Dimension 5: Collaboration and 
Communication in Support of Literacy calls attention to how respondents connect with 
colleagues, families and outside organizations to extend literacy learning with their students. 

D
IM

E
N
S
IO

N

1 Teacher Perceptions of Student 
Reading and Professional 
Capacity

North Carolina’s goal is for all students to be reading at grade level. Following the return to 
face-to-face teaching, educators reported alarming levels of reading difficulty among students. 
The data indicated we are far from desired reading outcomes. In the PreK-5 grade band, 
roughly 3 out of 10 educators reported that more than 60% of their students are not reading 
at grade level. These numbers increased at the 6-12 grade band, with roughly 4 out of 10 
educators reporting more than 60% of their students are not reading at grade level. This 
finding illustrates the need for coordinated reading support at the middle and secondary levels 
for North Carolina students. One secondary teacher said:

We have operated so long on 
the assumption that students 

are going to be reading at grade level 
that we don’t have a whole lot of 
strategies for intervening at 
the high school.

Analysis of qualitative data revealed 
challenges to educators’ work following 
emergency remote learning, including time 
barriers, low morale and staffing shortages, 
which made teaching reading particularly 
complex. With respect to our earliest 
learners, one PreK educator noted: 

They’ve [PreK-2 learners] 
missed out on a big chunk 

of their literacy instruction in 
school…it’s going to hurt us 
for a while.

As an extension of this idea, PreK-3 
teachers reported that they have had to 
reprioritize the foci of their instructional 
time to simultaneously address COVID-19-
related academic and behavioral issues. 
For example, focus group participants 
noted the need for increased phonemic 
awareness practice, as well as an emphasis 
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on students’ readjustment to classroom 
norms and expectations. Additionally, 
elementary teachers noted how learning 
disruptions during the COVID-19 pandemic 
have exacerbated the range of reading needs 
in the classroom. One elementary reading 
specialist shared: 

If you aren’t working in a 
classroom setting, just 

imagine being in a room with 20 
children with 20 different [reading] 
levels; you’re having to differentiate 
and to make up for lost time, as well 
as meet the standards where 
you are right now. So it’s  
a lot. 

Questionnaire respondents were aware 
of the breadth and severity of North 
Carolina’s reading challenges; however, over 
30% also reported feeling ill-equipped to 
address the instructional needs of students 
reading below grade level (32% PreK-5 and 
48% 6-12). This finding underscores the 
need for high quality literacy professional 
development and resources across the 
schooling continuum. 

Respondents shared particular concerns 
about their current capacity to meet the 
reading instructional needs of English 
Language Learners, who comprise 9.2% of 
North Carolina schools’ student populations 
(NC DPI, 2021), a 5% growth from the 
previous year. Nearly half (49%) of PreK-5 
educators and a majority of middle grade and 
secondary educators (68%) indicated that 
they feel unprepared to meet instructional 
reading needs of students identified as 
English Language Learners. Specifically, 

educators shared that they need more clarity 
about second language acquisition as it 
relates to reading development. A district 
literacy specialist commented: 

We know that it’s a big gap 
for us…You have some 

schools where the majority of their 
students are English Language 
Learners. There’s just not enough 
manpower to make sure they’re all 
getting the support that they need…I 
just don’t think the capacity 
is there at this point. 

Additionally, a key finding across all 
qualitative data was the need for more 
interpreters working across languages. 
Educators noted MTSS and ESL meetings 
with month-long delays due to limited 
availability of interpreters, resulting in 
interrupted supports for developing readers.

Respondents were asked about official 
intervention processes in their schools for 
students who are not yet reading at grade 
level. Data indicated that the majority of 
PreK-5 teachers have familiarity with MTSS, 
with 67% reporting knowledge of an official 
intervention cycle, compared with only 
40% of 6-12 teachers. Respondents were 
also asked whether they find Individualized 
Education Plans (IEPs) that include reading 
specific goals helpful when planning reading 
instruction or interventions for individual 
students. Less than half of respondents 
(45% of PreK-5; 40% of 6-12) reported 
positive instructional utility from IEPs with 
reading goals. 
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Qualitative data indicated that teachers 
across the continuum felt that their work 
with students who need supplemental 
support is being negatively impacted by 
staffing shortages, which shaped how often 
students received intervention supports and 
real-time feedback from teachers. In some 
contexts, educators reported that students 

worked in small groups or one-on-one with 
a teacher less than once every two weeks. 
One elementary MTSS coordinator said: 
“This year the progress is like molasses, and 
it’s just so slow to get any movement on 
these [student reading] trajectories.”

D
IM

E
N
S
IO

N

2 Instructional Literacy Practices

A key component of high-quality reading instruction is continual and purposeful assessment 
(Blair et al., 2007; Gersten et al., 2008; Schumm & Arguelles, 2017). PreK-5 teacher 
respondents reported utilizing a variety of tools and strategies to assess student reading. 
Most commonly, they indicated depending on teacher-made diagnostics (26%), mCLASS 
and other standardized data (24%) and their own observations (24%). To a lesser degree, they 
reported assessing student reading via consultation with colleagues (2%). At the secondary 
band, educators tended to rely slightly more on their own professional opinion (33%) than on 
standardized data (29%). Like their elementary counterparts, secondary teachers reported 
rarely consulting with other teachers to assess student reading (7%). 

Qualitative data indicated substantially 
different assessment practices dependent 
on grade band. In PreK-5, educators 
described assessment and data overload, 
noting numerous measures and disparate 
data across multiple platforms. As a result, 
they reported spending a great deal of 
time making sense of student data and 

reported missing opportunities to read with 
students and provide real-time feedback. 
Some educators expressed frustration with 
what they described as over-use of online 
personalized learning platforms to teach, 
monitor and assess reading. Other educators 
reported depending on such platforms in a 
time of severe staffing shortages.
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Unlike their elementary counterparts, 
6-12 educators reflected on a dearth of 
meaningful student reading data. Some 
educators commented about their confusion 
about what to observe in student reading 
behaviors and acknowledged that readers 
with word reading and early comprehension 
skill needs may go undetected. Moreover, 
middle and secondary educators expressed 
limited professional knowledge of how to 
teach word reading and early comprehension 
skills within their content area classes. One 
high school teacher noted, “When a student 
is struggling to read the material in my class, 
I deliver the material in a different way. They 
may end up understanding the social studies 
standards, but I’m not convinced their 
reading improves.” 

Since word reading and early 
comprehension skills are not yet 
included in the North Carolina 
Standard Course of Study beyond 5th 
grade, it follows that 6-12 teachers 
may not be attending to these skills.

In the questionnaire, half of 6-12 educators 
reported that reading comprehension 
presents the greatest challenge for students 
reading below grade level. On the one 
hand, this aligns with long-held beliefs as 
to where reading instruction should focus 
for middle and secondary students (Snow 
& Moje, 2010); on the other hand, since 
comprehension is an accumulation and 
extension of many subskills, this finding 
adds nuance to 6-12 educators’ self-reported 
limited professional knowledge in identifying 
and addressing word reading and early 
comprehension needs.
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3 Professional Development in Literacy 

To maintain Continuing Professional Licensure, North Carolina teachers must complete 80 
hours of approved professional development every five years. This professional development 
varies in terms of topical foci, but must be delivered through college and university courses, 
local in-service courses or workshops or classes and workshops approved by a Local Education 
Agency (LEA). Over the past two years, 65% of teacher respondents reported spending about 
the same amount of time or a little more in professional development to support students 
who were not reading at grade level as compared to previous years. Educators attended a 
variety of literacy professional development (see Appendix B). This varied frequency in literacy 
professional development engagement by teachers across the PreK-12 continuum may 
reflect a need for literacy professional development to also include explicit connections to 
complementary school initiatives, e.g., MTSS and Exceptional Children services.

Despite this ongoing investment in 
professional development, 36% of 
PreK-5 and 61% of 6-12 educators 
either did not feel up to date or 
were unsure if they were up-to-date 
on research-based strategies for 
supporting students who read below 
grade level. 

Ongoing professional development has 
been and continues to be a cornerstone 
of teachers’ practice as they work to 
understand and transfer the evolving literacy 
research context to their classrooms.

In the past two years, 47% of PreK-5 and 
73% of 6-12 respondents reported having 
completed 15 professional development hours 
or fewer toward supporting students who 
read below grade level or who were at risk 

for reading below grade level. Additionally, 
the majority of respondents received 15 or 
fewer hours of job-embedded professional 
development (e.g., coaching) over the past 
two years (53% PreK-5; 79% 6-12). 

The number of literacy professional 
development hours will increase for North 
Carolina’s PreK-5 teachers between 2021 
and 2025 with the state’s rollout of LETRS® 
training. K-5 teachers will complete an 
estimated 137.5-168 hours of professional 
development in the fundamentals of reading 
instruction—phonological awareness, 
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, 
writing and language. PreK educators are 
slated for 32-37.5 professional development 
hours, inclusive of online modules, assigned 
readings, bridges-to-practice and face-to-face 
meetings with LETRS® facilitators (NC DPI, 
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2022a). However, there is not currently a 
state-wide literacy professional development 
initiative at the 6-12 grade band, nor is 
there an explicit focus on job-embedded or 
coaching supports in literacy professional 
development across the PreK-12 continuum.

Though LETRS® training is in its early 
stages of implementation, some focus 
group participants in the PreK-5 grade band 
currently engaged in the training indicated 
they are enthusiastic about the quality 
and utility of the modules. One district-
level coach noted: “What I’m learning 
while supporting my teachers with LETRS 
training is that some never felt confident 
with teaching reading.” Qualitative data 
also indicated that many who have not 
yet engaged in the training are cautiously 
optimistic, sharing confidence in the utility of 
the training. 

Importantly, educators also expressed some 
confusion about the training. For example, 
participants wondered about who will 
receive training and when, as well as what 
implementation supports will be available 
post-training. Some educators shared 
frustrations about their uncompensated 
time commitment for the training. Similarly, 
focus group participants expressed a need 
for compensated “think time” in order to 
effectively apply the lessons learned in their 
classrooms. One district-level coordinator 
commented, “There’s a lot of pressure on 
classroom teachers, classroom staff, to do 
this work [LETRS training]. And again, we 
can go back to the fact that they’re not paid 
enough. They’re not given enough release 
time to think, to plan.” 

Qualitative data supported extending high-
quality and developmentally-appropriate 
literacy professional development to teachers 

in the 6-12 grade band. Several participants 
emphasized concerns about the number of 
students struggling to read at grade level, 
as well as concerns about 6-12 teachers’ 
limited training in word reading and early 
comprehension instructional approaches. 
One high school MTSS coordinator noted: 

I’d love to see a … 
commitment to middle and 

high school teachers and students. 
The gaps are huge and our content 
teachers need equitable 
training in literacy. 

On the questionnaire, teachers’ preferences 
for additional professional learning resources 
mirrored qualitative findings on literacy 
professional development. Educators 
expressed a preference for strategic 
diagnostic and implementation supports to 
better meet the needs of PreK-12 students 
who are reading below grade level (see 
Table 1). Across the grade bands, educators’ 
two most preferred resources were access 
to relevant student data (59% PreK-5; 
57% 6-12) and job-embedded professional 
development (43% PreK-5; 37% 6-12).
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Mirroring the qualitative findings on literacy professional development, teachers’ preferences 
for additional professional learning resources on the questionnaire reflected a desire for 
strategic diagnostic and implementation supports to better meet the needs of PreK-12 
students reading below grade level. 

Table 1: Teacher Preferences for Additional Professional Resources to 
Support Students Who Read Below Grade Level*

PreK-5 6-12

Coaching from a Literacy 
Specialist

38% 25%

Access to Relevant Student 
Data

59% 57%

After School Professional 
Development

30% 28%

Job-Embedded Professional 
Development

43% 37%

Release Time to Observe a 
Colleague

15% 13%

Other

3% 1%

None

8% 15%

*20% of PreK-5 and 18% of 6-12 respondents skipped this question.
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4 Literacy Resources

Access to appropriate student- and teacher-facing instructional resources is integral to reading 
development. This includes student-facing texts that are (1) representative, including but not 
limited to texts representing diverse racial, ethnic, gender and linguistic identities, and (2) 
readable, including high-interest, decodable texts (Bishop, 1990; Foorman, 2009). 

Across the continuum fewer than half 
of respondents were satisfied with the 
availability of texts in school media centers 
that represent diverse racial, ethnic, 
gender and linguistic identities. Of these 
categories, respondents expressed the 
lowest satisfaction with the availability of 
linguistically diverse texts (PreK-5 36%; 
6-12 27%). In terms of readability, PreK-5 
teachers expressed greater satisfaction with 
the selection of diverse reading level texts 
(58%) in their media centers than their 6-12 
teacher counterparts (43%). One high school 
teacher spoke about the complexity of text 
readability at the secondary level:

Material that is on their 
[middle and high school 

students’] readability level is critical 
for them to improve their reading 
skills…We also have to make sure 
that they have access to grade level 
[texts]. If we keep them low, then 
they will never have something more 
to reach for. So they’ve got 
to have both levels.

In terms of teacher-facing instructional 
resources for reading available in their 
schools, PreK-5 educators again responded 
with a higher satisfaction level (42%) 
than 6-12 educators (26%). Qualitative 
data indicated that PreK-5 educators felt 
confident with the amount of resources 
and tools they had to meet the needs 
of readers who were not yet reading on 
grade level. However, they also expressed 
needing more time to vet those materials 
alongside their developing knowledge of 
best practices in reading instruction and to 
build coherence across materials. 

In contrast, 6-12 educators reported limited 
access to teacher-facing materials that 
support addressing word reading and early 
comprehension skills in their content areas 
and meet the developmental needs of 
students. Noting rigorous content standards 
that inform instruction, one high school 
teacher shared: “the problem is there just 
isn’t a space in high school to teach literacy.” 
Another high school teacher added: “I am 
an expert in my content, and I know very 
little about what to do to support students 
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with reading beyond comprehension…More 
and more I realized that I need to build that 
skill.” Middle and secondary teachers were 
aware of the lack of teacher-facing resources 
that connect word reading and early 
comprehension skills with secondary content 
and how that translated into ineffective 
practice as compared to their elementary 
colleagues. For example, one high school 
teacher shared:

I feel like the elementary folks 
have observational forms and 

stuff. We [secondary teachers] don’t 
have any of that. It takes hours and 
hours and hours just to figure out 
what you’re looking for [in terms of 
materials to gauge secondary 
student reading level]. 

Teachers with literacy learning expertise who 
have access to and can enact best practices 

in supporting students’ reading development, 
including the effective use of representative 
and readable student-facing texts, are 
essential to positively shaping students’ 
trajectories as readers. One district-level 
literacy coach emphasized the most urgent 
resource discrepancy was staff with literacy 
teaching expertise: 

Groups, large groups, 
subgroups of struggling 

readers exist in a school or district. 
Nothing is going to approach the 
impact that direct instruction will 
have on readers’ progress. [We need 
to] add additional adults to the 
classroom who are knowledgeable in 
reading development and promote 
research-based literacy 
practices.
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5 Collaboration and Communication in 
Support of Literacy

The COVID-19 pandemic continues to affect collaboration and communication in support of 
literacy. When planning instruction for students who read below grade level, respondents 
reported relying most heavily on role-alike collaboration. For example, at the PreK-5 grade 
band 49% of educators reported favoring working by grade-level teams and at the 6-12 
grade band 42% of educators favored collaborating by content area and grade level. Teacher 
respondents across the continuum reported collaborating less frequently with media 
specialists (PreK-5 3%; 6-12 7%) and ESL educators (PreK-5 11%; 6-12 21%). 

There are some notable differences 
between collaboration at the PreK-5 and 
6-12 bands. For example, 6-12 teachers 
reported collaborating more frequently with 
EC educators and case managers (32%) 
than their elementary counterparts (14%). 
In contrast, educators at the PreK-5 grade 
band indicated that they collaborate with 
instructional coaches or literacy specialists 
(35%) slightly more than their 6-12 
counterparts (21%). A small percentage of 
educators across the continuum reported 
that they did not collaborate with colleagues 
to support students who read below grade 
level (PreK-5 6%; 6-12 7%).

In focus groups, educators shared that 
the nature of their collaboration shifted 
considerably throughout the pandemic. 
Much of the time that educators previously 
spent focused on learner outcomes and 
instructional decisions was taken up with 
emergent, logistical concerns (e.g., staffing, 

intermittent student attendance.) One 
elementary teacher shared: “I feel like those 
conversations have gotten smaller and 
smaller, as the weight of everything else has 
gotten more pronounced.” 

Educators shared examples of how an 
absence of collaboration resulted in missed 
opportunities to support student literacy 
growth. One district MTSS specialist shared:

A lot of schools are not even 
really able to do much at core 

or any other tier of instruction 
because they’re just trying to cover 
classes. I think that’s been really 
challenging. And even at the central 
office, we have been going in and 
subbing for schools. So a lot 
of the work has just been 
put on hold. 
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Similarly, some media specialists across 
grade bands shared that they did not have 
access to student reading scores and were 
rarely consulted about student reading 
goals, yet they devoted the bulk of their 
time working directly with small groups or 
entire classes. Relatedly, a reading specialist 
remarked that they had direct interaction 
with students but no mechanism to 
communicate directly with families–instead 
relying on the core teacher to dialogue with 
students’ caregivers.

Families and caregivers are essential to 
the Literacy Learning Ecosystem and 
communication between teachers and 
families is central to a child’s reading 
development (Foorman, 2009). 

However, of those surveyed only 
half of PreK-5 respondents (50%) 
and less than a quarter of the 6-12 
respondents (23%) felt equipped to 
meaningfully communicate with 
families and caregivers about their 
school’s approach to teaching reading 
and students’ reading performance 
and needs. 

Qualitative data indicated that barriers to 
meaningful communication included issues in 
scheduling, a need for more interpreters who 
speak a variety of languages, deficit views 
about family engagement and involvement 
and data points that may not make sense 
to non-educators. One elementary teacher 
spoke to both the urgency and challenge of 
facilitating reading-focused conversations 
with families: 

We don’t seem to have the 
difficult conversations. So 
that when I say to you, ‘Your 

son is going to middle school next 
year, and I’m really concerned that we 
are still stuck reading and 

comprehending at a typical second 
grade level.’ You have to know that 
your kid is going into middle school, 
and is going to struggle. Nobody 
wants to have this 
conversation, but we have to 
have these conversations.

Community resources, such as regional 
libraries, non-profit literacy organizations 
and outreach programs from institutions of 
higher education can have a positive impact 
on student reading development. There is 
a range of literacy services available in the 
community. Important factors in their utility 
include cost, convenience and responsiveness 
to student literacy needs. 

In focus groups, teachers indicated the 
potential value-add of community-based 
resources but were not able to assess their 
effectiveness nor compile suggestions for 
families. Additionally, educators commented 
on the discrepancy in variety and quality 
of community-based literacy resources 
dependent on proximity to metropolitan 
areas. For example, one high school teacher 
commented, “We don’t have access 
to libraries or even much outreach from 
universities, so we would need help bringing 
resources to our county before we could think 
about how to bring them into the school or 
what we could recommend to students.” It 
follows then that 31% of the PreK-5 educators 
surveyed and 50% of the 6-12 educators 
were not familiar with free, community-based 
reading resources that could be shared with 
families and caregivers to support students 
who read below grade level. 

The data indicated that educators, feeling 
the brunt of the pandemic, were not able 
to access meaningful stakeholders, such 
as families and caregivers and external 
stakeholders, in the Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem. 
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Strategic Recommendations for Literacy 
and Equity 

North Carolina is positioned to substantially improve literacy learning across the PreK-12 
continuum and to strengthen the Literacy Learning Ecosystem. The findings in this brief are 
specific to this moment in time but have long roots. The COVID-19 pandemic highlighted 
interruptions in literacy learning and exacerbated educational inequities across our state. A 
suite of federal COVID-19 relief funds (e.g., ESSER) and state funds (e.g., EPSA) provide 
us with the opportunity to innovate for sustainable and meaningful gains in student literacy 
learning. To that end, this brief forwards six strategic recommendations for literacy and equity 
in North Carolina that are informed by the questionnaire and focus group data and current 
relevant research.

1 Establish system-level supports to 
sustain instructional 
improvements in reading 

LETRS® is an investment in the reading knowledge base of North Carolina’s teaching force. 
This initiative more than quadruples K-5 teachers’ required professional learning hours (averaged 
annually) for licensure renewal. The state hopes that this investment will have a long-term 
impact. To achieve sustained improvements in reading instruction, educators need systemic 
supports at the state-, district- and school-levels. With this in mind and given NC DPI’s (2022b) 
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recent report on the state’s teacher attrition 
rates (averaging 7.86% annually from 2017-
21), North Carolina policymakers should 
facilitate coordinated compensation (i.e., 
stipends and release time) for this integral 
literacy work. Compensation streams would 
validate the intensive work currently underway 
and support the need for future knowledge 
sharing.

To sustain and extend knowledge acquired 
via LETRS® training, North Carolina can 
build on implementation models to support 
educators’ transfer of this knowledge into 
classroom practice. LETRS® emphasizes 
the linguistic underpinnings of reading 
development. At the same time, teaching 
reading requires an unwavering commitment 
to knowing, respecting, and sustaining 
students’ multiple identities, including racial, 
linguistic, cultural and gender. Professional 
development linked to improved student 
learning entails explicit instructional 
strategies, as well as implementation and 
feedback support (Hill et al., 2022). Two 
important and under-leveraged components 
of this support are literacy coaches and 
Professional Learning Communities (PLCs).

Literacy coaches, including those with 
multilingual teaching expertise, are 
instrumental to improved classroom 
instruction and could provide an avenue for 

sustaining the LETRS® knowledge base 
and extending it in developmentally and 
culturally appropriate ways for middle and 
secondary educators. However, not all North 
Carolina schools have literacy coaches. 
Across the state, literacy coaches’ roles and 
responsibilities can be determined at the 
district or school levels, making it difficult to 
scale this support equitably. At the state level, 
this position needs to be explicitly defined. 
Additionally, in line with recommendations in 
the Belk Foundation’s (2021) The Science of 
Teaching Reading Project, creative funding 
models could be designed with the goal of a 
literacy coach in every school. 

At the district and school levels, PLCs could 
be leveraged to unpack and contextualize 
best practices in reading instruction 
with local student identities and reading 
outcomes in mind. Protected PLC time 
would provide necessary space for teachers 
to collaboratively vet instructional materials, 
practice reading interventions, receive 
collegial feedback and deepen strategies to 
communicate with families and caregivers. 
A particular strength of the PLC model 
is that it could create space for teachers 
to consider how to implement science of 
reading knowledge in culturally, racially and 
linguistically sustaining ways.

2 Optimize the state’s investment in 
PreK-5 literacy learning to meet 
6-12 student reading needs 

Even with successful investments in PreK-5 reading, there is a need for effective reading 
instruction beyond the elementary years as set forth in the Institute of Education Sciences’ 
Providing Reading Interventions for Students in Grades 4-9 Educator’s Practice Guide (Vaughn 
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et al., 2022). This has always held true and is 
particularly so following emergency remote 
instruction. Learning to read increasingly 
complex texts for multiple purposes is a 
lifelong process. We know that in addition 
to continued reading development, a portion 
of 6-12 students will also need additional 
support with word reading and early 
comprehension skills. 

At the middle and secondary levels, 
teachers need clarity with how to integrate 
word reading and early comprehension 
skills within content areas. We provide three 
suggested avenues for pursuing this. First, 
at the state level, establish a designated 
committee to connect word reading 
and early comprehension skill supports 
within the content areas for 6-12 students 

and teachers utilizing the structures and 
language of MTSS. 

Second, engage in strategic efforts to 
identify and lift up models of strengthening 
word reading and early comprehension 
skills with 6-12 students through NC DPI’s 
Promising Practices Clearinghouse.2 Third, 
at the district and school levels, expand 
professional development opportunities 
for 6-12 teachers focused on supporting 
a wider range of reader skill levels. This 
literacy training would need to look 
different from what is typically provided for 
elementary teachers since 6-12 students’ 
developmental needs differ; thus, teachers 
need professional learning that is context-
embedded and utilizes relevant resources.

3  Deepen investments in PreK 
literacy

Access to high-quality, free PreK education has been shown to positively influence a 
student’s literacy development (Atteberry et al., 2019; Haslip, 2018; Skibbe et al., 2013; 
Weiland & Yoshikawa, 2013). In North Carolina, public PreK education is not readily 
available to all students. There are at least two ways that North Carolina can deepen its 
investment in the PreK literacy space. First, North Carolina needs to encourage thoughtful, 
developmentally appropriate vertical integration through scope and sequence of evidence-
based literacy instruction from existing PreK contexts to kindergarten and beyond. Second, 
North Carolina could considerably expand the availability of PreK education to serve all 
students. While there is variation in the persistence of PreK effects on different outcomes 
and between different groups (Durkin et al., 2022), most evidence suggests high quality 
PreK is beneficial for student outcomes (Bai et al., 2020). This is especially true in North 
Carolina where investments in early childhood education have been linked to improved 
reading outcomes (Dodge et al., 2017; Ladd et al., 2014). 
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4 Coordinate reading diagnostic and 
intervention resources for 6-12 
students and teachers in Multi-
Tiered System of Supports (MTSS)

Given the documented, wide-spread effects of COVID-19-related schooling disruptions 
on student learning (NC DPI, 2022b), there is important work to be done to support North 
Carolina’s middle and secondary students in their reading development. Evidence-based 
reading interventions through MTSS can support adolescents with word reading (Hock et 
al., 2017) and early comprehension skills (Vaughn et al., 2019) as they progress through 
increasingly complex content. 

The state could emphasize the value of 
personalized reading instruction through 
the ongoing refinement of MTSS. To that 
end, the state could work towards an open-
source MTSS database. The database could 
include (1) valid, rapid diagnostics that can 
be used to better understand a student’s 
reading strengths and needs and (2) aligned, 
evidence-based interventions and instructional 
strategies to support their growth within the 
content area. This would extend the EPSA 
stipulation that K-3 schools submit and receive 
NC DPI approval for a literacy intervention 
plan, across the literacy continuum. 

Current standards at the middle and 
secondary levels start from the assumption 
that students can already sufficiently 
understand grade-level texts, and as a 
result, they include minimal attention to 
reading development beyond the expectation 
that students will read and comprehend 
increasingly complex texts. Relatedly, North 
Carolina students are not explicitly assessed 
on word reading and early comprehension 
skills beyond 5th grade. Yet, it is evident that 

many of our middle and secondary students 
need additional support in these areas. 
Many classroom educators and families 
and caregivers are uncertain about how to 
determine 6-12 students’ specific reading 
needs and aligned interventions. 
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5 Nurture the Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem via innovative 
collaborations and communication 

There is important work that needs to be done in order to improve and deepen collaboration 
among members of the Literacy Learning Ecosystem in order to support lifelong, competent 
readers. Recommended strategies include (a) stewarding asset-based approaches to 
communication, (b) refining literacy intervention plans and implementation processes across the 
PreK-12 continuum, and (c) scaling community literacy initiatives in support of PreK-12 reading.

To strengthen the Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem, asset-based models of 
communication need to be prioritized. 
Empirical research shows that schools 
that are intentional about sustaining asset-
based approaches have positive effects 
on all students’ reading growth (Ascenzi-
Moreno & Quiñones, 2020). Asset-based 
approaches can include regular school-to-
home communication available in heritage 
languages, intentional hiring and retention 
of bicultural and bilingual personnel, and 
access to and utilization of curricula and 
instructional resources that reflect students’ 
multiple identities and lived experiences. 
At the state and district levels, asset-based 
model efforts could be highlighted through 
NC DPI’s Promising Practices Clearinghouse2 
and subsequently scaled across schools via 
School Improvement Plans and PLCs. 

Currently, EPSA stipulates that public K-3 
schools create literacy intervention plans 
and receive approval from NC DPI for 
these plans. In the plans, schools report 
the interventions being utilized to support 

students reading below grade level. In 
addition to interventions, it would be 
beneficial for schools to report which school 
personnel are collaborating to implement 
and assess those interventions. Moreover, 
this type of documentation could prove 
beneficial across the PreK-12 literacy 
continuum. Refining literacy intervention 
plans by making explicit and transparent 
who is carrying out the interventions (e.g., 
classroom teachers, media specialists, 
speech language pathologists, exceptional 
children educators and ESL educators) can 
align interventions and personnel more 
effectively and efficiently. 

Refined literacy intervention plans could be 
beneficial in at least two ways: (a) improve 
the dissemination of this information to 
stakeholders in the Literacy Learning 
Ecosystem and (b) contribute to continuous 
school improvements by helping school 
leaders identify personnel challenges and 
gaps within the ecosystem. For example, 
are instructional support specialists being 
effectively utilized?
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Communities and nonprofits play a vital 
role in the Literacy Learning Ecosystem. 
Partnerships with community literacy 
initiatives and schools are most impactful 
when they provide evidence-based literacy 
supports that are aligned with and amplify 
reading instruction students are receiving 
in core classrooms. The North Carolina 

Education Corps3 provides one potential 
programmatic model for training community 
literacy tutors in partnership with North 
Carolina schools. State, district and school 
leaders could consider scaling such initiatives 
towards equitable access across all North 
Carolina regions and for learners in all grades. 

6 Champion families and 
caregivers within the Literacy 
Learning Ecosystem

Families and caregivers shape and support students’ identities and skill sets as readers and 
are integral to the Literacy Learning Ecosystem. Recommendations to bolster family and 
caregiver engagement include (a) expansion of the Digital Children’s Reading Initiative4 and (b) a 
multilingual public awareness campaign about the science of reading in North Carolina schools.

Recognizing the importance of bringing 
families and caregivers into the fold, the 
Office of Early Learning of NC DPI recently 
launched a Digital Children’s Reading 
Initiative4, which provides selected links 
to high-quality resources categorized by 
reading skill and grade level. To ensure 
the success of this effort, we recommend 
building out resources in languages other 
than English and emphasizing that literacy 
development in heritage languages supports 
literacy development in the language of 
instruction. 

A multilingual science of reading public 
awareness campaign could clarify what 
reading instruction and assessment in North 
Carolina schools looks like for families and 
caregivers. The aims of the campaign would 
be to (1) inform caregivers and families about 
the shifts in reading instruction in North 
Carolina including forthcoming Individual 
Reading Plans and (2) connect families 
and caregivers with available school and 
community resources to support their 
students’ reading. 
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Conclusion

Reading is fundamental to a learner’s well-being in school and in life. In this brief, we draw 
from statewide questionnaire and focus group data to create a metaphor of a Literacy 
Learning Ecosystem. The metaphor highlights the vital components and professional and 
personal relationships essential for initial and lifelong literacy development. During this 
challenging moment in time, North Carolina can further ignite and sustain each student’s 
literacy development through strategic stewardship of state-, district- and school-level 
resources that strengthen the Literacy Learning Ecosystem. The six recommendations, 
highlighted in this report, prioritize investments in human capital and symbiotic collaborative 
structures to leverage and extend current literacy initiatives across the state in service of 
developing lifelong, competent readers.
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Endnotes

1 See Literacy & Equity Questionnaire for North Carolina PreK-12 Educators, https://go.ncsu.edu/
ncliteracyequityquestionnaire 

2 See Promising Practices Clearinghouse, https://www.dpi.nc.gov/districts-schools/operation-
polaris/office-learning-recovery-acceleration/promising-practices-clearinghouse 

3 See North Carolina Education Corps, https://nceducationcorps.org/ 

4 See Digital Children’s Reading Initiative, https://www.dpi.nc.gov/students-families/parents-corner/
literacy-home-digital-childrens-reading-initiative
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Appendix A: Questionnaire Participant 
Descriptive Data

PreK-5 6-12
Serves entire 

continuum

Role in Schools

Classroom Teacher 55% 66% --

EC Case Manager/EC Teacher 9% 14% 17%

Media Specialist 8% 7% 17%

Literacy Specialist 9% 1% --

Classroom Aide 2% 2% --

Counselor/MTSS Coordinator 2% 3% 17%

Speech Pathologist -- -- 32%

Other 14% 7% 17%

No response 1% -- --

School’s Community Setting

Rural 52% 51% 66%

Suburban 25% 20% 17%

In Town 22% 29% 17%

No Response 1% -- --

NC Geographic Region

Piedmont 63% 62% 66%

Coastal Plain 21% 30% 17%

Western Mountains 16% 7% 17%

Gender

Woman 94% 80% 100%

Man 3% 17% --

Prefer to Self Describe 1% 2% --

No Response 2% 1% --

Race

White or Caucasian 78% 79% 67%

Black or African American 16% 14% 33%

Multiracial or Biracial -- 1% --

Asian or Pacific Islander -- 0�50% --

Narive American or Alaskan Native -- 0�50%

Prefer to Self Describe 4% 2% --

No Response 2% 3% --

Hispanic, Latino, Spanish Origin
No, not of Hispanic, Latino or Spanish 
Origin

94% 94% 100%
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PreK-5 6-12
Serves entire 

continuum

Hispanic, Latino, Spanish Origin
Yes, another Hispanic, Latino or Spanish 
Origin

1% 2% --

Yes, Mexican, Mexican American, Chicano 3% 1% --

Yes, Puerto Rican 1% 2% --

Yes, Cuban 1% 1% --

Years in Education
Less than 4 years 4% 7% 17%

4-9 18% 19% --

10-14 21% 14% --

15+ 55% 59% 83%

No Response 2% 1% --

Highest Degree
Bachelors 48% 31% 17%

Masters 48% 65% 83%

Doctoral 2% 2% --

No Response 2% 2% --

National Board Certified
Yes 16% 12% 17%

No 82% 87% 83%

No Response 2% 1% --
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Appendix B: Topical Foci of Educators’ 
Professional Development Opportunities in 
Literacy (2019-2021)

PreK-5 6-12

Student Engagement 37% 53%

Specific Word Reading Difficulties (SWRD) 12% 7%

Mixed Reading Difficulties (MRD) 2% 8%

Specific Reading Comprehension Difficulties (SRCD) 2% 11%

Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) 11% 54%

Dyslexia 3% 7%

Assessing and Understanding Student Reading Level 6% 21%

Science of Reading 6% 12%

Differentiated Instruction for Students with IEPs/504 Plans 6% 36%

Supporting English Language Learners in Reading 6% 28%

Other 5% 4%

None 5% 8%

No Response 25% 14%
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