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Introduction

In this book, we aim to provide school leaders and literacy leaders with 
the essential tools and resources to create a culture of literacy, refl ective 
practice, and continual learning among staff  and students. The processes 
and practices shared in these pages will help you develop a deeper under-
standing of quality literacy instruction and strengthen your ability to 
identify and discuss the instruction necessary for ongoing development 
of student literacy.

Although literacy is an aggregate of many skills, including reading, 
writing, listening, and speaking, our Literacy Classroom Visit (LCV) 
Model focuses principally on reading development as the necessary foun-
dation of overall literacy instruction. Accordingly, this book offers a rep-
ertoire of literacy tools, classroom observation formats, checklists, and 
conferencing templates that you can readily use to identify and address 
needs around literacy teaching and learning in your school or district.

Why Focus on Literacy?
If you are a principal or superintendent, you may be wondering whether 
learning about ways to evaluate and improve the quality of reading 
instruction in your school or district is a wise investment of your time. 
With so many other priorities—curriculum, instruction, staff  develop-
ment, school climate and safety, and family engagement, among others—
why put literacy at the top of the list? Read on.

Where We Are 

Most of us can probably agree that developing students into accom-
plished lifelong readers is the cornerstone of learning and educational 
achievement, providing the means by which students gain most of their 
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2 Literacy Unleashed: Fostering Excellent Reading Instruction Through Classroom Visits

content knowledge both in and out of school. But literacy also has long-
range benefits that extend beyond the academic sphere. The ability to 
read not only makes us better learners and communicators but also arms 
us against oppression and benefits us financially (Gallagher, 2003): wit-
ness the strong correlation between literacy difficulties and dropout 
rates, incarceration, and welfare status. In addition, somewhere between 
one-half and two-thirds of new jobs in the future will require a college 
education and higher-level literacy skills (Graham & Hebert, 2010).

Unfortunately, the United States is failing to meet the goal of teach-
ing all students to read. Forty percent of high school graduates lack the 
required literacy skills that employers desire (National Governors Asso-
ciation Center for Best Practices, 2005), and two-thirds of students at the 
4th and 8th grade levels are not proficient readers (National Assessment 
of Educational Progress, 2014). These data have remained essentially 
unchanged for more than two decades, despite the heavy emphasis on 
reading instruction and assessment that’s been in place since the imple-
mentation of the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.

Where We Need to Go

Clearly, something needs to change. The Common Core State Stan-
dards have made a start by bringing renewed attention to the need for 
all teachers—at every grade level and in every subject area—to be literacy 
teachers. We can’t overstate the importance of this.

Good literacy instruction is essential throughout K–12 education. 
Preschool through 3rd grade are years of vital development: if children 
do not reach progressive milestones in these early years, they have little 
chance of ever catching up (Juel, 1994). The learning doesn’t stop after 
these early grades, though: a student reading proficiently at, say, 5th 
grade will remain at the same reading level in subsequent grades unless 
he or she is consistently taught strategies to glean knowledge from more 
difficult and specialized texts (Joftus, 2002). Although some reading 
problems in middle and high school may stem from a lack of quality lit-
eracy instruction in the elementary grades, the culprit is more likely a 
lack of instruction in reading complex text throughout the upper grades 
(Greenleaf & Hinchman, 2009). Simply put, there’s no point at which stu-
dents are “done” learning to read. They need to continually hone their 
skills to be able to comprehend, internalize, and transfer knowledge 
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3Introduction

from progressively more complex and sophisticated texts. This is crucial 
preparation for the demands of college, career, and life.

It is equally important to teach literacy across the content areas. 
The Common Core State Standards for English Language Arts & Literacy 
in History/Social Studies, Science, and Technical Subjects (National Gover-
nors Association Center for Best Practices & the Council of Chief State 
School Officers, 2010) aim for students in grades 6–12 to be able to inde-
pendently build knowledge in these disciplines through reading and writ-
ing. Literacy and learning within the content areas of science and social 
studies have become a requirement for adolescent readers to succeed 
(Kosanovich, Reed, & Miller, 2010). In a shift from traditional standards, 
the Common Core places increased emphasis on informational text, and 
none too soon: in some schools, it is common to have classes in which 
75–80 percent of students cannot successfully read their textbooks (Car-
nine & Carnine, 2004).

Teaching students the skills required to make sense of a variety of texts 
and write for diverse purposes is an ongoing task to which all teachers 
must deeply commit themselves, because effective instruction—regard-
less of school location, student demographics, or financial constraints—
leads to greater student learning (Hattie, 2008; Marzano, Pickering, & 
Pollock, 2004). And, in turn, it is school leaders’ job to identify the com-
ponents of effective instruction so that we can provide the resources and 
training that teachers need to foster the highest possible gains in student 
achievement (Colvin & Johnson, 2007; Fisher & Adler, 1999).

Enter the Literacy Classroom Visit Model
We’ve established why ensuring eff ective literacy instruction is such a 
high priority for school leaders; how to do this is another challenge alto-
gether. This is where our Literacy Classroom Visit Model comes in. 

The LCV Model is not a gimmicky framework we came up with over 
the course of a few days; it’s the result of years of observation, coaching, 
training, data gathering, experimentation, and revision. From 2003 to 
2008, Bonnie worked as the state reading specialist in the Minnesota 
Department of Education. A large portion of her responsibilities con-
sisted of identifying the research-based practices behind effective read-
ing instruction. It became apparent to her that knowing these practices 
by name did not equip school leaders to be able to recognize them during 
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4 Literacy Unleashed: Fostering Excellent Reading Instruction Through Classroom Visits

classroom visits, explain how the practices were being implemented in 
their schools, or identify the professional development that teachers 
needed in order to learn and implement these practices. Accordingly, 
Bonnie worked to develop instruments and processes to help leaders 
identify effective literacy teaching and student learning. These processes 
yielded concrete, consistent data that supported districts in their import-
ant work of developing quality literacy education. 

Our paths crossed when Sandi—then an assistant superintendent 
in a suburban school district—hired Bonnie as a district literacy coor-
dinator. Sandi’s expertise as a leader of leaders and cognitive coach and 
the breadth of her experience at the school and district levels added new 
dimensions to the processes that Bonnie had developed. 

The Literacy Classroom Visit Model is what emerged from our years 
of collaboration in guiding school and district leaders in making class-
room visits and using data to provide teachers with targeted, actionable 
feedback. Through conference sessions, leadership workshops, seminar 
courses, and our work with schools and districts across the United States, 
the Literacy Classroom Visit Model has evolved into a solid system that 
schools and districts can use to guide effective literacy teaching and last-
ing improvement. 

How This Book Is Organized
Part I of this book describes the attributes of a strong literacy culture, the 
importance of literacy leadership, and walkthrough observation models. 
In this section, we introduce the Literacy Classroom Visit Model and its 
overarching purpose and goals.

In Part II, we describe how to develop a classroom visit schedule, 
explaining the number of classrooms to visit, how long to spend in each 
classroom, how to ensure consistency among visiting teams, and how to 
identify and describe patterns of practice. We outline ways to determine 
an area of focus, identified either from previous classroom visits or from 
other school literacy data; provide examples of data collection techniques 
and a protocol for data collection; show how well-designed and well-
facilitated discussions can provide opportunities for staff to reflect on the 
nature of teaching and learning; and describe how to take your school’s 
instructional practices to the next level of proficiency. Part II also exam-
ines ways in which Literacy Classroom Visits can be modified specifically 
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5Introduction

for content-area classrooms. These data add to the overall knowledge of 
the literacy culture and instructional delivery in a school or district. 

Part III explains how to sustain the LCV Model over time and move 
beyond a school-focused model to a districtwide system of data collec-
tion, reflection, analysis, and action. 

Each of the three parts of this book begins with a scenario from a 
school or district using the Literacy Classroom Visit Model and ends with 
“Reflection to Action” prompts to help you implement the model in your 
school or district. Quotations and video clips from educators who are 
using the LCV Model provide deeper context. These companion videos 
introduce the concepts of the Literacy Classroom Visit Model, extend the 
content to help you visualize what it looks like in action, and convey how 
principals, literacy leaders, and district administrators can use the LCV 
structure in their schools and districts. You can find a list of the videos in 
Appendix C, and they’re available at www.ascd.org/Publications/Books
/Literacy-Unleashed-Book-Video-Clips.aspx. We use the icon pictured to 
the left throughout the book to indicate these videos.

In addition, we have made many of this book’s tools and forms 
available online to fill in or print out. You can access these resources 
at www.ascd.org/ASCD/pdf/books/houck2016.pdf. Use the password 
“houck116042” to unlock the PDF.

During the last decade, we have focused on helping teachers and 
school leaders to integrate high-quality, complex research into the real-
ities of day-to-day teaching. We hold the highest regard for all educators, 
knowing it is their hard work and passion that have the power to make 
the greatest difference in our world. We hope our book will support your 
work and profoundly affect literacy instruction and leadership in y our 
school or district.
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16 Literacy Unleashed: Fostering Excellent Reading Instruction Through Classroom Visits

The Structure of Literacy 
Classroom Visits: An Overview
In the chapters to follow, we present a deep examination of what Literacy 
Classroom Visits look like in practice. For now, here is a brief overview.

Purpose. The predominant purpose of Literacy Classroom Visits is 
to provide educators with the tools, strategies, and processes to foster 
learning environments in which students become successful and moti-
vated readers and writers. Through these visits, leaders regularly observe 
current literacy learning by using an ongoing system of data collection 
and analysis that informs them of the current literacy practices in their 
schools or districts. 

Literacy Classroom Visits are diff erent from other walkthroughs 

I have done in the past because I am intentional and my focus is 

singular in purpose. A classroom is a complicated network of learning 

experiences and interactions. If a principal tries to observe it all, it can 

be overwhelming. Literacy Classroom Visits defi ne and outline very 

specifi c things to look for, providing more clarity and purpose in why I 

am visiting the classroom by identifying what data to collect related to 

improving and meeting the literacy needs of our students. 

Abe Rodemeyer, Principal

Process. Literacy Classroom Visits are an ongoing series of short 
(three- to five-minute), planned visits specifically focused on best prac-
tices of literacy instruction and learning. Literacy Classroom Visits occur 
frequently throughout the course of each school year. They provide mul-
tiple firsthand snapshots of teaching and learning that take the pulse of 
literacy within a school and distinguish patterns in practice that can be 
used to inform instruction and improvement efforts. 

Use of data. Data from a single, brief classroom visit are not useful. 
In contrast, the data patterns that emerge over time through regular vis-
its provide a rich tapestry of insight into student learning and teacher 
development. Analyzing the accumulated data requires reflection and 
conversation about the patterns that arise. These data conversations 
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17Making the Case for the Literacy Classroom Visit Model 

can take place among leaders or groups of teachers or across a teaching 
community. 

Implementation and ongoing practice. The data from the visits are 
used not to evaluate teachers but to illuminate what teachers need to 
support their literacy instruction and ensure student growth. As these 
needs are identified, leaders reflect on which resources and professional 
learning opportunities have the greatest effect on teaching and learning. 
As resources are obtained and new practices are learned, Literacy Class-
room Visits can be modified to collect specific data to determine how well 
the implementation is working. This cyclical process of data collection 
and review offers valuable formative information that not only supports 
improvement in instructional delivery but also contributes to high-quality 
professional development practices. 

A Catalyst for Lasting Change
Good leaders recognize the value of eff ective teachers and the instruc-
tional environments they create. According ly, they understand how 
important it is to identify and provide the resources and professional 
learning experiences that teachers need in order to increase student 
achievement (DuFour & Mattos, 2013). The LCV Model supports leaders 
in this essential task by helping them to collect and analyze information 
about current classroom practices and to provide teachers with the sup-
port they need to grow. Used well, the LCV Model is a catalyst for lasting 
change. By incorporating purposeful Literacy Classroom Visits into their 
improvement eff orts, principals can create—and sustain—a powerful cul-
ture of literacy throughout the school community. 
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