
Let’s take a beat.
In your notebook, jot down 3 words 

to describe how you are feeling in 

this moment. If you can and feel 

comfortable, jot down what has 

contributed to those feelings.

Then jot down where you want to be 

emotionally (if it’s different) – just 

the words are fine.



Literacy 

Unlocked

Empowering Teachers, 

Supporting Students



What is our 

purpose? 
What minimum skills do we want our graduates 

to have when they walk across the stage? 



Objective: Know Better, Do Better

• Understand the clear picture of reality for where 
literacy is at nationwide as well as at Helena High 
specifically.

• Understand how we can focus our efforts in a more 
systematic way.

• Explore two areas plus two study skills where we can 
be more intentional.

• Revisit one area/strategy to be more intentional about 
implementing in your classroom (Tier 1 instruction).



Why we do 

what we 

do…

Literacy is more than a skill – it’s a pathway to 

equity, opportunity, and confidence.

Struggling readers often feel defensive, avoid 

challenges, or disengage entirely.

Without strong reading skills, students face 

barriers not just in academics, but in life. 

Our work is about giving every student a chance 

to thrive, no matter where they start.

Literacy is the great equalizer REGARDLESS of 

background. 



Some good stuff!

"Reading to me helps me relax and brings me into another world of 

relaxation.“

"I l ike reading and I think it is a good way to decompress during the day.“

"Reading is my favorite part of Engl ish class.“

"Reading is pretty awesome sauce I'm not gonna l ie.“

"I don’ t mind reading independently."

“I love reading. Pretty much no matter what.”

“I enjoy reading alone when I f ind books that interest me.“

"Reading is one of the best ways for us to intake information, but we prefer 

reading novels to reading articles.“

"I l ike to read, I wish we had more time in class to read."



Humbling: Things I Wished My Teacher 

Knew about my ability to read.

- “I can’t read.”

- "I hate reading in front of the class; I get nervous.“

- "I prefer reading silently on my own.“

- "I can't read as fast as other students, and I don't think it's totally fair."

• "I also tend to skip words or letters at the ends of words, and it makes me 

feel stupid when I reread it."

• "Reading out loud makes me not understand that part that I have to read 

because I get nervous and only read it word by word."

• "I have to reread things over and over again to actually retain anything.“



Where have we 

been?



Celebrations!

Three years ago, Math focused on increasing technology use in 

class (calculators). Since then, ACT scores have steadily gone up 

5%. 

Two years ago, we focused on writing across all classes. Since 

then, ACT scores have gone up 24% and held. 

Last year, we focused on engagement strategies. Our scores 

increased in Math, Science, English, and overall composite 

(dropped by 1% in Reading). 



Conclusion?

When we focus on something intentionally as a 

staff, we see gains in the big picture. 

This year we are focusing on instructional 

strategies, specifically ones that will bolster our 

students' reading and critical thinking abilities: 

questioning, differentiation/scaffolding, and shock 

language (intentional vocabulary instruction).



More things? 

Not really...

8 years with the literacy grant. 

All the puzzle pieces are on the table; some are 

even connected. 

We need to start intentionally pulling all the pieces 

together. 

Fine-tuning and focusing. 



Scope of the 

Challenge
Clear picture of reality





















Data – HHS MAP / iReady

Freshmen – Overall 51st percentile

11% are in the 80 th or above percentile (blue)

27% are in the 61 st or above percentile (green)

28% are on the cusp (41-60 th percentile) (yellow)

34% are below (orange, red)

Sophomores – Overall 63 rd percentile

25% are in the 80 th or above percentile (blue)

30% are in the 60 th or above percentile (green)

21% are on the cusp (41-60 th percentile) (yellow)

24% are below (orange, red)

iReady last spring = 
42% so 13% growth!



General 

Education

# of 9 th and 10 th grade students in general 

education classes (no AP and no SPED classes)

9 th Grade (253 students) = 136 gen-ed 

students = 54%

 103 in advanced classes = 41%

 14 in Practical /SPED offerings = 6%

10th Grade (262 students) = 139 gen-ed 

students = 53%

 105 in advanced classes = 40%

 18 in Practical /SPED offerings = 7%



FRESHMEN

Tier 1 (higher level) = 36

Tier 2 (academic) = 20

Tier 3 (content) = 59

TOTAL: 114 words

SOPHOMORES

Tier 1 (higher level) = 40

Tier 2 (academic) = 6

Tier 3 (content) = 44

TOTAL: 88 words

A Day in Their Life - Vocabulary



How we approach 

the challenge
Creating a more collective and 

systematic approach



How we make a difference…

1. Understanding the research behind reading and learning

2. By creating a systematic 

approach that includes:

- Tier 1 classroom instruction

- Targeted intervention based on data (i.e. 

fluency screeners then an intervention)

3. Addressing both decoding and language 

comprehension (the Simple View of Reading)

4. Fostering meaningful teacher-student connections to 

build trust and engagement. 





Decoding
Language 
Comprehension Reading



Comprehension 

Activity Time!
Flip your note page over to the “Considering 

Comprehension” side.



TASK

Complete Passage 1 on your own. 

When you finish with that, move on to 

Passage 2. Read it and answer the 

questions. 

I’ll give you about 5 minutes to 

complete. When you are finished, put 

your writing utensil down so I know 

who’s done.









So what are 

we doing 

about it?

Implementing fluency screeners and 

systematic interventions (Tier 2)

Equipping teachers with low-prep, high-

yield strategies for vocabulary and 

background knowledge (Tier 1)

Supporting teachers to be the foundation 

of literacy improvement (Tier 1)



Tier 2: Fluency 

Intervention



Why Fluency?

211 students were pulled to be tested (freshmen/sophomores) based on their 

MAP score (yellow, orange, or red).

 22 were not able to be tested (absent, skipped, etc)

 90% testing rate.

Results:

122 were proficient in f luency at grade 8/9 level text (above 100 wpm) = 58%

23 were just below fluency proficiency (91-99 wpm) = 11%

43 were signif icantly below fluency proficiency (90– wpm) = 20%

 15 of these students are not identif ied as SPED = 35%/7% overall



Data - 

Fluency

58% proficient in fluency at grade 8/9 level text 

Need work on Language Comprehension Skills 

(background knowledge, vocabulary) – Tier 1

Group 

A

11% just below fluency proficiency 

Need work on Fluency plus Language Comprehension 

– Tier 2 and Tier 1

Group 

B

20% significantly below fluency proficiency 

Possibly need further testing, phonics work, etc – Tier 

3 and Tier 1

Group 

C



Fluency 

Strategies

1. A group of freshmen and sophomore English 

teachers have volunteered to pilot the 6-

minute Solution Fluency program in their 

classes for 2 nd semester. 

2. The remainder of the students will be the 

“control” group.

3. We will look at phonics work or other 

interventions for students in Group C.

Working?

We will track their growth data between last 

spring’s benchmark, this fall’s benchmark, and 

this spring’s benchmark to measure growth. 

We will also rescreen the students on the list 

at the end of the year to compare growth.



Tier 1: 

Instructional 

Practices
Areas we can be more intentional 

and make a BIG impact on student 

learning.



Working Memory

- If brains aren’t primed to learn, they wil l “close 

without saving”. 

- “New Learning” is retained for only 5 to 20 

minutes. 

- Our brain can hold about 3-5 “chunks” of 

information in our working memories at any 

given time. 

- Working memory focuses better on information 

presented visually and verbally.

- Reducing cognitive load through routines helps 

increase working memories’ abil it ies



Let’s test it out!

Objective: Recall as many items as 

possible from a list.

Bell Ringer: Prep your paper and 

pencil – be ready!

Tasks:  

1. I will give you a list of words. 

2. You will have 30 seconds to write 

down as many as you can 

remember. 

3. What if we repeat it?

Exit Ticket: Scoring your lists.



Why 

Background 

Knowledge?

“We remember what we think about.” 

Bryan Goodwin

We must intentionally plan  into our lessons how 

we will have students access their schema. They 

are interested; now how do we help them “hang 

up” the new information?

 “Performing a new procedure or making 

sense of new content uses a lot of working memory 

space when there’s no schema to connect with” 

(Hess 56). This is because of the hippocampus - it 

blocks negative information - BUT a strong schema 

is l ike the interstate - sail right by the clogged up 

highway.

Prior knowledge helps decrease cognitive load 

leading to greater learning.



Background 

Knowledge 

Strategies

1. Bell Ringers - specif ically Think-Pair-Share, Open-

Ended Questioning, KWL charts, Brain dumps, Put It  

In Words, Frayer Models . Every lesson should 

begin with a restatement of knowledge.

2. “Cognit ive Interest Cues” - funny videos, jokes, 

compell ing/essential questions, hands-on activit ies, 

personal connections, etc

3. Avoid overwhelming students’ working memories 

(their cognit ive load). We are lett ing students know 

what “hooks” we want them to hang information on. 

Clarity and routines are paramount.

4. Reading, l i teracy, vocabulary building - is al l  crit ical. 

Read, write, vocabulary all work the brain.  

Intentionally plan for them all daily.

5. Teach them study skil ls ( i .e. spaced studying, 

retr ieval practice, etc).



Why 

Vocabulary 

Instruction?

The foundation for our language – essential to 

being able to understand texts across all subjects

Vocabulary is one of the five components of 

reading instruction necessary for students (Sohn 

via Jeff Sykes).

Huge body of research supporting explicit 

instruction of vocabulary – key predictor of 

reading comprehension

Morphological word sense is essential and 

efficient (via Sykes)

One of the few tools high school teachers have 

left in the toolbox to positively impact reading 

ability



“All words are pegs to 

hang information on.”

– Henry Ward Beecher





Scoop and Read
Works on f luency of words





Scoop and Read

1. What words will they 
stumble on? Pick 5-10 (15 
later on).

2. Pre-teach them!

3. 2-minute routine for 
automaticity – fluency!

4. Model first couple. 

5. Whole class together:

• Teacher says it.

• Students say it.

• Scoop it together.

• Whole class repeats.

6. Hear it, see it, say it.

7. Then have them move into 
doing it in partners. 



4-Step Process
Definition











Increase 

Opportunities to 

Respond
More hits, better understanding





















Vocabulary Tips



Tip #1: 

Assessments

Create the assessment then add in scaffolding where 

academic language might prevent students from 

understanding what’s been asked of them (from Cult 

of Pedagogy, episode 211).

 - Use synonyms to help students def ine them. 

If you expl icit ly taught the term and knowing the 

meaning is part of the assessment, don’ t use a 

synonym.

 - Provide students with the academic language 

in a sentence starter

 - Chunk out multi-part questions into separate 

chunks with spaces to respond.

 - Add relevant images to aid in comprehension

 - Word banks –  provide key vocabulary terms 

that a student can access when writ ing responses

 - For longer responses, provide visual 

frameworks to show students the sequence in which 

their response should be written (simple outl ines).



Tip #2: 

Assessments

Pass out all the tests and 

give students 2-3 minutes to 

highlight any words they 

don’t know. 

Then take time to define the 

words for them as a class. 



Tip #3: Talk 

like it

Add “util izing specif ic language” to your classroom 

expectation. 

 If you are doing a science experiment, 

expect ALL students to respond like a scientist – 

using the vocabulary. 

 If you are solving math problems, expect 

ALL students to respond like a mathematician – 

using the vocabulary. 

 If you are writing, expect ALL students to 

respond like a writer – using the vocabulary. 

The kicker is…they need to be taught the 

vocabulary f irst. 



Study Skills
Six total, but focusing on two big ones.



Study Skill 

#1: Spaced

From The Learning Scientists

Spaced Practice — The Learning Scientists

Basic Gist: Space out the studying so your 

brain is having to continually review 

information rather than cram information. 

1. Plan backwards for two weeks before a 

test. 

2. Block out chunks of time for review (10-

20 minutes).

3. Review information from each class but 

not immediately following class.

4. Don't skip older information – spiral it 

all.

5. Use effective strategies while studying 

(coming!)

https://www.learningscientists.org/spaced-practice


Study Skill 

#2: Retrieval

From The Learning Scientists

Retrieval Practice — The Learning Scientists

Basic Gist: Retrieval ref ires the neurons and 

strengthens the mylenation process. During your 

spaced-out study sessions, work on retrieving 

information from memory. Make connections.

1. Don't get out any class materials to start. On 

a blank page, write and/or sketch any 

information you can recall. Be thorough. 

2. Then check through your notes for accuracy 

and anything you might have missed. 

3. Immediately correct or f i l l in that 

information.

4. Plan to take practice tests or quizzes – f irst 

do it with zero notes – just from memory. 

Then use notes. 

5. Immediately check and correct your practice 

quizzes. 

6. Flashcards are good for this, too!

https://www.learningscientists.org/retrieval-practice


Wrap Up
Reflection and goal setting.



Reflect

Teachers are the heart of the school, but 

students are the lungs. Without that 

oxygen, everything dies. They bring life 

into a school.

What are we doing to ensure we don’t fail 

the 53%?

Questions? Items for further discussion?

EXIT: Write down one thing (on the 

sticky note) you will intentionally plan 

to do (considering this information) for 

2nd semester. Put your initials on the 

back so Meghan can get them back to 

you.
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