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1

Introduction: 
Why Th is Book, 

and Who Is It For?

Th is is a book about literacy and leadership. Th rough a lifetime of working 

in schools, one of my most powerful insights and core beliefs is that teach-

ers must be leaders, and principals must know literacy. Without a synergy 

between literacy and leadership and a committed, joint eff ort by teachers 

and principals, fragile achievement gains do not hold. Although much has 

been written about leadership and learning as well as literacy and learning, 

little has been written about the crucial interconnection between literacy 

and leadership for ensuring that all students become eff ective readers and 

writers. Th at partnership is at the heart of successful schoolwide literacy 

and at the heart of this book.

Th is is a book about sustainable school change through professional 

learning. It is not professional development, per se, that leads to increased 

achievement but rather shared learning in a high-trust, schoolwide envi-

ronment where everyone is committed to learning more and doing better 

for all students and teachers in the school. It is an embedded schoolwide 

culture of thoughtful professional learning, gained through informed 

debate, dialogue, and refl ection, that leads to classroom application of more 

eff ective literacy instruction and assessment and, ultimately, higher student 

achievement, engagement, and enjoyment. In particular, it is the creation 

and sustained activity of Professional Literacy Communities, permeating all 

aspects of school life, that lead to improved student achievement across the 
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2 READ, WRITE, LEAD

curriculum. Although such cultures and communities of deep and ongoing 

learning are uncommon, they are essential for enduring and meaningful 

change. Any lasting improvement in literacy through implementation of the 

Common Core State Standards in the United States, the provincial curric-

ula in Canada, or international benchmarks will depend on such collabora-

tive communities.

Th is is a book about hope, learning energy, and possibilities. Key to its 

premise is the belief that each of us has the potential, if we become highly 

knowledgeable and committed to high levels of success for every student, to 

make change through our individual and collective actions, and that ulti-

mately we can change the outcome for students, even in our most challeng-

ing schools. What has often been missing from our collective work is the 

unrelenting commitment to the belief that through our own agency and 

effi  cacy we can change preconceived expectations and results for students. 

Sometimes this means stepping out of our comfort zones to advocate for 

saner practices. 

Ultimately we want students and teachers alike to become self- 

determining learners who set and then carry through on their own worth-

while goals and objectives, some of which extend beyond themselves. It’s 

slow, plodding, messy work that is often discouraging, but it’s essential for 

improving the lives of our students, many of whom deserve more than what 

they are getting in our still segregated schools of the 21st century.

Th is is a book about eff ective literacy practices and becoming literate. 

Although the latest standards raise the bar for student achievement and 

give us a clear blueprint for what we need to be teaching, the “how” of that 

teaching is not defi ned, which puts a huge responsibility—ready or not—on 

schools and districts. Furthermore, most often there has been no consistent 

or coherent professional development plan provided for changing local, 

national, and global education. Implementing standards in a manner that 

will actually improve education for all our students is up to us, so it’s critical 

that we have the knowledge to do so.

My aim is to demonstrate what actions, habits, processes, and reading 

and writing practices are most crucial to teach and assess, and how to apply 

those literacy practices in a manner that engages all students and is respect-

ful of their needs, interests, and cultures. It is not literacy practices, per se, 

that matter but practices that lead to developing literate and thoughtful 

individuals. Th ese individuals are students and teachers who don’t just 
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3Introduction: Why Th is Book, and Who Is It For?  

know how to read and write but who are well read and knowledgeable; able 

to think, analyze, and support opinions and arguments through facts, expe-

riences, and reasoning; and able to clearly articulate their thinking through 

writing and speaking. What matters is becoming literate to lead a full and 

meaningful life.

Th is is a book about how good teachers can become remarkable teach-

ers. Th rough stories of teachers in diverse schools and examples of col-

laborative reading and writing work with students and teachers, this book 

demonstrates how literacy change happens. It specifi es what it takes for us 

educators to move out of our comfort zones and shift our existing beliefs 

and practices to become more eff ective, effi  cient, and joyful teachers—all 

with the end goal of increased student learning across a whole school. It 

also highlights teachers who have become increasingly adept at combining 

advocacy and leadership in their instructional roles, and it presents their 

voices.

Th is is a book about eff ective leadership practices. A unique aspect of 

this book is that the focus on leadership includes teacher leadership, along 

with principal leadership, as essential to whole-school achievement. How 

teacher-leaders develop and their infl uence on a staff ’s cohesiveness and 

collaboration—and, ultimately, student and teacher achievement—are 

delineated. Th e necessity of a strong and active school leadership team and 

how that works are also fully discussed.

Th is is a book about how dedicated principals can become outstand-

ing instructional leaders. Evolving stories of principals in diverse schools 

provide insights into the knowledge and practices that make it possible 

for a principal to begin to create a whole school of highly eff ective literacy 

teachers and teacher-leaders. Included are suggestions for how to coach 

a principal on what to look for in a classroom and how to give eff ective 

feedback that moves teachers and learners forward, so that the process of 

observing teachers, working with them, and coaching them in their own 

classrooms becomes a positive and respectful one for principals and teach-

ers alike. And, most important, numerous examples show what it looks like 

and sounds like to create a highly eff ective, ongoing professional collabo-

ration among the principal, teachers, and students that raises achievement 

and possibilities for all.

Th is is not a book about school reform. Th at is, this book is not about 

changing a whole system of schools through policies, politics, prescriptions, 
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4 READ, WRITE, LEAD

and new assessments proposed by states or the federal government. 

Historically, such eff orts have cost billions of dollars and have had, at best, 

mixed results. Rather, this book is about school change and how thought-

ful, committed educators can make a lasting impact through teaching and 

leading well—one school, one principal, one teacher, and one student at a 

time. Th is is a story about how worthwhile change can be sustained and 

how changes in one school can jumpstart change in other schools. Th is is a 

book for those of us who have an unwavering commitment to do the nec-

essary and hard work of getting better at what we do and who have learned 

that a “quick fi x” eventually just brings us back to the starting line. Th is is a 

book for those of us who believe that one person can make a diff erence that 

matters, and that it’s essential that we at least try—and try and try again.

Th is is a book of stories, struggles, solutions, and strategies. Both prac-

tical and personal, my hope is that the classroom and school accounts of 

practicing teachers and leaders will inspire and inform you. Furthermore, 

my hope is that you will learn specifi cs for applying eff ective reading, writ-

ing, and thinking practices across the curriculum and come to understand 

the critical, intersecting role that smart and sensitive professional leader-

ship plays. Conversations with many educators are honestly recounted in 

their own voices; in a few cases I have used pseudonyms. Th is is not an 

all- encompassing book. I have chosen to highlight the stories, factors, data, 

strategies, struggles, and successes that seem most critical for improving 

and sustaining schoolwide literacy achievement.

Th is is a book about joy in teaching and learning. Although we educa-

tors will continue to be bombarded by new initiatives and constraints—

pressures such as unwieldy standards, complex performance evaluations, 

value-added data analysis, high-stakes testing, and more—it is still possi-

ble and necessary to fi nd joy in what we do and to pass on that joy to our 

students. We must! As I was completing this book, an impassioned parent 

whom I encountered at an airport told me this:

My daughter is about to go to college. She has a high grade point aver-

age and has taken many advanced placement classes, but she fi nds no 

joy in learning in most of her classes. She demonstrates little curiosity 

or the desire to discover information on her own. All the test prep and 

focus on standards and testing have leached the fun out of learning. Is 

she prepared for college? She’s passed the courses, but, sadly, she no 

longer loves to learn.1
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5Introduction: Why Th is Book, and Who Is It For?  

Her comments reminded me that if we just graduate students who have 

fulfi lled requirements but lack curiosity and a desire and ability to be self- 

sustaining learners, we have failed. Many of the accounts in this book show 

how we can rediscover joy in our work for our students and ourselves.

Th is is a book for all educators—teachers, teacher-leaders, principals, 

coaches, literacy specialists, interventionists, administrators, curriculum 

directors—for all of us who want to do a better job in the schools where 

we work. It is for those of us who believe we have a shared responsibility 

to educate all children. Ultimately, of course, this is a book for our students 

and about how we can serve them better and ensure they learn more, no 

matter where they happen to live or go to school. Change is diffi  cult and 

challenging, but with a dedicated and highly informed staff , great things 

can and do happen for students, teachers, and principals. I invite you, my 

esteemed reader, on the learning journey.

Quick Wins

Seeing ourselves as teacher-leaders and leader-teachers is a new role for 

most of us and a challenging one. Th roughout the text, in addition to sto-

ries, strategies, data, and change processes related to literacy and leadership, 

many “Quick Wins” are provided in the margins of every chapter. Th ese are 

practical, everyday ideas that are easy to implement, yield quick and reliable 

results, and help us educators to deal more eff ectively and effi  ciently with 

the nuts and bolts and nuances of eff ective teaching and leading.

Change is slow, and we need to be able to see some sign of progress and 

results for our eff orts as soon as possible. A quick win promotes confi -

dence that incremental progress is important and that long-term change 

is possible. As one principal noted, “Recognizing quick wins buys you a lot 

of money in the bank. Th e staff  knows you’re on their side. As a principal, 

quick wins are really important for moving the school forward.”2
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