
  

 

CONNECT LEADERS 

 

How do school and system leaders observe 
adolescent literacy learning? 
 

Q. 

School and system leaders posi vely affect student achievement especially in providing 

instruc onal leadership; that is, leadership that supports a produc ve learning 

environment, clear learning goals, and high expecta ons for teachers and students (Ha e, 

2009). Making classroom observa ons — brief classroom visits focused on student learning—is one 

way school and system leaders provide instruc onal leadership.  

Taking an inquiry stance with classroom teachers, school and system leaders may use a classroom 

observa on to monitor school and district improvement goals, iden fy needs for professional 

learning, inves gate gaps in student learning, and 

build rela onships with students. 

During a classroom observa on, there may 

be a number of literacy learning indicators 

evident in a brief amount of me. For 

example, if a teacher is working with 

students on a learning goal of analyzing 

data, students need to use a number of 

literacy skills in order to be successful. They 

need to be able to read and comprehend 

the informa on, work with specific text 

forms (e.g., charts, graphs, tables) and make 

meaning from them, draw conclusions from 

what they read, and communicate their 

understanding orally or in wri ng.  

A classroom observa on may uncover gaps, 

including gaps in student learning (e.g., students 

struggle understanding a text), teacher prac ce (e.g., teacher uses too many successive, lower‐level 

ques ons), or resources (e.g., too few authen c materials for students and teachers to work with). 

Once areas of need are iden fied, the school and system leader can allocate resources, including 

supports for students and professional learning for teachers, in order to improve outcomes for 

students. To compliment and extend classroom observa on, a sample literacy learning organizer is 

illustrated inside. 

Using the Adolescent Literacy Components for Classroom Observa ons 

One way to make observa ons of literacy learning in classrooms is through the lens of the 

adolescent literacy components. These components, Cri cal Literacy, Metacogni on, Ques oning, 

Strategy, and Voice and Iden ty, are areas of literacy that can be incorporated across subject areas. 

The components support students’ abili es to think, express, and reflect. They provide a founda on 
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“The ques on isn't , ‘How 
can I do a be er job of 
monitoring  teaching?’ but 
‘How can we collec vely do 
a be er job of monitoring 
student learning.’" 

DuFour & Ma os, 2013 

LEADERS CONNECT is a p sheet for school and system leaders that focuses on effec ve literacy prac ces.  

Drawn from a variety of resources, these ps are designed to support literacy instruc onal leadership prac ce. 

OBSERVING LITERACY LEARNING 

This Leaders Connect features an organizer for observing 
literacy learning in the classroom based on the components 
of adolescent literacy. It includes a defini on of each 
component, a set of example student look‐fors, teacher 
prac ces, classroom environment supports, and ques ons 
for dialogue related to the area of literacy learning. 
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CRITICAL LITERACY  METACOGNITION 

students cri cally analyzing and evalua ng the 

meaning of text as it relates to issues of 

equity , power, and social jus ce to inform a 

cri cal stance, response and/or ac on 

students taking ac ve control over their thinking 

processes so that they understand themselves as 

learners, they understand a given task, and they 

understand a variety of strategies and how to use 

them in a variety of situa ons 

  iden fy perspec ves and biases of a text 

 determine whose voices are missing and 
present in a text 

 evaluate a text cri cally for bias, reliability, 
fairness and validity 

 respond to a text with social ac on 

 ac vely seek out mul ple perspec ves   

 respec ully listen and comment during 
classroom discussions 

 ar culate literacy learning goal(s) and/or success 
criteria (e.g., in their own words) 

 monitor their own learning by describing what 
they have done and what they need to do next (in 
rela on to learning goals) 

 iden fy, communicate and act on their learning 
preferences 

 make use of descrip ve feedback (e.g., to adjust 

their plan, to refine work)  

  provide opportuni es to respond to issues of 
equity, fairness, and social jus ce 

 provide opportuni es for students to 
examine their own perspec ves 

 model the use of cri cal ques ons, such as 
Who created this text , and how do you 
know? Why do you think this text was 
created? Is there informa on, perspec ves 
and/or voices missing from the text? Do you 
think this text assumes you will act in a 
certain way? What should I do based on the 
informa on that is presented? 

 explicitly teach students to evaluate texts for 
bias, reliability, fairness and validity 

 provide opportuni es for students to reflect as an 
ongoing part of their learning process 

 provide opportuni es for peer and self‐
assessment 

 clearly ar culate learning goals and refer to them 
at various points during a lesson 

 co‐construct success criteria with students  

 provide descrip ve feedback and explicitly model 
how to use feedback (e.g., to adjust plans, refine 
work) 

 use instruc onal strategies (e.g., think aloud) that 
explicitly model metacogni on  

  a variety of materials and sources are 
available for students to examine a variety of 
perspec ves 

 anchor charts, for example on respec ul talk, 
cri cal literacy ques ons, are posted 

 examples of student ac vism (e.g. photo, 
newspaper ar cles, posters, le ers to the 
editor) are promoted 

 classroom set up (e.g., arrangement of desks) 
supports discussion (in small and large 
groups) 

 learning goals and success criteria are posted  

 prompts and sentence stems are used to help 
students reflect on and ar culate their thinking 

 ps are available (e.g., on anchor charts) on how 
to use descrip ve feedback 

 exemplars and samples of work are available for 
students to use to gauge their own work (e.g., 
performance walls)  

  Whose voices were not accounted for in the 
learning?   

 How might other perspec ves be considered 
in future learning opportuni es? 

 What poten al exists for students to 
ques on and wonder about societal impact 
(e.g., environment, equity)? 

 What evidence did we see that learning goals and 
success criteria prompt students’ metacogni ve 
thinking?  

 How were students encouraged to reflect and act 
on how they learn best?  

 What did students do when they are not mee ng 
the learning goal? 

 

Note that not all components nor all the indicators of an individual 
component may be evident in one lesson.  

FOLLOWED BY DIALOGUEFOLLOWED BY DIALOGUE  

IN AN ENVIRONMENT WHEREIN AN ENVIRONMENT WHERE  

SUPPORTED BY TEACHER ACTIONSSUPPORTED BY TEACHER ACTIONS  

LOOK FOR STUDENTS TOLOOK FOR STUDENTS TO  

OBSERVING LITERACY LEARNING IN THE  CLASSROOM 

IF A LEARNING GOAL/ IF A LEARNING GOAL/   

OBSERVED LEARNING OBSERVED LEARNING 

CONNECTS TOCONNECTS TO  
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QUESTIONING  STRATEGY  VOICE AND IDENTITY 

students’ curiosity, explora on, and inquiry to evoke, 

expose and extend their thinking 

students purposefully selec ng and using techniques 

and processes in order to construct and communicate 

meaning 

students’ decisions, choices and ac ons that 

advocate for their learning and make connec ons to 

their experience, values, culture, and interests 

 ask open‐ and closed‐ended ques ons ‐ to the 
teacher and to each other 

 explain how their choice of ques on may yield 
par cular informa on (e.g., asking ‘why’ ques ons 
seeks out answers which have reasons) 

 generate a variety of types of ques ons for variety 
of purposes (e.g., to seek informa on, to seek 
clarifica on, to generate ideas) 

 use a variety of ques ons to move learning 
conversa ons forward (e.g., ask peers for 
clarifica on, elabora on during discussions) 

 select appropriate strategies, tools and processes for 
own use based on their learning goal 

 select an appropriate organizer for a par cular 
purpose (e.g., use a Venn diagram for comparison, 
use a Cornell structure for note‐taking) 

 use subject‐specific vocabulary, texts and processes 
(e.g., cri cal analysis process in the Arts, scien fic 
inquiry process) 

 use strategies (e.g., making connec ons, visualizing, 
summarizing) to increase comprehension and make 
meaning 

 use appropriate tools, strategies and forms to explore, 
plan, generate and communicate ideas and thinking 
to others 

 par cipate by taking on their roles and 
responsibili es in learning 

 engage in respec ul conversa ons with peers 

 ar culate their choice in learning task and 
materials 

 communicate and share a variety of perspec ves 

 ar culate their personal goals for learning 

 provide opportuni es for students to pose and 
pursue their own ques ons 

 provide a variety of tools (e.g., graphic organizers, 
technology) for students to pursue answers to 
ques ons 

 build in 'think me' techniques (e.g., think‐pair‐
share) for students to formulate though ul 
responses 

 use ‘big idea’ or inquiry ques ons to guide learning 
(rather than a series of lower‐order ques ons) 

 model the use of a variety of types of ques ons 
(e.g., open, closed, inquiry) and explain the 
purpose of ques on choice 

 provide opportuni es for students to ar culate their 
strategy and provide feedback and next steps so that 
students add to their repertoire of skills 

 provide a variety of subject‐specific texts 

 ar culate the purpose for using specific strategies  

 model the selec on and use of strategies and 
processes for a given learning goal 

 model vocabulary building techniques  

 explicitly teach before‐, during‐ and a er‐reading 
strategies with purpose 

 use gradual release of responsibility 

 provide opportuni es for choice in topics, tasks 
and materials, where appropriate 

 provide opportuni es for student input in their 
learning (e.g., co‐crea ng success criteria)  

 provide opportuni es for students to explain how 
their background knowledge and experiences 
affect their thinking and next steps for learning 

 provide opportuni es for students to make 
connec ons to their lives, including relevant 
career and life planning   

 use student learning preferences for planning and 
suppor ng the learning 

 

 ques on prompts or frameworks (e.g., Q‐Chart) 
are available for students to generate a variety of 
ques ons (e.g., posted on the walls, in student 
notebook)  

 sentence stems or prompts are available as a 
reference to support learning conversa ons (e.g., 
for clarifica on, elabora on) 

 ‘big idea’ or inquiry ques ons are evident 

 a variety of resources and technology are available 
for students to pursue answers to ques ons 

 learning goals and success criteria are posted 

 processes (including subject‐specific processes) are 
available (e.g., on an anchor chart) for students to use 
as a reference 

 a variety of authen c subject‐specific texts are used, 
analyzed and/or created 

 a variety of learning materials (e.g., student work, 
co‐created anchor charts) and resources geared to 
student interests and readiness  are used 

 student iden es and interests are represented in 
the classroom in a respec ul and safe manner 

 classroom layout promotes meaningful 
par cipa on in learning 

 What opportuni es were available for students to 
wonder and pose their own ques ons? 

 What percentage of students would we es mate 
were ac vely engaged in responding to ques ons? 
What might a ribute to their ability to par cipate 
in responding? 

 What evidence did we see of students using reading 
(or wri ng or oral) strategies? Based on what we saw, 
how might explicit reading (or wri ng or oral) strategy 
instruc on support students?  

 How did students use the subject‐specific processes 
(e.g., scien fic inquiry, design process) to enhance 
their understanding?  

 What evidence did we  see that students understood 
key vocabulary?  

 How did students use their background knowledge 
and experience to connect to what they are 
learning?  

 What opportuni es did students have to express 
(e.g., through student talk) their point of view? 

 How were students’ learning preferences, 
readiness and interests affec ng their level of 
engagement? 

The student indicators and teacher prac ces listed above are adapted from the 
Adolescent Literacy Guide: A Professional Learning Resource for Literacy, Grades 7‐12. 
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of literacy skills that make the acquisi on of content knowledge and skills more successful, and 

they help students engage more deeply in learning. (For more about the adolescent literacy 

components, see the Adolescent Literacy Guide, A Professional Learning Resource for Literacy, 

Grades 7‐12.)  

For the situa on of students learning to analyze data men oned previously, there are several 

opportuni es when the teacher may explicitly incorporate one or more of the components. For 

example, it may be important for students to be assessing whether or not the informa on is valid 

and credible (Cri cal Literacy), self‐monitoring their 

learning while par cipa ng in a task 

(Metacogni on), raising ques ons about the data 

(Ques oning), using a variety of comprehension 

skills, both reading and listening, to understand the 

informa on (Strategy), and finding relevance in 

pursuing this learning goal (Voice and Iden ty).  

Engaging in Dialogue Focused on Learning 

Following an observa on, the school (and/or 

system) leader and teacher engage in a 

collabora ve, reflec ve dialogue using descrip ve 

feedback about what happened in the classroom 

(Downey et al., 2004). This dialogue is focused on 

learning (rather than teacher performance), and 

the school and system leader can pose ques ons 

for the purpose of elici ng evidence and 

understanding about the student learning.  

The observa on and dialogue provide the school and system leader with informa on to 

 add to a body of evidence related to student learning iden fied in school and board 

improvement plans and/or school effec veness, 

 access and align learning resources for students,  

 provide professional learning and networking opportuni es for staff, 

 communicate about and celebrate the learning happening in classrooms. 

In Brief 

Classroom observa ons and the dialogue that follows are one way to foster a culture of 

collabora on and inquiry into learning that is aimed at improving outcomes for students. 

Leadership Framework 

Connec ons 

Se ng Direc ons 

Building Rela onships and 

Developing People 

Improving the Instruc onal Program 

Securing Accountability 

School Effec veness 

Framework Connec ons 

1.7 On‐going communica on about 

learning is in place to allow students, 

educators and parents to monitor 

and support student learning 

2.4 Job‐embedded and inquiry‐based 

professional learning builds capacity, 

informs instruc onal prac ce and 

contributes to a culture of learning. 

4.2 A clear emphasis on high levels 

of literacy achievement in literacy 

and numeracy is evident throughout 

the school. 

LEADERS 
CONNECT 
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“One way to think about 
descrip ve feedback and 
learning in a school 
organiza on is that 
learning needs to take 
place at every level of the 
system...So what adult 
learning looks like is not 
so different from what 
student learning looks 
like. Basically learning is 
learning. The ques on is 
how do you engage 
people in a learning 
process rather than a 
performance process?”  

Lucy West 

WORKING WITH THE OBSERVING 

LITERACY LEARNING ORGANIZER 

The organizer for observing literacy learning in 

the classroom (on pages 2 and 3) is meant to be 

flexible. School and system leaders, with the 

classroom teachers, may choose to use the 

component sec ons that are most relevant. 

They may select areas based on  

 informa on provided by the teacher 

about the learning beforehand, 

 evidence gathering related to school and 

board improvement plans,  

 or areas related to School Effec veness 

Framework indicators (e.g., students 

developing capacity for metacogni on).   


