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Historical Foundation
Literacy Coaches and Adolescent Literacy

Help! I am coaching, and I don’t really know what I am supposed
to do.
—Recently hired literacy coach, 2008

W

hat does a coach really do? This question has been asked by
coaches, teachers, administrators, supervisors, and school
board members. The list of job requirements and expectations is long,
and the answers vary greatly. As an educational profession, we are
not sure of the most advantageous roles for a literacy coach, but we
are intrigued by the potential.
A short decade ago, coaching references in education primarily
were related to athletic sports. Currently, if one looks up literacy
coaching, over 300,000 English pages can be found on the subject.
In the short span of 10 years, literacy coaching has gone from a relatively unknown topic to a “very hot” topic. For the past three
years, according to the International Reading Association survey of
“hot” topics, literacy coaching has led the list in “what’s hot”
(Cassidy & Cassidy, 2009, p. 1). During the same decade, adolescent
literacy has also emerged as a hot topic (Cassidy & Cassidy, 2008,
2009). The challenges associated with the topic are to develop a
clear understanding of what coaching—specifically educational
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coaching for teachers of adolescents—involves and how it looks in
practice.
It was with the advent of No Child Left Behind (NCLB), Reading
First, and, more recently, the Striving Readers initiative that the term
literacy coach came to prominence. There are now many varied definitions and job descriptions for literacy coaches and reading specialists. In this chapter, we give a historical overview of the coaching
movement, which is intertwined with that of reading specialists and,
in particular, the evolution of the coaching role at the secondary level.
We believe that history informs current knowledge, and one must use
lessons from history to inform current practice.

Evolving Roles: Reading
Specialist and Literacy Coach
The concept of literacy coaching has been documented in educational
literature for at least the past 20 years, stemming from social science
research on the role of mentoring to improve instruction. Reading
specialists (licensed teachers with additional training in reading)
have historically been responsible for working directly with students
experiencing reading difficulty; working with teachers to improve
classroom instruction was seen as a minor aspect of the position.
There has, however, been a definite shift in research and practice
within the past five years: reading specialists are no longer viewed as
the quick-fix remedy for individual students’ reading problems. Now,
the research community recognizes the importance of classroom
instruction as critical to providing each student the instruction necessary to succeed and to develop as a literate individual. The potential
of the literacy coach to help each classroom teacher is recognized, but
roles and expectations are not yet clarified.
Bean and Wilson (1981) trace the evolution of the literacy coach
position through expectations for the reading specialist. As far back
as the 1930s, reading specialists were generally expected to provide a
form of job-embedded professional development; the reading specialist was expected to directly supervise teachers with the goal of
improving the reading program (Hall, 2004). Even earlier, in the
1920s, the transition to content area texts posed problems for secondary students; Sturtevant (2003) cites a 1983 study suggesting that
students—then, as now—were having trouble extending their reading skills from their reading books to their content reading texts. At
that time, reading educators urged content teachers to teach reading
skills along with content delivery.
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By the 1960s, coaching had become a subtle expectation for the
role of the reading specialist; a reading specialist was expected to be
able to develop relationships with classroom teachers, parents,
administrators, and students and be able to communicate effectively
with all these people (Stauffer, 1967). That is, the role included the
potential to improve the total reading and language arts programs
of the school rather than focusing more narrowly on the achievement of individual students. Although the term literacy coach was
not specifically applied to the reading specialist, this blended role is
also implied in Bean and Wilson’s (1981) description of the reading
specialist as a “colleagueship” in which the reading specialist and
the teacher work as “associates and equals” bound together by the
common purpose of improvement of student learning (Bean &
Wilson, 1981, p. 7).
Yet the disconnect continued, especially at the secondary level.
Ostensibly, reading specialists worked with struggling students, and
middle and high school teachers focused on content rather than reading skills. In the Alliance for Excellent Education report, Sturtevant
(2003) describes this disconnect throughout the 1960s and 1970s
between actual school practice and recommendations of literacy educators. While literacy educators continued to push for increased
attention to students’ reading skills along with teaching content area
information, content teachers continued the focus on increasing
subject area content. However, in the late 1970s and 1980s, federal
funds became available to major universities to research secondary
content area reading strategies. Many of these strategies are now
appearing in textbooks for content teaching and appear in materials
for professional development throughout the country (Alvermann &
Moore, 1991; Sturtevant, 2003; Vacca & Vacca, 2008).

A New Focus: Adolescent Literacy
It is interesting to us that adolescent literacy is such a relatively new
term, if not a new topic. As we’ve seen, educators have long been concerned with reading and writing beyond the elementary grades, but
until recently, the focus of attention was on more narrowly defined
content area reading, not the total literacy ability of adolescents
(Lewis & Moorman, 2007).
The 2002 NCLB legislation was passed in the wake of research
suggesting the importance of continued efforts in literacy for adolescent learners but did not focus on this age group. Five years later, in
2007, the Striving Readers Act was aimed at improving the reading
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skills of middle school– and high school–aged students reading
below grade level and made competitive grants available directly to
school districts. Striving Readers supports the implementation and
evaluation of research-based reading interventions for struggling
adolescent readers in Title I eligible schools that are at risk of not
meeting or are not meeting NCLB adequate yearly progress (AYP)
requirements and/or have significant percentages or numbers of
students reading below grade level (Striving Readers, 2009).
Under the act, monies are available for qualifying schools to apply
toward the salary of a literacy coach, who is tasked with assisting teachers to raise the reading performance of students at that site. The increased
awareness of the need for attention at the secondary level is not reflected
in funding levels, however. In 2006, $1 billion was allocated for Reading
First (Grades K–3), whereas for Grades 6–12, the Striving Readers Act
grant amount was a meager $29.7 million. This investment translates into
$72.00 per child for Reading First, compared with 13 cents per student in
Grades 6–12 (National Council of Teachers of English [NCTE], n.d.).
The three key components of the Striving Readers grants are as follows: (1) supplemental literacy interventions targeted to students who
are reading significantly below grade level; (2) cross-disciplinary
strategies for improving student literacy, which may include professional development for subject matter teachers and use of researchbased reading and comprehension strategies in classrooms across
subject areas; and (3) a strong experimental evaluation component
(Striving Readers, 2009). School districts were encouraged to use these
funds for professional development, including developing adolescent
literacy plans for each school served, training school leaders in key
components of the adolescent literacy plans, and the option to hire literacy coaches. Literacy coaches may be tasked with job-embedded,
site-based professional development and teaching students in focused
interventions, as well as tracking the school’s literacy progress.
The multiple expectations for the literacy coach embedded in the
act may be seen as a return to the role of the reading specialist from
the early 1900s—that of advising a school’s comprehensive literacy
program and participating as a supportive colleague. Sturtevant
(2003) calls the literacy coach movement a critical step in improving
adolescent literacy. In her seminal piece, The Literacy Coach: A Key to
Improving Teaching and Learning in Secondary Schools, Sturtevant (2003)
notes the literacy coach can be a bridge between the content teacher
and the reading material students are expected to read with mastery.
Coaches are described as key players in a newly urgent initiative:
improving adolescent literacy.
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Current Expectations: Literacy
Coach and Reading Specialist
The role of literacy or reading coach, according to the International
Reading Association (2006), is as
a reading specialist who focuses on providing professional
development for teachers by giving them the additional support needed to implement various instructional programs and
practices. They provide essential leadership for a school’s
entire literacy program by helping create and supervise longterm staff development processes that support both the development and implementation of literacy programs over
months and years.
In many districts, the literacy coach and reading specialist are the
same person; this model may work well for smaller school buildings
(less than 1,000 students). Schools may also recruit a highly qualified,
well-respected teacher to serve as a literacy coach, working closely
with the reading specialist and administration. The coach can step
into the classrooms, working shoulder to shoulder with the teacher,
while conferring often with the reading specialist for additional
research-based strategies or materials to assist in each student’s learning. Coaches can also help teams of teachers plan curriculum units,
engage in lesson study, provide materials, and watch videotapes of
students struggling with particularly challenging concepts. A key
function of coaching is to help teachers identify the limits of student
understanding and address their learning needs. A coach has the
opportunity to see firsthand what teachers need to enhance their content and pedagogical knowledge. The coach may assist in organizing
leadership teams and may design professional development to target
areas of need (Anders, 1998; Sturtevant, 2003). According to a study
by Blachowicz, Obrochta, and Fogelberg (2005), the literacy coach’s
major job responsibility is “to provide professional development and
to support teachers to improve classroom instruction” (p. 55).
The expectation for the literacy coach to provide professional
development mirrors the expectation for the reading specialist as set
out in the position paper Teaching All Children to Read: The Roles of the
Reading Specialist (International Reading Association, 2000). In these
new professional models, teachers and reading specialists (now
coaches) are to work collaboratively in providing effective instruction
for all students. To coordinate these services, schools must have
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reading specialists who can provide expert instruction, assessment,
and leadership for the reading program. Specialists can become
change agents, as suggested in the position statement, to work with
teachers to create total school reform. Specialists and coaches often
provide professional development for the school staff so all teachers
are aware of important strategies and find materials to enhance literacy instruction and then follow up the training with modeling and
coaching in individual teachers’ classrooms (Guth & Pettengill, 2005).
The more recent position statement from the International Reading
Association, The Role and Qualifications of the Reading Coach in the
United States (2004), sets out the newly defined role of the reading
coach or literacy coach in a parallel way:
Reading coaches frequently act as reading specialists when they
provide leadership for school-, district-, and state-level reading
programs. In the leadership role, they design, monitor, and
assess reading achievement progress; they provide professional
development and coaching for teachers and building personnel.
An historical organizer of literacy professional titles and expectations
appears in Figure 1.1.
Figure 1.1

Professional Expectations

Reading Specialist
Works with select
students
Provides resources
for students
Teaches reading
strategies

Advises teachers
Provides resources
Offers professional
development
Interprets
assessment data

Literacy Coach
Works with all teachers
Suggests resources for
teachers
Demonstrates reading
lessons
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Thus, the literacy-coaching role has come full circle, encompassing many of the responsibilities of reading specialists in an earlier era
and supported by a growing movement of coaching in education, not
specific to literacy.
As mentioned, the literacy coach and the reading specialist may
be the same person and, in the best case, should be a fully endorsed
reading specialist. Cassidy and Cassidy (2009), in their annual survey,
have designated the difference between literacy coach and reading
specialist as follows:
A literacy coach or reading coach is a reading professional
who focuses on providing staff development in reading/
language arts to teachers. Literacy coaches or reading
coaches model appropriate strategies, observe in classrooms, confer with teachers, and conduct staff development seminars. (p. 9)
Cassidy and Cassidy suggest, “the ideal is that the literacy coach
works in one school and is a licensed reading specialist” (p. 9). In contrast, the traditional role of the reading specialist is focused more on
struggling readers, working with the students individually or in
small groups, administering diagnostic tests, and suggesting to teachers and parents ways to accelerate the student’s reading progress.
Many combinations of each of these roles exist in each school system
where literacy coaches are utilized.
We see the literacy and/or reading coach as one who creates
and sustains a culture of literacy learning in the school—a
respected and trusted colleague, available to share expertise, offer
ideas, and guide teachers in continued literacy professional learning. There is a growing knowledge base about literacy coaching in
the scholarly community, and many of these studies stem from
research on adolescent literacy, mentoring, professional development, and collaboration. We endeavor to share in these pages as
much as is practicable regarding the latest research on coaching,
but our emphasis is on the day-to-day challenges facing the literacy coach in the school setting, which are a part of our everyday
experiences.
In our school system, we have literacy coaches in each high
school, responsible for working with the staff and administration to
design professional development and small-group intensive
instruction. At the middle level, we have certified reading specialists working as literacy coaches and responsible for small-group
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intensive interventions in reading and writing. Our elementary
schools each have a highly qualified reading specialist as the literacy team leader and also have reading coaches based on the economic status and literacy needs of each elementary school. In this
book, we provide the following distinction, and Figure 1.2 shows
the evolution of expectations.

Reading Specialist and/or Reading Teacher
•
•
•
•
•

Works with select group of students
Provides resources and support for students in areas of specific need
Interprets reading assessment performance data
Teaches reading strategies to students and occasionally to teachers
May offer professional development

Literacy Coach
• Demonstrates reading strategy lessons to all teachers for improved classroom
instruction
• Offers advice for teachers on appropriate remediation lessons
• Suggests resources, materials, activities, and differentiated instruction
• Interprets reading assessment performance data

Figure 1.2

Cycle of Expectations

Evolution of the Literacy Coach and/or
Reading Specialist Expectations
Resource
Specialist
Supervisor
Coaching

1920–1930

1940–1950

Specialist
Resource
Remediate

1960–1970

Specialist
Pullout
Remediation

1980–1990

2000–2010

Coaching
Resource

Historical Foundation

Personal Experience: Informing Our Practice
As literacy professionals, we personally experienced this past decade
of rapid change; Nancy was the literacy supervisor in a growing
school district, and Tamie was an elementary reading specialist. Our
school district is about 40 miles from Washington, DC, so proximity
to national movements impacted our learning and practices and
placed us in the midst of an important movement. In the late 1990s,
there were minimal federal monies available for middle or high
school literacy. The thought was that students learn to read in elementary school and read to learn in middle and beyond. Reading specialist positions were provided from federal and local funds exclusively
for elementary schools.
We made progress with students but were often discouraged by
classroom practices that did not support each student’s literacy
needs. As middle schools grew in size and students became more
diverse, the literacy needs of the students also became more demanding. There was no way one skilled professional could meet the needs
of each student, and students often did not respond positively to
being removed from classroom peers for remedial work. We found it
was more effective for reading specialists to work in classrooms with
teachers and to be involved each week in helping with teachers’ planning and preparation. Tamie moved to the position of middle school
reading specialist, working with a diverse school of 1,200 students
with many varied literacy needs. Nancy continued in her position as
Supervisor of Literacy and Humanities, which includes literacy
instruction for English language learners. Tamie has recently made
another professional move, this time to the university, working with
novice and seasoned teachers.
In this book, we share what we have found to be effective,
based on research and informed literacy practice. We see coaching
at the secondary level as a mix of the previously mentioned roles:
building bridges to content material as well as responding to and
creating opportunities for literacy enhancements throughout the
school. We use the term flexible coaching to define our interpretation
for the expectations, roles, and responsibilities of the literacy coach.
Flexible coaching takes into account the three levels of coaching
intensity (International Reading Association, 2004): Level I, building relationships; Level II, focused interventions; and Level III,
intense interventions. As suggested by the International Reading
Association’s 2004 position statement, some teachers require
intense Level III coaching, whereas many teachers are fine with the
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Level I collaborative, relationship-building coaching. We see a
place in flexible coaching for all of the mentioned roles, in various
mixtures, according to the literacy needs of each site. Just as one
size cannot fit all student intervention programs, one size cannot fit
all teacher or school intervention program models.
Questions for Reflection
 List three historical facts that could inform your practice today.
 How can you use the vision from the past to develop building support for your
program?

