Offices of Literacy

Office of Reading First

Q. What is Reading First?

A.      
Reading First is a federally funded discretionary grant program borne out of the No Child Left Behind Act whose purpose is to ensure that all children are reading well by the end of third grade. The Reading First funds fall under Title I, Part B, Subpart 1 of the Elementary and Secondary Education Act, as amended by the No Child Left Behind Act of 2001.  

Q.
Why is it important for all children to read at, or above grade level by the end of third grade?

A.
There is a significant body of research providing evidence that children who do not read well by the end of third grade consistently fall behind their reading peers as they progress through school. These students are more likely to be referred for special educational services or included in remedial educational programs. Many of these students eventually drop out of school altogether. Research tells us that it is more effective to prevent reading difficulties than to correct them. Success in teaching all young children to be powerful readers by the time they progress through the primary grades will have a positive impact on their lives, their schools, and ultimately on their communities.

Q.
What is the goal of Reading First?

A. The Reading First grant program is intended to raise reading levels of students in K-3 by infusing proven methods of early reading instruction into classrooms. Reading First funding will provide the necessary assistance to awarded school districts (LEAs) to establish comprehensive, research-based reading programs in kindergarten through grade three classrooms. Funds will also support professional development to ensure that all teachers have the skills they need to implement these reading programs effectively. In addition, Reading First provides assistance to awarded school districts in preparing classroom teachers to screen, identify, and eliminate reading barriers facing their students.

 
Q. What activities or programs are to be carried out by the Office of Reading First?

A.
The Reading First program activities will ensure that every child in K-3 receives high-quality instruction that is explicit and systematic and focuses on the six components of effective, early reading instruction:
                        
• phonemic awareness; 
                        
• phonics instruction; 
   


• fluency; 
   


• comprehension strategies;
   


• vocabulary development; and
  


• motivation and background knowledge 
In addition, Reading First emphasizes the importance of using screening, diagnostic, and classroom-based assessments to inform classroom practices that will ultimately improve student performance and close the achievement gap. The Office of Reading First will provide on-going support and technical assistance to Reading First schools and districts to ensure that the initiative’s goals are met.

Q.
How will Reading First be implemented at the school level?

A.
Each Reading First school must establish a School Literacy Team. School Literacy Teams will minimally consist of a school based Literacy Coach, a Reading First Coordinator (district level position), and the school Principal. Selected individuals with expertise in reading instruction should also be included on this team (e.g. reading specialists, reading supervisors, early reading coaches/mentors, bilingual/ESL teachers, technology coordinators, special education teachers, intervention teachers). The School Literacy Team is responsible for aligning its instructional program and materials to the goals of Reading First.
Q. 
What is the role of the Literacy Coach?

A.
The Literacy Coach provides expert support and ongoing assistance to classroom teachers during all phases of the Reading First program. Reading First Literacy Coaches will do the following:

· Provide daily support, including mentoring and coaching, to teachers of K-3 classrooms; 

· Provide in-class support for teachers by assisting in screening and diagnostic activities, monitoring intervention strategies, and monitoring student progress; 

· Model scientifically-based reading strategies for teachers in classrooms; 

· Facilitate study groups and provide workshops for teachers and administrators, incorporating pedagogical materials aligned to the six essential components of reading, effective strategies for reading instruction, scientifically-based reading assessment strategies, and analysis and utilization of student data to ensure student progress; 

· Collaborate with and become an integral part of the School Literacy Team and work closely with the district Reading First Coordinator to plan professional development; 

· Work with school administrators to monitor and plan a high-quality reading program for the entire school; and, 

· Participate and receive high-quality training in topics aligned with scientifically based reading research and methods. 

Q. What is the role of the Reading First Coordinator?

A. The Reading First Coordinator position requires sufficient leadership, time and commitment to this project. This person will be responsible for the planning and implementation of all Reading First assessments and professional development. The Coordinator oversees the implementation and monitoring of the Reading First program. He/She must act as a liaison between the school and institutes of higher education and/or the NJDOE. The Coordinator must collect, record and share with the NJDOE and USDOE all data for Reading First activities. This individual must also work with their local community to publicize Reading First activities to parents and the community at large.
      Q.   What are the qualifications for becoming a Literacy Coach and/or    Reading First Coordinator? 

      A.
The minimum qualifications are that an individual needs to have a college degree and to have had significant and successful experience in teaching children in grades K-3 to read. In addition, the qualities that are most evident in those individuals who are likely to be successful as Literacy Coaches and/or Reading First Coordinators are:

· Comprehensive knowledge, gained by formal or informal learning, about the content and methodology of balanced reading instruction as it is expressed in one or more of the key areas identified by the National Reading Panel (NRP). Namely, those components are: phonics; phonemic awareness; fluency; vocabulary; and comprehension. New Jersey has added a sixth component: motivation and background knowledge.

· Experience in assessing student skills and knowledge of reading by using a variety of formal and informal assessment tools, and the ability to use assessment results to shape instruction.

· Knowledge of successful techniques in classroom management and instructional planning for effective literacy instruction.

· Knowledge of theory and practice of teaching writing as a process and product, especially as it relates to early elementary children.

· In-depth knowledge of significant topics related to early literacy, such as children’s literature and contemporary research in reading instruction.

· Knowledge of intervention strategies and techniques.

· Knowledge of second language learning theory and practice.

· Experience and personal characteristics that predict success in dealing with diverse clients.

· Experience and skill in leading formal staff development activities for other literacy educators.

· Experience and skill in leading literacy awareness sessions for parents.

· Personal characteristics of flexibility and of being an on-going learner, a good listener, a goal-oriented individual, and a reflective practitioner.

Q. What is the definition of Scientifically Based Reading Research (SBRR)?

A.
Scientifically Based Reading Research is research that applies rigorous, systematic, and objective procedures to obtain valid knowledge relevant to reading development, reading instruction, and reading difficulties.  This includes research that:

1. Employs systematic, empirical methods that draw on observation or experiment;

2. Involves rigorous data analyses that are adequate to test the stated hypotheses and justify the general conclusions drawn;

3. Relies on measurements or observational methods that provide valid data across evaluators and observers and across multiple measurements and observations; and 

4. Has been accepted by a peer-reviewed journal or approved by a panel of independent experts through a comparably rigorous, objective and scientific review.


Q.
How were schools/districts selected to be funded by the Reading First Grant Program?

A.
Schools eligible to apply for Reading First funding had to meet certain criteria. First, the school had to be a Title I school. Second, eligibility was based on the most current standardized test scores available at that time. In this case, eligibility was based on the May 2002 ESPA test results. The state average of 21% of ALL students scoring as partially proficient on the Language Arts section of the May 2002 ESPA was set as the cut off. Title I schools whose total Language Arts Literacy May 2001 ESPA scores were at or above 21% partially proficient were eligible to apply for a Reading First Grant.

Q.
If a selected Reading First school already has a whole school reform model (Abbott district) with a Scientifically Based Reading Research (SBRR) program, can Reading First funds be used to support the existing reading program? 

A.
Yes, Reading First funds may be utilized to support an existing SBRR program, but cannot supplant an existing program. Reading First funds must be used to purchase new core programs or to extend or supplement existing programs considered as SBRR and addressing the six essentials of reading (phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, fluency, as well as motivation and background knowledge). Schools selected to participate in Reading First must be those schools most in need, both academically and economically. If the approved whole school reform model in a particular school is working successfully as evidenced on the ESPA (2002) results, then districts should look to implement Reading First in other elementary schools where students continue to fail in reading achievement. At the onset, LEAs had to determine their high priority schools based on reading failure and Title I eligibility. Additionally, LEA applications had to describe a detailed plan for implementing a comprehensive core reading program that addresses the needs of all students; including Bilingual/ESL, general education, and special education students.

Q.
What constitutes a comprehensive professional development plan?

A.
Reading First schools must develop a comprehensive professional development plan that includes three phases: initiation; implementation; and sustainability. This plan must be well organized, systemic, and ongoing. It must be aligned with the six components of reading acquisition, and is encouraged to include partnerships with institutes of higher education. ALL K-3 general education, Bilingual/ESL, and special education teachers must be included as participants in this plan. This plan must reflect how high quality professional development experiences based on scientific research will lead to informed classroom, school and district decisions.

Q.
What assessments will be used to monitor the Reading First program?

A.
All Reading First schools must administer these three assessments: DIBELS, NJASK 3, NJASK 4, and the Terra Nova. In addition to these tests, school districts must also develop and utilize a 6-8 week progress monitoring system that is closely aligned to the district curriculum, district goals, and the revised (2002) Language Arts NJCCCS. This system must go beyond what the comprehensive reading program’s publisher includes in their series. It must also assure that the lowest performing 20% of the school’s total population in language arts is being identified, diagnosed, and offered intervention services.

