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LEADERS CONNECT 

How do school leaders support literacy learning throughout the school? 
School leaders support literacy learning, whether engaging all staff in a plan for improvement or doing 
an observation in the classroom to inquire with the classroom teacher about the literacy learning taking 
place (See Leaders Connect, Fall 2013). The whole school provides a learning space for students to use 
and develop their literacy skills, and school leaders can work with other educators to activate a number 
of aspects of the school to support what happens in the classroom. This Leaders Connect examines how 
the school environment, student voice and parent connections, in addition to what happens in the 
classroom, can improve students’ abilities to think, express and reflect.  
 
School leaders positively support students’ learning in a number of ways, including fostering safe and 
productive learning environments, communicating clear improvement goals and ensuring high 
expectations of teachers and students (Hattie, 2009). As The Ontario Leadership Framework outlines, 
the school leader is instrumental in working with stakeholders including students, staff and parents to 
identify school literacy goals and communicate them clearly. The school leader also facilitates a process 
to evaluate those goals and to make decisions about programs and directions, including supporting and 
participating in professional learning. 
 
School leaders help to ensure that everything that happens in the school points in the same direction. A 
literacy improvement goal is not simply on a plan; it is evident in a number of ways both inside and 
outside the classroom. School leaders, for example, “distribute resources in ways that are closely 
aligned with the schools’ improvement priorities” (Institute for Education Leadership, 2013) 
 
“Educators and students are co-creators of a responsive literacy learning environment in the classroom 
and the school. Together they engage in inquiry, reflection, dialogue and the sharing of ideas in all subject 
areas across the day. An effective literacy learning environment is responsive to learners’ interests, 
preferences and strengths and provides opportunities for learners to express their thinking in many 
different ways.” - Paying Attention to Literacy, 2013 

SUPPORTING LITERACY LEARNING THROUGHOUT THE SCHOOL 
This Leaders Connect looks at how school leaders support literacy learning throughout the school. 
Specifically, it describes three aspects that can have an impact on students’ literacy learning and that 
school leaders have an influence in shaping. 

• School Environment 
• Student Voice 
• Parent Connections 

 
For each of these aspects, this issue of  will explore 
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• How the aspect can support literacy learning. 
• The school leader’s role in engaging the aspect. 
• Ideas on how to activate the aspect in the school. 

 
LEADERS CONNECT is a tip sheet for school and system leaders that focuses on effective literacy 
practices. Drawn from a variety of resources, these tips are designed to support literacy instructional 
leadership practice.  
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SUPPORTING LITERACY LEARNING THROUGHOUT THE SCHOOL 
 

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT STUDENT VOICE PARENT CONNECTIONS 

THIS 
SUPPORTS 
LITERACY 
LEARNING 
BECAUSE 

• a safe environment is key. 
Safety in the school not only 
protects students and staff, but 
it supports productive learning 
for all. In a safe school, 
students are comfortable to 
express ideas and perspectives, 
and they feel free to use 
accommodations which best 
meet their needs without 
feeling centred out. 

• the school provides spaces and 
opportunities for students to 
engage with authentic texts 
outside the classroom, 
including school community 
newsletters, bulletin boards, 
and school websites. 

• the school’s athletics, 
performances and 
memberships in clubs provide 
opportunities for students to 
think, express and reflect in 
ways that may have a different 
relevance than in the 
classroom. 

• adolescents have ideas and 
opinions they want to share. 
Students value having input 
into decisions related to their 
learning and their life at 
school. 

• adolescents are more engaged 
and motivated when they feel 
a sense of contribution. 
Providing opportunities for 
adolescents to voice their 
interests and ideas in the 
larger school can give them 
opportunities to express 
themselves, using a variety of 
literacy skills, in authentic 
ways. 

• the school community gives 
adolescents wider access to 
perspectives in a variety of 
situations. Within the school 
community, students have 
opportunities to learn 
appropriate ways to 
contribute their ideas, to 
advocate for themselves and 
others, and to see how they 
can have an impact. 

• parents are partners in 
their sons’ and daughters’ 
learning. When the 
communication lines are 
open and welcoming to 
parents, there is a greater 
chance for support for 
learning, and when issues 
arise, they can be 
addressed more effectively. 

• connecting with parents 
brings greater awareness 
and understanding of the 
diversity in the community. 
This brings a greater 
opportunity to reflect on 
how well the school 
reflects that diversity. 

• connecting with parents 
and other community 
members supports 
teachers to more actively 
connect their classroom 
practice to what is 
happening in the 
community, and the school 
to invite community 
members to bring greater 
awareness and 
appreciation of the 
diversity of the community. 
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SUPPORTING LITERACY LEARNING THROUGHOUT THE SCHOOL 
 

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT STUDENT VOICE PARENT CONNECTIONS 

SCHOOL 
LEADERS 
MAKE A 
DIFFERENCE 
BY 

• ensuring safe environments for 
learning of students and staff 
so that time and energy can be 
directed toward learning and 
school improvement priorities. 

• keeping the vision and goals for 
literacy clear so that what is 
important for learning is 
evident throughout the school. 
School leaders address the 
questions: “are our actions 
directed at our goal(s)?” and 
“are the priorities for learning 
evident all around the school?” 

• minimizing distractions which 
divert attention away from 
school improvement priorities. 

• modeling talk about literacy 
that sends messages about high 
expectations of students and 
that literacy is a shared 
responsibility across subjects. 

• establishing and promoting 
flexible learning spaces which 
promote literacy learning. 

• knowing about students’ 
interests, experiences and 
values, and promoting these 
so students see themselves 
reflected in their learning and 
in the life of the school. 

• modeling a growth mind-set 
concerning students’ abilities. 

• talking about student 
strengths and needs by 
referring to specific evidence 
(rather than assumptions). 

• finding opportunities to bring 
students into decision-making 
in meaningful ways so that 
students know that their input 
is valued and relevant, and 
providing follow-up so 
students see how their input 
contributes to processes and 
decisions. 

•  encouraging all staff to be 
welcoming and to 
communicate with students in 
ways that are respectful and 
takes into consideration 
adolescents’ previous learning 
and life experiences. 

• making school 
improvement goals 
evident, and the language 
clear and meaningful for 
parents, and 
communicating on an 
ongoing basis about the 
actions that are being 
taken toward the goals. 

• bringing greater 
understanding of literacy 
learning to parents (e.g., 
what’s on EQAO, the kinds 
of reading students can be 
expected to do). 

• monitoring the 
communications that are 
available to parents to 
ensure they are clear, 
accessible (translated 
when necessary), and 
considering what is 
required of parents to 
navigate the variety of 
forms, websites, and other 
forms of communication. 

• considering how parent 
perceptual data might be 
useful to school plans 
related to literacy learning. 

• ensuring that language and 
attitudes about parents are 
positive and inviting (e.g., 
that parents have 
something to offer rather 
than the school staff being 
experts). 
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SUPPORTING LITERACY LEARNING THROUGHOUT THE SCHOOL 
 

SCHOOL ENVIRONMENT STUDENT VOICE PARENT CONNECTIONS 

IDEAS 
INCLUDE 

• posting (in prominent places) 
the school improvement goal 
related to literacy (and other 
areas) using clear language. 

• creating literacy opportunities 
in morning announcements 
such as "word of the day" or 
daily inference challenges. 

• promoting the creation of 
displays directed at student 
interests such as a periodic 
table of comic book characters. 

• inviting staff to post what they 
are reading. 

• purchasing furniture for 
libraries or learning commons 
that can be reconfigured for 
flexible arrangements to 
support collaboration. 

• inviting students to leave 
messages on community 
boards on topics and issues to 
expand their sense of audience 
and purpose. 

• making texts available (e.g., in 
library, resource centre) in a 
variety of formats, including 
podcasts, online lessons, digital 
screens, and in a variety of 
languages. 

• posting mindmap posters in 
hallways where students can 
add their thinking about social 
justice initiatives such as girls’ 
education globally. 

• following and posting student 
tweets about a current event 
or global issue. 

• inviting students to post 
suggestions for books they 
want purchased for the 
library, and noting student 
promoter’s name on the inside 
cover of the purchased book. 

• promoting student clubs to 
create videos and posters to 
express their interests and 
activities, and treating 
students as curators and 
producers of texts. 

• incorporating diverse and 
representative student-
created content in school 
newsletters. 

• involving students in planning 
and running open houses for 
new students and highlight 
the literacy skills they are 
using to make it successful. 

• recruiting ‘marker’ students to 
provide input on how they are 
learning and inviting their 
suggestions on ways that help 
them learn. 

• involving student 
representation on school 
improvement teams. 

• involving students as 
researchers. 

• inviting students to browse 
vendor material and provide 
recommendations for 
purchases. 

• hosting lunch and learns or 
after-school sessions for 
parents to become more 
familiar (and less anxious) 
about teaching and 
learning (e.g., how iPads 
are used to support 
reading or writing). 

• heightening awareness 
about how non-traditional 
tasks support students’ 
reading, writing and 
thinking (e.g., how web 
quests support critical 
thinking). 

• hosting book clubs that 
involve students and their 
parents. 

• holding a parent focus 
group on school 
communications (e.g., Is 
the school website helpful? 
What is their preferred 
form of newsletter?). 

• posting parent information 
and news about student 
learning in a variety of 
public spaces in the 
community (e.g., grocery 
stores). 

• providing resources and 
information in multiple 
languages. 

• seeking input from parents 
related to school 
improvement planning. 

 
“Principals play a key role in honouring student voice and developing a school culture that promotes it.” - 
Student Identity and Engagement in Elementary Schools, 2011 

THE WHOLE SCHOOL SUPPORTS STUDENTS TO THINK, EXPRESS AND REFLECT 
When students are contributing content to school communications, they access authentic audiences 
that are likely to prompt them to be more invested in expressing their ideas. 
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Displays in hallways provide opportunities for students to 
consider authentic texts. For example, students can view a poster 
on bullying and think about its message, its impact, and how it is 
directed at students as an audience. 

Highlight how students are using their literacy skills to think, 
express, and reflect outside the classroom whether it’s in 
performances, listening to directions from a coach, or in how 
they communicate with each other in the school. 

Actively connecting with parents develops stronger community 
connections for students to get a sense of the way literacy is used 
in the larger community, for example, seeing what literacy skills 
people need in their roles. 

When the adults in the school are attuned to student voice, their students see 
them using active listening, posing open questions, and making decisions based 
on a variety of perspectives. 

This Leaders Connect provides a companion to Leaders Connect  in the Classroom 

“By engaging with parents and students in conversations that illuminate relevant family narratives, 
educators show they appreciate those things that define who the student is, not only as a learner but also 
as a person. Listening to both parent and child, we come to know what is important and valued and to 
develop shared high expectations.” - Parent Engagement: Working with Families/Supporting Student 
Learning, 2012 

LEADERS CONNECT 

Leadership Framework  
Connections 
Selling Directions 
Building Relationships and Developing 
People 
Improving the Instructional Program 
Securing Accountability 

School Effectiveness 
Framework Connections 
3.1 The teaching and learning environment is inclusive, promotes the intellectual engagement of all 
students and reflects individual student strengths, needs, learning preferences and cultural 
perspectives. 
3.3 Students are partners in dialogue and discussions to inform programs and activities in the 
classroom and school that represent the diversity, needs and interests of the student population. 
3.4 Students demonstrate a wide range of transferable skills such as teamwork, advocacy, leadership 
and global citizenship. 
4.6 Resources for students are relevant, current, accessible, inclusive and monitored for bias. 
6.2 Students, parents and community members are engaged and welcomed as respected, valued 
partners in student learning. 
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6.3 The school and community build partnerships to enhance learning opportunities and well-being for 
students. 
6.4 Learning opportunities, resources and supports are provided to help parents support student 
learning and have productive ongoing parent-teacher student conversations. 
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