
 
 

Leading a Literacy-Focused School: 
A Course for Middle and High School Principals 

Course Description 
Leading a Literacy-Focused School: A Course for Middle and High School Principals is an 
interactive, online professional development course designed for middle and high school principals, 
assistant principals and other school literacy leaders. The six course sessions offer school leaders 
a practical, research-based approach to getting an entire secondary school focused on raising 
reading levels and reading achievement. Leaders will gain the knowledge and skills and have 
access to hundreds of proven tools and resources that will help them create and lead literacy-
focused schools. Principals can apply to receive 2 semester hours of graduate credit for their 
coursework through one of Scholastic RED's university partners.  

Leading a Literacy-Focused School is one of three courses in Scholastic RED's school-wide 
professional development program for raising adolescent reading achievement: Foundations of 
Adolescent Literacy: A Professional Development Program for the Whole School. The program 
includes a course for all secondary teachers and a course for secondary literacy coaches. 

• Session 1 provides school leaders with the background on adolescent literacy they need to 
be effective literacy leaders. This session examines the literacy demands on today's 
adolescents and the rising literacy requirements of all workplaces, profiles striving readers 
and explains how to support them throughout their instructional day, defines the elements of 
a literacy-focused middle or high school and describes the role of the literacy leadership 
team. 

• Session 2 provides principals a framework and plan for creating an effective, empowered 
literacy leadership team. This session helps school leaders become adept at using multiple 
student data sources to plan, manage and differentiate instruction. The session gives in-
depth direction for implementing a whole-school reading assessment and the powerful uses 
of the resulting student data to improve instruction and raise achievement. 

• Session 3 focuses on choosing and implementing across all grade levels and curriculum 
areas a common set of literacy strategies. This session also leads principals through 
effective approaches to providing intensive intervention to striving readers and how to 
integrate technology into an intervention program. 

• Session 4 focuses on the role of principals in designing and implementing school-wide 
professional development, establishing a culture of literacy, and monitoring progress toward 
highly effective, strategic teaching. The session also covers effective techniques for ongoing 
monitoring of progress in meeting school literacy goals. 

• Sessions 5 helps leaders design and write a school-wide literacy plan. The session provides 
proven approaches to engaging all stakeholders, making the plan public and keeping 
everyone accountable for progress and success. 
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• Session 6 explains how the principal and the school literacy leadership team collaborate 
with the entire school community to raise reading levels and achievement, with a particular 
focus on implementing a school-wide, data-driven improvement model. 

 
All online sessions include resources for working with teachers and literacy coaches to integrate 
literacy instruction into every curriculum area. 
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Course Faculty 
Dr. Mel Riddile, T. C. Williams High School, 2006 Met Life/NASSP Principal of the Year 
Dr. Melvina Phillips, NASSP Consultant for Literacy and Professional Development 

Course Objectives 
On completing this course, you will be able to: 

• Understand the needs of striving readers and your role in working with your colleagues to 
meet these needs. 

• Use literacy assessments, student data and teacher input to lead a school-wide literacy 
improvement initiative. 

• Design and implement school-wide professional development that changes practices in 
every classroom. 

• Understand effective literacy strategies and build school capacity to improve student 
achievement in literacy and in content-area classes. 

• Monitor literacy coaches and teachers effectively, using literacy walks, teacher study groups, 
classroom observations and conferences with teachers. 

• Provide effective, intensive intervention for striving readers. 
• Create a strategic action plan to promote a culture of literacy in your school. 
• Work collaboratively with literacy coaches, teachers, media specialists, other administrators 

and parents to raise reading levels and achievement for all students in your school. 
 

1. Understanding Today's Adolescent Readers 
 1.1 Preparing Striving Adolescent Readers for Success 
 1.2 Today's Striving Adolescent Readers 
 1.3 Defining the Elements of a Literacy-Focused School 
 1.4 Developing a Literacy Leadership Team 
 1.5 Using School-Wide Assessment Data 
 1.6 Supporting Striving Readers Throughout the Instructional Day�Self-Assessment  
 
2   Building a Literacy Leadership Team 
 2.1 Assessing Every Student in Reading 
 2.2 Assessing Striving Readers 
 2.3 Supporting Teachers to Use Data to Improve Instruction 
 
3. Supporting Strategy Instruction and Intensive Intervention 

3.1 Implementing Common Reading Strategies in Every Classroom 
3.2 The Traits of Highly Effective, Strategic Teaching 
3.3 Providing Intensive Intervention for Striving Readers 
3.4 Integrating Technology to Support Literacy Improvement 
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4. Improving Teaching With Ongoing Professional Development 
 4.1 Designing and Implementing School-Wide Professional Development 
 4.2 The Coach's Role in Professional Development 
 4.3 The Principal's Role in Supporting Teachers 
 4.4 Ongoing Progress Monitoring of Instructional Strategies 
 
5. Creating an Action Plan to Promote a Culture of Literacy 
 5.1 Designing a School-Wide Literacy Action Plan 
 5.2 Specifying Action Steps for All Stakeholders 
 5.3 Writing Your Plan 
 5.4 Establishing Benchmarks for Achieving Goals 
 
6. Collaborating With Your Literacy Team to Raise Reading Achievement 
 6.1 Leading School-Wide Literacy Improvement 
 6.2 Assessing School-Wide Literacy Improvement  
 6.3 Ongoing Professional Development 
 6.4 Ensuring Effective Teaching 
 6.5 Meeting the Needs of All Students 
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Leading a Literacy-Focused School: A Course for Middle and High School Principals 
 

COURSE RESEARCH BASE COURSE IMPLEMENTATION 

Session 1: Understanding Today’s Adolescent Reader 

“Simply put, basic level literacy is insufficient in 
today’s world where both reading and writing tasks 
required of adolescents are continuing to increase in 
complexity and difficulty” (Alvermann, 2001). 

 The online, interactive course includes 
effective leadership strategies for 
improving literacy school-wide, so that 
students are able to read and write 
increasingly complex texts in a variety of 
important genres and content areas. The 
course also includes leadership strategies 
for helping striving readers move from 
basic literacy to higher proficiency. 

“When students can’t keep up in the classroom, they 
often misbehave, disrupting everyone’s learning. 
Intervening to improve reading and writing may be a 
much better solution than disciplinary actions” (Taylor, 
Hasselbring, & Williams, 2001). 

 RedTVs outline the Failure Cycle and 
show effective strategies for motivating 
and engaging students in reading and 
academic coursework. Sessions 
throughout the course support school 
leaders in breaking the cycle of failure 
and establishing a pattern of success by 
getting at a root cause of the Failure 
Cycle—inadequate reading skills. 

“The goal in improving adolescent literacy should not 
simply be to graduate more students from slightly 
improved schools, but rather to envision what 
improvements will be necessary to prepare 
tomorrow's youth for the challenges they will face 
twenty and thirty years from now” (Biancarosa & 
Snow, 2004). 

 Sessions throughout the course provide 
RedTV videos and resources of effective 
instructional leadership practices that can 
be used school-wide to create a culture of 
literacy and a capacity for literacy 
instruction, which will help students 
master the core literacy skills they need 
to learn in school and keep learning once 
they transition to colleges, communities, 
and workplaces. 
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“Professional development is one of the greatest tools 
available to improve student achievement. . . . The 
principal and the [Literacy Leadership Team] need to 
ensure the school does not use a haphazard 
approach to improving instruction, but rather an 
approach based on assessment data” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 The course advocates the use of formal 
and informal assessments to identify 
striving readers and place them in 
accelerated intervention courses—and to 
monitor all students’ progress in literacy 
on a regular basis.  

 
 The course provides effective 

professional development to school 
leaders, including RedTVs that show 
models of effective instruction and 
models of literacy coaches working with 
classroom teachers to improve literacy 
instruction, based on assessed student 
needs. 

“The goal of a school’s assessment efforts should be 
to provide a clear picture of student strengths and 
weaknesses, teacher professional development 
needs, and the school’s capacity to support a school 
literacy program” (National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, 2005). 

 The course advocates a balanced 
assessment program, including formal 
assessments, diagnostic assessments, 
and classroom assessments. Resources 
support principals in analyzing 
assessment data. 

“Three-quarters of struggling readers in third grade 
continue to read poorly in high school” (Peterson, 
Caverly, Nicholson, O'Neal, & Cusenbary, 2001; 
RAND Reading Study Group, 2002). 

 The course highlights the elements of 
effective literacy intervention for striving 
readers, including longer class periods, 
small class sizes, direct instruction, 
differentiated instruction, common 
reading strategies, and ongoing 
assessment. 

Session 2: Building a Literacy Leadership Team 

“The first step a principal must take is to organize a 
Literacy Leadership Team composed of 
administrators, content teachers, resource teachers, 
the literacy coach, and the media specialist” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 In RedTVs, course faculty stress the 
leadership role of principals in creating a 
school-wide culture culture of literacy, 
beginning with assembling a committed 
Literacy Leadership Team. Course text 
and planning resources support this work. 
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“Every teacher should know and understand what the 
data reveal about the literacy abilities of each student 
within his or her classroom” (National Association of 
Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 The data provided by standardized, norm-
referenced tests, individual diagnostic 
assessments, and ongoing assessments 
are explained in the course.  

 
 RedTVs provide examples of a 

technology-based, school-wide 
assessment and action steps for 
analyzing data. 

“To select the best approach for improving student 
literacy, teachers and school leaders need data on 
their struggling readers, the reasons these students 
are struggling, and what approaches can be effective 
to address their problems” (National Governors 
Association, 2005). 

 The course highlights a full range of data 
that can be used to inform instruction, 
such as student demographics; 
absenteeism, discipline, and dropout 
records; course-taking patterns; library 
use; observations; planning documents; 
and informal surveys and focus groups of 
teachers and students to gauge their 
habits and attitudes about literacy. 

 
 An Initial Data Analysis Chart for teachers 

is provided as a resource.  

“Teachers need opportunities to learn and ask 
questions about data collection and reporting 
systems. Teachers need to use student data to 
differentiate instruction, to target struggling students, 
to heighten the level of student engagement, and to 
arrange cooperative grouping” (National Association 
of Secondary School Principals, 2006). 

 An interactive RedTV gives school 
leaders practice in using data to 
differentiate instruction and provides 
feedback from a master literacy coach.   

 
 The course offers best practices for 

incorporating data analysis and reflection 
into the school day and the school 
schedule. 

Session 3: Implementing Common Reading Strategies in Every Classroom 

“Highly effective secondary teachers, no matter the 
content they teach, effectively employ before reading, 
during reading, and after reading activities” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 Course text and RedTVs present effective 
literacy strategies and best practices for 
pre-, during- and post-reading that are 
useful in every content area. 
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“Perhaps there is no one individual teacher with a 
greater impact on the secondary student’s quest for 
literacy than the content-area teacher” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 Course text explains the traits of highly 
effective, strategic teachers, developed 
by the National Association of Secondary 
School Principals in Creating a Culture of 
Literacy. 

 
 A RedTV commentary from course faculty 

and a classroom video of a government 
teacher employing pre-reading strategies 
with students support school leaders in 
recognizing highly effective teaching. 

 
 Course resources include a Web link to 

the Teacher Leaders Network, Literacy 
Quotes for Discussion Starters that 
school leaders can use to talk about 
adolescent literacy with teachers, a 
Making the Connection tool for focusing 
on classroom literacy practices, and a 
reflection prompt about Strategic 
Teaching in Social Studies. 

“If students are behind with literacy skills, they cannot 
easily catch up without specialized attention above 
and beyond the regular classroom teachers’ use of 
instructional literacy strategies” (National Association 
of Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 The course text presents the elements of 
effective intervention—including double-
period literacy classes with highly 
effective teachers and reduced class 
sizes, highly structured classes, and 
explicit teaching of strategies—along with 
reinforcement of literacy strategies in 
content-area classrooms. 

 
 An interactive RedTV describes the 

components of a 90-minute instructional 
model for reading intervention classes. 

“In addition to providing practice in developing 
decoding speed, computers can help students make 
the important transition from word calling to 
understanding" (Hasselbring & Goin, 2002). 

 Course text explains the value of 
technology in supporting literacy 
improvement, from engaging students in 
learning, providing extra instructional 
support and practice, and enabling 
diagnostic and ongoing assessments. 

 
 An interactive RedTV guides school 

leaders in learning to evaluate 
instructional technology.  
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Session 4: Designing and Implementing School-Wide Professional Development 

“To be effective, scores of researchers say, 
professional development must be ongoing, deeply 
embedded in teachers' classroom work with children, 
specific to grade levels or academic content, and 
focused on research-based approaches. It also must 
help to open classroom doors and create more 
collaboration and sense of communities among 
teachers in a school” (Russo, 2004). 

• The course presents a collaborative study 
group model that incorporates research-
based elements of effective professional 
development, which combines theory, 
demonstration, practice and feedback.  

“Coaching has the potential to be powerful in ways 
that isolated workshops have not. Coaching for 
reflective teaching takes place in the classrooms of 
real teachers with real kids and occurs on an ongoing 
basis” (Buly, Coskie, Robinson & Egawa, eds., 2004). 

 The course supports a coaching model 
that embeds regular opportunities for 
teachers to learn, observe, practice, and 
reflect on new instructional strategies that 
work in every content area. 

“A Literacy Walk provides insight related to the 
successful implementation of literacy strategies into 
the day-to-day instructional program” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 The course advocates literacy walks, as 
well as structured dialogues and 
constructive, non-evaluative feedback to 
teachers, as ways to establish an 
environment for continuous improvement. 

 
 Literacy walk procedures are presented in 

an interactive RedTV.  

“As the instructional leader and chief advocate of 
professional development, it is critical that the 
principal be in classrooms daily to observe and 
encourage the full implementation of literacy strategy 
instruction” (National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, 2005). 

 The course explains that classroom 
observations are an effective tool for 
monitoring a school-wide literacy initiative 
and includes specific questions principals 
can keep in mind as they observe 
teaching and learning.  

 
 Principals can practice observing literacy 

strategies in action on a RedTV video of a 
math classroom using an An Observation 
Tool for Principals included in the course 
resources. 
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Session 5: Creating an Action Plan to Promote a Culture of Literacy 

“The idea for comprehensive change may not begin in 
the principal’s office, but it most assuredly can end 
there either through incomplete planning, failure to 
involve others, neglect, or failure to create conditions 
that allow a new order of things to emerge” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2004). 

 Course text and RedTVs from course 
faculty explain the principal’s role in 
creating a school-wide literacy action 
action plan, with measurable goals and 
explicit action steps for all stakeholders, 
to make literacy a priority and achieve 
results school-wide.  

“Adolescents deserve nothing less than a 
comprehensive effort to support their continued 
development as readers and writers. A productive first 
step is for all involved in the lives of adolescents to 
commit themselves to definite programs of literacy 
growth” (International Reading Association, 2005). 

 Course text and RedTVs from course 
faculty and practitioners explain the 
specific roles that media specialists, 
intervention teachers, special education 
and ESL teachers, and families and 
communities can fulfill to widen the circle 
of literacy support for students. 

“Assessment and learning cannot be separated when 
planning a secondary literacy program. Therefore, 
both formal and informal assessments must be 
consistently utilized and analyzed if they are to play a 
significant role in improving the literacy program of the 
school” (National Association of Secondary School 
Principals, 2005; Wiggins, 1997). 

 Course text explains how school leaders 
can use assessment data and other 
school outcomes to identify striving 
readers and monitor all students’ 
progress.   

 
• An interactive RedTV and course 

resources provide tools for designing the 
school action plan, including a Planning 
Guide to facilitate discussion, a Literacy 
Capacity Survey, and a template Action 
Plan. 

“Adolescents can’t wait until each and every teacher 
agrees to try something different. We must get going” 
(Fisher & Frey, 2006). 

 Course text describes how timelines and 
interim benchmarks are critical for getting 
started and reaching long-term goals.  

 
 A RedTV shows a sample action plan that 

includes clear, measurable, achievable 
objectives, plus action steps, responsible 
staff, timelines, resources, and 
evaluations. 
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Session 6: Collaborating With Your Literacy Team to Raise Reading Achievement 

“The idea for comprehensive change may not begin in 
the principal’s office, but it most assuredly can end 
there either through incomplete planning, failure to 
involve others, neglect, or failure to create conditions 
that allow a new order of things to emerge” (National 
Association of Secondary School Principals, 2004). 

 The course text and RedTVs spell out the 
roles of principals, literacy coaches, and 
teachers in a school-wide literacy 
initiative. 

 
 RedTVs from course faculty and 

practitioners stress the role of the 
principal in championing literacy and 
supporting teachers and other key school 
staff as they develop their capacity for 
effective literacy instruction. 

“The goal of a school’s assessment efforts should be 
to provide a clear picture of student strengths and 
weaknesses, teacher professional development 
needs, and the school’s capacity to support a school 
literacy program” (National Association of Secondary 
School Principals, 2005). 

 The course text and RedTVs explain how 
literacy-focused schools should use 
assessment data to drive instruction, 
professional development, and school-
wide plans. 

There is a growing consensus that professional 
development must lie at the center of education 
reform and instructional improvement (Elmore & 
Burney, 1997; Haslam & Seremet, 2001). 

 The course identifies the U.S. 
Department of Education’s 10 principles 
of effective teacher professional 
development.  

 
• A RedTV underscores the effectiveness 

of coaching in transforming teacher 
practice. 

“A successful literacy program takes the combined 
effort of skilled content-area teachers and reading 
specialists/coaches” (National Association of 
Secondary School Principals, 2005). 

 The course explains how school leaders, 
literacy coaches, reading specialists, and 
teachers can collaborate to meet the 
needs of adolescent readers, in every 
classroom, across the school day. 

“Some students require or would benefit from intense, 
individualized instruction” (Biancarosa & Snow, 2004). 

 Throughout the course, downloadable 
resources, interactive activities, and best 
practice reflection and modeling in RedTV 
videos all work to provide tips, strategies 
and purposeful advice for supporting 
school leaders in improving literacy 
results for their adolescent students. 
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 Leading a Literacy-Focused School: 

A Course for Middle and High School Principals 
 

Scholastic RED Professional Development Course Participation Hours 
  

Description Estimated Time 
 

Participation Hours 

Self-paced instruction includes the relevant 
reading research base. Participation in 
interactive simulations for practice of research-
based strategies. Video modeling by teachers, 
principles and coaches.   

1 hour per session plus 
additional time to revisit 
concepts and key activities 
for ongoing practice. 

 
10 

Collaborative discussions with colleagues and 
advice/feedback to classroom teachers. 

20 minutes per session  
 

3 

Relevant articles to read study and connect to 
learning and classroom application for 
observation, study groups and feedback to 
teachers and coaches. 

20 minutes per session 
 

 
3 

Print and review online resources (lesson 
plans, management tools, graphic organizers, 
etc.) – for planning and application in 
leadership role. 

20 minutes per session 
 

3 

Preparation for application of learned skills and 
strategies utilizing resources for literacy 
planning and school-wide change. 

60 minutes per strategy; 1 
strategy per week 

 
10 

Setting goals and incorporating into 
Professional Improvement Plan.  

1 hour   
 

1 

Total Hours  
 

30 
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