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Seven Principles of  Literacy Learning

Cox and Hopkins, Reading Research Quarterly, 2006

1. Reading is a complex 
problem-solving process
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“I define reading as a message-
getting, problem-solving activity 
which increases in power and 
flexibility the more it is practised” 

Marie M. Clay (1991, p. 6)

Literacy Learning Process

Very Early:    How books work
Directional movement
Message in the text, 
supported by pictures

Early:            Developing sense of  the sources
of  information in text
Some monitoring

Literacy Learning Process

Towards Independence:

Make decisions about what information 
to notice

Consciously search for, analyze and 
cross-check information from different 
sources, to monitor decisions and 
to detect and correct error
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Meaning

Structure
Visual

Sources of  Information

Prior knowledge in general
Experience with books
Pictures in the book
Context of the story

Language structure
Grammar 
Understandings from 
oral language

Letters
Punctuation
Graphemes
‘Black marks on    
the page’

Reading

2. Children construct their own
understanding of  the reading process

Fixed-Performance             Dynamic-Learning

� Intelligence is fixed; 
ability is locked in

� You are either good at 
something or you’re not

� Mistakes become 
crippling

� Learning happens 
quickly for smart people, 
so trying hard is not 
valued

� The goal is to look as 
smart as you can

� Intelligence involves 
learning, effort, growing

� The more you learn, the 
smarter you get 

� Challenges are interesting 
ways to learn something 
new

� Learning takes time and 
effort, so trying hard is 
valued

� The goal is to learn as much 
as you can

Peter Johnston, Opening Minds
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“Successful problem-solving 
confirms the strategies by which it 
was carried out, as well as the 
decisions made.  
It is self-congratulatory.”

Marie Clay
Change Over Time, p. 204

Everything the world has learned 
about education shows that 
the quality of  the teacher is the 
most important factor in a 
student’s success

Malcolm Gladwell

Gladwell identifies some traits 
shared by highly effective teachers:

They communicate a high regard for the 
student perspective

They communicate the promise of  help –
‘you try’  ‘I can help you figure it out’

They take a coaching stance, communicating a 
mixture of  confidence in the learner and 
practical tips for improving results
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� Intelligence involves learning, effort, 
growing

� The more you learn, the smarter you get 
� Challenges are interesting ways to learn 

something new
� Learning takes time and effort, so 

trying hard is valued
� The goal is to learn as much as you can

Peter Johnston, Opening Minds

Dynamic-Learning

3. Children come to literacy 
with varying knowledge

EQUAL EQUITABLE
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Instructional Grouping

Whole Class Instruction Effective for:

Introducing a new concept or topic

Modeling or explaining a new procedure

Facilitating large group discussion

Instructional Grouping

Small Group Instruction Effective for:
Authentic assessment

Differentiated instruction

Concepts requiring a high level of  
engagement

Targeting specific student needs

Items Strategies
Consonants
Vowels
Blends 
Digraphs
Word families
Sight words
Silent letters
Contractions
Prefixes, suffixes
Compounds words

Searching & Gathering
Predicting
Linking
Cross-checking
Confirming
Self-monitoring
Visualizing
Questioning
Inferring
Monitoring fluency

Pat Johnson 2016
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Research does support the explicit instruction of  
skills (VS strategies) for some children

This instruction is most effective when presented 
and practiced by demonstration through authentic 
reading and writing activities

Examples of  explicit instruction that lend 
themselves to demonstration during shared or 
guided reading:
Directional movement

Hierarchical concepts – letter, word, sentence

Locating vocabulary as it applies to text – first, 
last, middle, top, bottom, beginning, end

Letter names and variations

Explicit Modeling and Gradual Release 
of  Responsibility

1 2 3 4

I do I do  You do You do 

You watch You help I help I watch

Wilhelm, Baker, Dube Strategic Reading
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4. Reading and writing are 
reciprocal processes

Early writing contributes to early reading 
by helping children notice the details of  
print and expand their use of  language to 
make meaning.

Writing to Read

Awareness of  Sounds is  More 
Effectively Taught in Writing Because:

Words to be written are first spoken (heard)
Some sounds are very easy to hear
Some words sound and look like other 
words
Words must be written (represented) 
according to the sequence of  the sounds as 
they are spoken (heard)
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Shared/Interactive Writing
Guided/Dictated Writing
Independent Writing

Approaches to Writing Instruction 

5.  Learning to read involves reading 
and writing continuous text

Key Concepts

• Children learn some of  the important 
information in structured lessons - letters, sounds 
and words. 

• But the processing system can only be built  
through the experience of  reading continuous 
text at an appropriate  level of  difficulty.
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High Frequency Words

the            is             to        put           was

my           come       are       you          of

they         school     play     want        pretty

I              said         walk     one         who

what        saw          find      have        out

6. Literacy learning demands continuous
change over time

K mid grade 1 end gr 1 gr 2 gr 3 gr 4 gr 5

average trajectory

children having literacy
difficulties
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In the short time it takes a budding reader 
to read through many texts on an increasing 
gradient of  difficulty, the network of  
strategic activity get massive use, expands in 
range of  experience, and increases in 
efficiency. 

This happens providing the reader is NOT 
struggling.

Clay, M. M. (2001) 
Change Over Time in Children’s Literacy Development p 132

According to Frank Smith – 85% of  all 
the reading a child does should be in 
the EASY range in order for them to 
make good progress

Easy Does It!

Texts Organized Along a 
Gradient of  Difficulty

Gradients of  difficulty are essential 
for teachers making good decisions 
about materials for children to read, 
but all gradients are inevitably 
fallible.

M Clay (1991) Becoming Literate the Construction of  Inner Control
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•poor readers are failing to build a network of  
perceptual and cognitive strategies for decision-
making as they work across texts

•they are failing to pull together separate 
processing activities into smooth, integrated 
sequences and they are failing to develop 
cognitive control mechanisms 

Clay, M. (2001) 
Change Over Time in Children’s Literacy Development p 133

Why a Fine Gradient of  Difficulty is 
Important for Struggling Readers 

A gradient of  text reflects a defined 
continuum of  characteristics related to the 
level of  support and challenge the reader 
is offered

By examining the supports and challenges 
in a great variety of  books, we can 
organize them in relation to each other,  
and to how they support the developing 
reader

A Gradient of  Difficulty

It is essential to keep ‘the reader’ 
in mind, and to consider the 
possible range of  experiences, 
knowledge, and expectations that 
might influence the first reading 
of  a book, subsequent readings 
of  the same book, and the 
reading of  other books.

A Gradient of  Difficulty
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“ I believe that books used for learning 
to read should have the same qualities as 
good picture books, and should be 
shaped to bring children success, not 
failure: enjoyment, not boredom; and, 
understanding, not bewilderment.”

Beverley Randell
PM Storybooks

Have natural and literary language patterns 
with some predictability 
Include an increasing number of  high-
frequency words
Are interesting and engaging for children
Have high quality illustrations

Fountas, I & Pinnell, Gay Su, (1999) 
Matching Books to Readers p 23

Books that best support 
developing literacy:

Predictability is a useful concept for 
considering how early learning experiences 
assist children in learning to read 

Predictability should be considered as residing 
on a continuum dependent on both the reader 
and the text

Peterson, B. (1991) 
Selecting Books for Beginning Readers, p 122

Predictability is Key
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Good books help readers access:

MEANING

LANGUAGE STRUCTURE

VISUAL INFORMATION

• to help young readers build an effective 
network of  reading strategies, teachers 
must select texts that allow individuals to 
read for meaning, draw on the skills they 
already control, and expand their current 
processing strategies.

• the text used for learning ‘how to read’ 
must have the right mixture of  support 
and challenge.  

Fountas, I. C. & Pinnell, Gay Su (1999) 
Matching Books to Readers

Getting it ‘Just Right’

a gradient of  difficultly, established by any 
means whatever, is going to be wrong for a 
particular child

easy and hard are relative terms  

we cannot classify books themselves as 
easy or hard; they can only be designated 
that way in relation to an individual reader

Clay, M. M. (1991) 
Becoming Literate the Construction of  Inner Control, p 201

Limitations of  a Gradient of  Difficulty
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7. Children take different paths to 
literacy learning

No commercial literacy program or set of  
instructional activities can meet the needs 
of  every student

It is the teacher’s knowledge, expertise 
and guidance – and their capacity to 
reflect on these – that best serve the 
struggling child

Marie M. Clay

“…the teacher’s job is not delivering 
knowledge, but arranging for the 
problem to be manageable, sustaining 
the child’s problem-solving attempts 
emphasizing flexibility.”

Peter Johnston

“Revolutionary Contributions”

The Journal of  RR, Fall, 2007
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Teachers need a solid understanding of  
literacy development, but also 
assessment and observation tools so 
that they can provide the combination 
of  support and challenge that fosters 
optimal learning

Fountas & Pinnell, 2009

If  children are apparently unable 
to learn, we should assume that 
we have not as yet found the right 
way to teach them.

Marie M. Clay 

‘By Different Paths to 
Common Outcomes’

The path is not the destination

The ‘tool’ must not be confused with the 
end result

A student is never, ever a level

The teaching, not the book, makes all the 
difference  
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Next Steps?

Adopt a Problem-solving 
Model of  Teaching

Get the most from the reading assessments
you are currently using:
Focus on what the student can do
Find texts that support that learning and
offer opportunities for new learning
Arrange for successful reading – keep it easy
Organize for tons and tons of  practice

Learn More!

Read About Effective Literacy Instruction
Learn how to take a Running Record 
eworkshop.on.ca
Shift your thinking, try something different
Take a reflective approach to your teaching
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A Problem-solving Model of  Teaching

Observe

Choose 
Procedures 
Examples

Teach

Observe/
Record

Evaluate/
Revise

Reteach

Items                         Strategies

Many children 
(80%) will form a 
network of  
strangers no matter 
what 
program/method/
philosophy is used

Struggling readers 
(20%) will have 
trouble 
constructing a 
network of  
strategies unless 
you teach FOR 
strategies

Access free training material
https://readingrecovery.org/professional-learning/effective-
literacy-practices-video-library/

Effective Literacy Practices Video Library Modules

Teachers may use the video library flexibly as they select and 
view the modules. Groups of  educators may wish to view modules 
together and discuss implications for teaching practices

Making It Easy to Learn
Teaching for Transfer: Strategic Activity
Selecting Texts that are Just Right
Phrasing in Fluent Reading
Assessing Through Close Observation
Learning About Phonology and Orthography
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Learn how to take and use 
Running Records 

eworkshop.on.ca

Join Online Communities

Start a Teachers’ Book Club or PLC

Sharon Taberski Pat Johnson
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Linda Dorn & 
Carla Soffos Regie Routman

Gay Su Pinnell & Irene Fountas

Richard Allington Kylene Beers
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Thank you, and remember…
Your Teaching Matters!

Susan Burroughs M Ed

If  you’d like the notes that 
accompany this presentation, 

contact me:

668susan@gmail.com


