
DISCUSSION 
            8.0 
 

Office of the Superintendent of Schools 
MONTGOMERY COUNTY PUBLIC SCHOOLS 

Rockville, Maryland 
 

January 11, 2011 
 
 

MEMORANDUM 
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From:  Jerry D. Weast, Superintendent of Schools 
 
Subject: Adolescent Literacy:  Building on Early Success (Goals 1 and 2) 
 
 

In a modern society, the ability to read [and write] well is the cornerstone of a child’s 
education.  In a modern economy, literacy is a prerequisite of a successful life.  
(National Assessment Governing Board, 2008) 

 
In response to the Board of Education’s request for an opportunity to explore a significant topic 
in depth, Board members and executive staff members selected adolescent literacy as the first 
topic for an extended conversation at the Board table January 11, 2011.   
 
The purpose of this memorandum is to frame Board members’ discussion, which will be 
informed by the background briefing packet previously provided to Board members that 
delineates the extent of the issue nationally and locally, provides examples of college and career 
reading and writing, and presents research and literature on the topic of adolescent literacy.  The 
document review and subsequent discussion will allow Board members to determine key issues, 
policy options, and implications for decision making at the local level. 
 
Overview 
 
During the last decade, employers and educators across the country have engaged in an extensive 
conversation about the critical reading and writing skills of high school graduates.  A general 
consensus exists that fewer secondary students are acquiring the literacy skills that academic and 
career pursuits demand.  Similarly, research indicates that as a nation, we will not succeed in 
changing this trend with a quick-fix approach.  Rather, a solution is required. 
 
In the recently published 2009 results of the Programme for International Student Assessment 
(PISA), 15-year-olds in the United States read at an average proficiency, with nine countries 
performing higher, 39 performing lower, and 16 showing averages not measurably different from 
the U.S. average.  Scores for 18 percent of the U.S. students assessed indicate a lack of 
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competencies necessary to participate effectively and productively in life.  The National 
Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results for 2009 show that 38 percent of U.S.  
Grade 12 students score at the proficient level in reading achievement, demonstrating relatively 
flat performance since the first reading assessment in 1992. 
 
Background 
 
Reading and Writing Nationally 
 
Nationally, responsibility for reading and writing instruction traditionally has been assigned to 
elementary schools.  In fact, learning how to read and write appears to be considered the core 
work of elementary students and much less so of secondary students.  It also appears that 
nationally, middle and high school students generally are expected to use reading to learn content 
and to use writing to show their knowledge of that content.  The expectation that students in 
Grades 6–12 should receive direct instruction designed to help them read or write better gets lost 
in the current secondary model of an instructional day segmented into subjects with distinct 
curricular requirements.  (Literacy Instruction in the Content Areas, 2007; Reading Next, 2004) 
 
Also informing the national discussion is the acknowledgement that academic and workplace 
demands for higher levels of literacy are increasing while new media, electronic devices, and 
cyber formats lead our secondary students to varied forms of communicating and interacting 
with the written word.  Some worry that the abbreviated writing of text messaging (e.g., RUOK, 
CUL8R) or novels on handheld tablets signal the end of a literate society. Others speculate that 
as long as students have the opportunity to learn how to manipulate language for a variety of 
purposes and audiences, and they are able to “code-switch” appropriately, there is no need for 
concern.  Further, it is suggested that if students learn how to read extended texts in varying 
formats for more than initial understanding, and they are able to think deeply and critically about 
their meaning, then we need not fear new communication forms sparked by technology. (NAEP 
Reading Framework, 2008) 
 
In response to these and other concerns across the country, the Council of Chief State School 
Officers (CCSSO) and the National Governor’s Association Center for Best Practices (NGA 
Center) convened a group of K–16 educators, researchers, and representatives of business and 
government in 48 states and the District of Columbia to develop the Common Core State 
Standards for College and Career Readiness (CCSS) in English.  The full title of these standards 
signals the desired approach to literacy:  Common Core State Standards for English Language 
Arts and Literacy in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects.  The English CCSS 
introduction states the expectation in clear terms: 
 

“The Standards set requirements not only for English language arts (ELA) but also for 
literacy in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects.  Just as students must 
learn to read, write, speak, listen, and use language effectively in a variety of content 
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areas, so too must the Standards specify the literacy skills and understandings required 
for college and career readiness in multiple disciplines . . . 
 
“Literacy standards for grade 6 and above are predicated on teachers of ELA, 
history/social studies, science, and technical subjects using their content area expertise to 
help students meet the particular challenges of reading, writing, speaking, listening, and 
language in their respective fields.  It is important to note that the 6–12 literacy standards 
in history/social studies, science, and technical subjects are not meant to replace content 
standards in those areas but rather to supplement them.  
 
“As a natural outgrowth of meeting the charge to define college and career readiness, the 
Standards also lay out a vision of what it means to be a literate person in the twenty-first 
century.  Indeed, the skills and understandings students are expected to demonstrate have 
wide applicability outside the classroom or workplace.  Students who meet the Standards 
readily undertake the close, attentive reading that is at the heart of understanding and 
enjoying complex works of literature.  
 
“They habitually perform the critical reading necessary to pick carefully through the 
staggering amount of information available today in print and digitally.  They actively 
seek the wide, deep, and thoughtful engagement with high-quality literary and 
informational texts that builds knowledge, enlarges experience, and broadens 
worldviews.  They reflexively demonstrate the cogent reasoning and use of evidence that 
is essential to both private deliberation and responsible citizenship in a democratic 
republic.  In short, students who meet the Standards develop the skills in reading, writing, 
speaking, and listening that are the foundation for any creative and purposeful expression 
in language.” 

 
Reading Issues 
 
In April 2000, the National Reading Panel released the defining report that resulted in the 
language of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by the No Child Left 
Behind Act of 2001.  Five essential components of effective reading instruction are identified to 
ensure that children learn to read well: 
 

• Phonemic Awareness—The ability to hear, identify and manipulate the individual 
sounds—phonemes—in spoken words.  Phonemic awareness is the understanding that 
the sounds of spoken language work together to make words. 
 

• Phonics—The understanding that there is a predictable relationship between phonemes— 
the sounds of spoken language—and graphemes—the letters and spellings that represent 
those sounds in written language.  Readers use these relationships to recognize familiar 
words accurately and automatically and to decode unfamiliar words. 
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• Reading Fluency—The ability to read text accurately and quickly.  It provides a bridge 
between word recognition and comprehension.  Fluent readers recognize words and 
comprehend at the same time.   

 
• Vocabulary Development—Development of stored information about the meanings and 

pronunciation of words necessary for communication.   
 

• Reading Comprehension Strategies—Strategies for understanding, remembering, and 
communicating with others about what has been read.  Comprehension strategies are sets 
of steps that purposeful, active readers use to make sense of text.  

 
The first two components typically are taught and learned by the end of Grade 2, and the 
expectation for most students is that they will be fluent readers who are able to understand what 
they read by the end of Grade 3.  In a somewhat over-simplified view of reading, the common 
explanation is that students learn how to read in the early grades and read to learn in the later 
grades.  The shift to applying reading skills begins in Grades 4 and 5 and is well established in 
most schools in the country when students move to the secondary level.  This oversimplification 
of literacy learning and the resulting shift in focus in later grades may well be a root cause of the 
decline in adolescent literacy that we see nationally.  
 
In the Reading Framework for the 2009 National Assessment of Educational Progress, the 
authors write, “Reading behaviors vary with the type of text encountered by a reader.”  The 
NAEP reading assessment is guided by a definition that “conceptualizes reading as a dynamic 
cognitive process . . . an active and complex process that involves: 
 

• “Understanding written text 
• Developing and interpreting meaning 
• Using meaning as appropriate to type of text, purpose, and situation” 

 
As students encounter texts in different formats about different topics, as they read texts that use 
different types of vocabulary or sentence structures, and as they read texts for different reasons 
and in different situations, the reading demands vary and students’ approaches to those texts also 
must vary.  These approaches, or reading strategies, are not developed automatically by most 
individuals—they must be taught.   
 
The English CCSS “insist that instruction in reading . . . be a shared responsibility within the 
school.  The grades 6–12 standards are divided into two sections, one for ELA and the other for 
history/social studies, science, and technical subjects. This division reflects the unique, time-
honored place of ELA teachers in developing students’ literacy skills while at the same time 
recognizing that teachers in other areas must have a role in this development as well.”  The 
English CCSS document does not define technical subjects.  However, it does indicate that 
students must learn to read in “a variety of contents” to be ready for college and career pursuits 
in “multiple disciplines” and “fields.”  
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Writing Issues 
 
While secondary English teachers around the country may clearly see themselves as teachers of 
writing, they and their colleagues in other content areas may not understand the strong 
connection between writing and reading, as well as the connection of both to thinking about and 
learning content.  In Writing to Read, authors of that 2010 research study conclude that 
“students’ reading abilities are improved by writing about texts they have read; by receiving 
explicit instruction in spelling, in writing sentences, in writing paragraphs, in text structure, and 
in the basic processes of composition; and by increasing how much and how frequently they 
write.”  They further state that writing should be taught and emphasized as an integral part of the 
school curriculum—by implication, an integral part of instruction in all subjects. In the 2007 
report, Writing Next, researchers state, “writing has been shown to be an effective tool for 
enhancing students’ learning of content materials.”    
 
The English CCSS expectation for shared responsibility among English language arts and 
content teachers to teach writing reflects this thinking, as does the CCSS expectation for an 
integrated approach to literacy.  “The standards are divided into Reading, Writing, Speaking and 
Listening, and Language for conceptual clarity, [but] the processes of communication are closely 
connected.  For example, Writing standard 9 requires that students be able to write about what 
they read . . .” and “When editing writing, students address Writing standard 5 (“Develop and 
strengthen writing as needed by planning, revising, editing, rewriting, or trying a new approach”) 
as well as Language standards 1–3 (which deal with conventions of standard English and 
knowledge of language).  When drawing evidence from literary and informational texts per 
Writing standard 9, students are also demonstrating their comprehension skill in relation to 
specific standards in Reading.”  
 
Reading and Writing Locally 
 
In June 2010, the Maryland State Board of Education adopted the CCSS in English, as well as in 
mathematics, with the plan to revise state curriculum by June 2011, and to develop an 
assessment plan and timeline to reflect the change in curriculum.  Until then, Maryland state 
curriculum stands as the state expectation for literacy, and the Maryland School Assessment 
(MSA) in Reading and the High School Assessment (HSA) in English continue to be 
administered and reported.   
 
MCPS curriculum in English outlines grade-by-grade expectations for what students must know 
and be able to do in the areas of reading and writing, following a college and career preparation 
trajectory that exceeds the current state curriculum.  Additionally, curriculum, instruction, and 
assessment resources in English and in content areas such as science and social studies 
emphasize the connections between and among reading, writing, thinking, and learning content.  
Challenges in MCPS relate to secondary teachers’ expertise in providing direct instruction to 
students to help them understand texts in unfamiliar formats, using unfamiliar vocabulary, about 
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unfamiliar content.  Similarly, many secondary teachers may not be prepared to help students in 
their content areas to write “like a scientist” or “like a historian.” 
 
Reading  
 
Maryland State regulations do not require secondary schools to provide an instructional program 
in reading, except to meet identified needs of students in Grades 6–8.  Although reading 
processes and comprehension are included as content standards for English language arts in 
Maryland schools, and reading is mentioned as a process skill in social studies, there is no 
mention of an instructional program in reading in Grades 9–12 in the Code of Maryland 
Administrative Regulations (COMAR).  The MSA in Reading measures students’ reading 
proficiency in Grades 3–8.  The HSA in English yields a score representing achievement of 
English language arts content and does not provide a specific measure of reading proficiency.  
 
Like the state regulations, Montgomery County Board of Education policies do not specify 
reading program requirements at the secondary level.  Policy IEA, Framework and Structure of 
Early Childhood and Elementary Education, stipulates reading as part of the curriculum and 
requires school staff members to emphasize literacy.  While the recently approved Policy IED, 
Framework and Structure of High School Education, mentions instruction that prepares students 
to comprehend, gather, evaluate, and synthesize information, neither Policy IED nor Policy IEB, 
Middle School Education, emphasizes reading or literacy.  
   
Practice in MCPS adheres to state regulation and local policy.  All students, Pre-K–5, receive 
daily instruction in reading. At Grade 6, however, a separate reading course is not mandated for 
all students and at Grade 7 and beyond, a separate reading course only is offered to students 
reading well below grade level. The following list represents secondary reading courses available 
for middle and high school students: 
  
Middle School 

• Reading 6—for students above grade level 
• Reading 7—for students below grade level 
• Reading 8—for students below grade level, using Scholastic reading program, READ 180 

 
High School—for students below grade level 

• Academic Reading, using READ 180 
• Basic Reading 
• College Prep Literacy 
• Developmental Reading 

Secondary students who demonstrate reading skills more than two years below grade level 
typically are recommended for a reading intervention during a separate course period. A listing 
of approved interventions for a variety of purposes and student groups (e.g., students with or 
without disabilities and students with or without limited English proficiency) has been 
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disseminated to schools and is included in the briefing packet.  Staff members in the offices of 
Curriculum and Instructional Programs (OCIP) and Special Education and Student Services 
collaborate on the review and dissemination of new intervention programs and they provide 
support to schools on effective implementation.   

While some variability in expectations about reading instruction in secondary schools may exist 
in Maryland and MCPS, reading assessment practices are more consistent in MCPS. Secondary 
school staff members administer the Northwest Evaluation Association product, Measures of 
Academic Progress–Reading (MAP-R) two times each year in Grades 6–8, and high schools 
have the option of administering MAP-R to selected students in Grade 9. MAP-R is a 
computerized adaptive test that assesses general reading proceses (e.g., decoding and 
vocabulary), as well as comprehension and interpretation of expository and literary texts.  

In Maryland, no additional coursework in reading instruction or assessment is required for 
certification as a teacher of English in Grades 6–12, other than what is required for all secondary 
teachers.  The state does not require prospective English teachers to receive additional 
preparation in reading instruction that is different from the two reading courses required for 
secondary teacher certification in any content area.  The limited state requirement for secondary 
English teachers exists at a time that the state curriculum in English includes content standards 
for comprehending text.  At best, this circumstance translates in MCPS to muddled expectations 
for secondary teachers and administrators about their responsibilities. 
 
Writing 
 
COMAR outlines expectations for writing instruction in English language arts and lists writing 
as a process skill in social studies.  MSAs do not assess writing, although students must 
demonstrate reading comprehension in written responses.  The state HSAs do not assess writing, 
other than selected response questions related to usage and grammar on the English assessment. 
Writing is not mentioned in Montgomery County Board of Education polices for middle school 
or high school education.  Current practice in MCPS secondary schools is for English teachers to 
hold full responsibility for providing direct writing instruction and for social studies and science 
teachers to address writing as a way to learn content or as a method for “making thinking  
visible.” 
 
On March 23, 2009, Board members were provided with an update on literacy education in 
MCPS, with a specific emphasis on writing instruction, Pre-K–12.  The presentation and 
memorandum (Attachment) described the current writing approach in MCPS, which integrates 
writing, language, reading, and thinking.  English language arts teachers at the elementary and 
secondary levels have been provided resources and training to support their efforts to engage 
students in the writing process to generate compositions for a variety of purposes.  Challenges 
identified in the memorandum included the discrepancy between state curriculum and state 
assessments regarding writing, limited choices in comprehensive writing assessments nationally, 
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inconsistent implementation of the MCPS writing program, and the need for clear and timely 
communication to stakeholders about writing instruction.  
 
Challenges for Policy-Makers 
 
Traditional approaches to programming and instruction support literacy learning to an extent, but 
they may not be enough to meet secondary students’ need to attain college and career levels of 
literacy.  Researchers in the field identify the following challenges faced by educators nationally: 
 

• Time for reading and writing instruction and feedback to students 
• Assessments and methods for measuring results  
• Integration of technology into literacy teaching and learning  
• Support for teaching literacy in all subjects 
• Meeting the needs of second language learners and students with disabilities 

 
Researchers also generally agree on the following considerations: 
 

• Emphasis on critical reading and writing in content standards in all grades 
• Emphasis on instruction in and assessment of critical reading and writing 
• Teacher preparation that includes reading and writing theory and practice 
• Resources to upgrade current teachers’ skills in reading and writing instruction 
• Progress monitoring and accountability systems 
• Technology to facilitate reading, writing, and thinking instruction and assessment 
• Targeted interventions and supplemental instruction matched to student needs  
 

Current State of Adolescent Literacy in MCPS 
 
The English CCSS, adopted by the state of Maryland June 22, 2010, introduces a new emphasis 
at the state level on writing and an expectation that reading and writing will be integrated into all 
content areas.  MCPS is well-positioned regarding writing, as our Pre-K–12 English language 
arts curriculum currently emphasizes direct instruction in this aspect of literacy at all levels.  The 
expectation for all secondary content area teachers to address reading and writing, while 
welcome, is somewhat problematic because secondary teachers in MCPS, like elsewhere, have 
not been provided the competencies needed to navigate this change easily.  As the authors of 
Literacy Instruction in the Content Areas write, “Content area teachers may no longer remember 
what it was like to learn these things for the first time.  They have learned the literacy skills and 
strategies of their content area to automaticity.” 
 
Review of our record regarding literacy teaching and learning in the early grades reveals that 
MCPS has succeeded by employing many of the strategies recommended by researchers in the 
field.  We now are considering which of the lessons learned from our Early Success Initiative 
may be applied to the current challenge of adolescent literacy.  OCIP reorganized staff and 
resources during Fiscal Year 2011 to focus on supporting secondary reading and to refine 



Members of the Board of Education           9 January 11, 2011 
 
 
existing plans for revising the secondary reading curriculum and for identifying, disseminating, 
and supporting use of new secondary reading intervention products.  An elementary reading 
supervisor position has been redeployed to coordinate support to secondary school administrators 
and teachers and to identify and disseminate effective resources and strategies for secondary 
literacy instruction. 
 
While data at the national level appear bleak, a review of the briefing packet will reveal to Board 
members that MCPS student performance data exceed the national trend.  This fact most likely is 
a direct result of the many well-established and promising initiatives currently implemented in 
MCPS to address adolescent literacy, which include but are not limited to the following: 
 

• Aligning MCPS curriculum resources with the CCSS 
• Providing curriculum and instructional resources that emphasize literacy and critical 

thinking in all content areas 
• Embedding information literacy and technology literacy in all content areas 
• Establishing literacy benchmarks through Grade 8, using MAP-R 
• Monitoring literacy performance data and practice 
• Providing targeted support to schools through Achievement Steering Committees  
• Providing guidelines to inform decisions about instruction and interventions 
• Providing research-based literacy interventions for students below grade level  
• Developing an online resource to match interventions to students’ diagnosed needs 
• Training general and special educators on a co-teaching model  
• Providing assistive technology to students with disabilities  
• Supporting teachers of students with disabilities, including highly able students with 

disabilities 
• Emphasizing academic literacy in English for Speakers of Other Languages curriculum  
• Developing secondary courses to address literacy needs of English language learners  
• Providing programs and courses for advanced learners 
• Providing ongoing training to resource teachers in all contents on literacy instruction 
• Partnering with the University of Maryland to offer a master’s program in literacy 
• Offering Continuing Professional Development courses in reading for state certification 
• Providing secondary school improvement/leadership team training on literacy coaching, 

planning, and instructional leadership 
• Introducing literacy specialists in middle schools as part of the reform initiative  
• Establishing a school cluster focus on literacy at all school levels 

 
Implications for MCPS and Possible Next Steps  
 
Although MCPS has much to celebrate regarding our students’ achievement, we have room for 
improvement.  The materials in the briefing packet may generate more questions than they 
answer and they may spark conversation that leads to potential solutions.  It is clear that we need 
more information about how well our secondary students are reading and writing, who exactly 
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the students are who are not on track to meet the literacy demands of college and career, and 
what we have tried that does or does not work.  Specifically, the following issues emerge: 
 
At the State Level: 
 

• Secondary teacher preparation programs currently place low emphasis on literacy 
instruction in the content areas 

• COMAR provides little guidance regarding secondary instructional programs and teacher 
certification  
 

At the Local Level: 
 

• Policies provide limited expectations regarding secondary literacy instruction 
• Reading benchmarks are not set beyond Grade 8 
• Secondary reading course materials and clear guidelines for assigning students to specific 

courses providing direct reading instruction need updating 
• Additional reading intervention programs for high school students are needed 
• Grades 6–12 writing assessments and performance benchmarks are needed 
• Effective practices for teaching literacy in all contents must be disseminated more widely 

 
Next steps under consideration for MCPS include a comprehensive study of adolescent literacy 
teaching and learning, with a critical review of existing student performance data.  Dissemination 
of effective practices in MCPS would follow the study.   
 
Conclusion 
 
Board members have initiated an important review of the current and desired state of adolescent 
literacy, both in MCPS and nationally.  The discussion today should help our district determine 
what we know and don’t know about this topic.  Our goal is to improve all graduates’ literacy 
skills—their ability to read critically, write effectively, and think deeply about substantive ideas 
and information.  It is imperative therefore, for us to continue the hard work of meeting the 
challenge through a comprehensive approach that invites our local, state, and national leaders to 
join us.  
 
Present at the table for today’s discussion are Dr. Frank H. Stetson, chief school performance 
officer, Office of School Performance; Dr. Renee A. Foose, associate superintendent, Office of 
Shared Accountability; Mr. Erick J. Lang, associate superintendent, Office of Curriculum and 
Instructional Programs; Ms. Betsy Brown, director, Department of Curriculum and Instruction; 
Mrs. Renay C. Johnson, principal, Takoma Park Middle School; and Mrs. Carole A. Working, 
principal, Quince Orchard High School. 
 
JDW:EJL:kam 
Attachment 


































