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                                 ONE COACH’S JOURNEY TOWARD LITERACY

The best way to describe my daily activities as a literacy coach is to provide details of my collaboration with colleagues.  The opportunity to coach arose for me at the beginning of the 2000-2001 school year at Stranahan High. Stranahan High School is a fully accredited, public urban high school in Broward County, Florida.  Students come to Stranahan from some of the most economically disadvantaged areas of Fort Lauderdale.  The student population of approximately 2100 students reflects a rich cultural diversity. Although my mission was to change classroom practices and raise test scores, my initial efforts as a literacy coach were based on extending trust and confidence in the faculty.  It was important to me that my role be that of a collaborator or teacher partner.  Initially, I distributed a letter to the faculty introducing myself and offering my assistance to teachers interested in incorporating learning strategies in their daily instruction.  I particularly stressed that my goal was to make reading a natural and integral part of each class, not an additional “thing” to teach.  As a literacy coach, I wanted to create a shared vision and an action plan to achieve it. 

 Literacy coaches lead professional development workshops and play an essential role in supporting individual teachers, especially new teachers in becoming more knowledgeable about the teaching of reading in the content area.  A vehicle for spring boarding my role was the development of a volunteer faculty in-service program entitled “Bridges to Literacy”. This professional development workshop was developed to create an environment involving congruency, communication and collaboration between classroom teachers and the literacy coach throughout the school year. My goal was to 
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institute a program whose ongoing nature was to make our teaching “public” whereby teachers would feel comfortable enough to visit their peers’ classrooms and learn from each other.  Incentives such as in service points were awarded for attendance. A focus “Bridges to Literacy” calendar was placed in faculty mailboxes announcing specific weekly learning strategy workshops. These sessions were followed by classroom modeling of strategies or techniques for teachers, and demonstration of collaborative content related lessons that extended from one or more class periods to several weeks at a time. A supportive follow-up classroom observation of the teacher’s performance offering feedback insured the efficacy of the coaching component of the program. 

 The “Bridges to Literacy” conference room became an alternative teachers’ lounge for teachers who welcomed a respite from the conversations that were conducted in a “complaining” nature in the regular lounge. Teachers enjoyed the time together and were energized, as professional discussions were unleashed! As the months progressed, a better understanding of the relevance of reading to particular disciplines was becoming apparent across disciplines. Volunteer faculty participation in this program grew to 30% by the end of the 2nd year.  Today, 100% of our faculty members participate in instructional focus workshops. Based on data collected from a teacher survey an astounding 50% routinely integrate the learned strategies in their everyday classroom teaching. These teachers believe that school-based professional development helped them become better teachers. As a result, teacher and student enthusiasm has soared! 

Jamie, a student of Mr. Formoso’s 10th grade World Geography class commented, “Two 

                                                                                                                             Coach 3   column notes makes it easy… Just gotta switch to the folded page and you have answers when you study.” Mr. Formoso commented, “Paired reading breaks up the routine…  It allows my students to work at an individual comfort level… Afterward, I model higher order thinking questions as I check their understanding with my favorite strategy Stump the Teacher…  The competition is great!” Judging from my cooperative work with teachers, it is evident that the literacy coach can make a significant contribution to provide effective instruction for all students. Mr. Francisco, our l0th grade Biology teacher, expressed that his students look forward to arguing a point whenever he utilized anticipation guides in his lessons.  “They communicate more extensively on different points of view because they found different answers in the book,” he exclaimed.  Our speech teacher, Ms. Maxwell commented, “Routinely reading fiction and nonfiction text using strategies and “feeding off” each other helps students infer and make predictions just like they have to do on the FCAT exam.” By providing for a school wide literacy program, 100% of Stranahan’s teachers were trained on the integration of learning strategies into their everyday teaching practices.  As a result, more and more students utilized these strategies across their subject area classes.

Throughout the school year, preparation for the reading, writing and math portions of the FCAT exam was a priority.  The FCAT is the new state assessment used of graduation beginning with the graduating class of 2003. My commitment to developing a “whole school” initiative for student involvement in FCAT practice began with posting sample FCAT reading passages with questions throughout the school.  Participants received daily prizes such as T-shirts inscribed with the slogan “ATTACK 
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the FCAT”.  Additionally, a leadership of English, Science and Social Studies faculty members was formed to work with selected ninth and tenth grade teachers in each of the three subject areas.  English focused on writing and the Science and Social Studies team concentrated on reading.  With the support of the literacy coach, this leadership team developed and implemented a preparatory plan for FCAT support in the ninth and tenth grades. The leadership team trained their peer in the process and evaluation of student outcomes. 

Statistical data has proven that the reform efforts are making a difference for students. The collection of achievement and other statistical data has proven that through stategic learning, students succeeded where they have not succeeded before.  The percentage of the lowest 25% of the student population making learning gains in reading increased from 46% in 2002 to 52% in 2003. FCAT math scores have shown significant improvement! 46% scored at level 3 and above in l998 as compared to 66% in 2002 (20% increase). 2002 test results reflect 63% of the overall student population making learning gains in math as compared to 75% in 2003.  

As a new Math teacher, Mr. Platt was encouraged to attend weekly “Bridges to Literacy” workshops. Mr. Platt and I routinely discussed various strategies that students could utilize while reading math texts and taking high stakes exams. He was then asked to share these strategies with his department. Eighty percent of his 10th graders passed the math portion of the FCAT exam. “It all paid off,” Mr. Platt exclaimed.

Based on a survey, the students indicated that they routinely use pre-writing organizers. In 2001, Stranahan students writing scores increased from 3.7 in 2001 to 3.9 
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in 2002 as compared to the state average of 3.8. FCAT reading, writing and math scores have come closer and have gone beyond meeting the accountability targets established by the Florida Department of Education.

As leaders, literacy coaches must know sources of funding that might be available to the literacy program and be able to write proposals for obtaining such grants.  As a recipient of a $5,000 Reading Enhancement Grant for the 2001-2002 school year reading from the Florida Commissioner of Education, I was able to plan for a sustained silent reading (SSR) initiative. Each department was asked to submit a “wish list” of appealing books that would connect their students to reading during SSR. As funding became available, I quickly ordered the books and placed them into large colorful plastic crates, making sure that each crate had as much variety as possible. Mysteries, sports and biographies, science fiction, informational books, cartoon books etc. were rotated every five weeks so that the students would always have new, fresh materials.  My goal was to have a variety of appealing materials constantly and readily available to the students. To further promote reading in the content area, I purchased multiple copies of rich nonfiction materials for implementation of “Literature Circles”. Enthusiasm in classes ranging from Agricultural Science to Honors Biology was generated by this social as well as intellectual activity.  Geremiah, an environmental science student, commented, “I like literature cooperative groups because it’s different and fun. It’s improving my reading.” His teacher, Mr. Korvick, commented that the students appreciate learning about the prior experiences of their peers when they participate in activities such as literature circles. More and more teachers began employing discussion groups, reading logs and other 
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learning strategies to have students reflect on their reading. Mr. Cuthberson, our environmental science teacher, commented, “ If you construct prediction guides in a daring and even funny way, it peaks their curiosity…When kids take on roles as teachers and lawyers, they become enthusiastic, active and assertive learners…Enthusiasm comes from good teaching!” 

 A literacy coach supports teachers by providing in service training, modeling, coaching, and monitoring teachers’ use of learning strategies. Stranahan High school’s principal, Egle Gallagher, stated, “Professional development must be valued as a catalyst to student achievement… It is essential that schools have the personnel best prepared to address these challenges!” Stranahan High School’s success story seems to suggest that, for student achievement to increase, good school structure, supportive leadership, sustained professional development, classroom modeling and follow up teacher support play significant roles in closing the literacy gap.

Maria Spear is President of Excel in Literacy©. For information on availability of staff development opportunities, she may be reached by e-mail at info@excelinliteracy.com  www.excelinliteracy.com  or phone 954.929.2377

