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LEADERS CONNECT 

Q. How do school and system leaders support adolescent literacy learning and provide the basis 
for a comprehensive approach to literacy improvement? 
A. School and system leaders promote an environment which values adolescent literacy development 
and learners’ abilities to think, express and reflect. The Adolescent Literacy Guide: A Professional 
Learning Resource for Literacy, Grades 7-12 outlines five components of adolescent literacy: critical 
literacy, metacognition, questioning, strategy and voice and identity. These components, which apply 
across content areas, provide a basis for a comprehensive, cross-curricular approach to literacy for all 
students.  
 
School and system leaders can support and promote adolescent literacy learning and achievement in 
schools by 

• Making data-informed decisions 
• Ensuring purposeful staffing 
• Building capacity through instructional leadership 
• Monitoring implementation of literacy improvement plans 
• Collaborating with parents and the community 

 
“Just as the teachers truly comprehend instruction by doing it, principals need to see literacy instruction in 
action. To this end, there is a process of observing a classroom that will result in an opportunity for 
professional growth.” - Ontario Principals’ Council, 2009 

A VISION OF LITERACY FOR THE ADOLESCENT LEARNER 
All students are equipped with the literacy skills to be critical and creative thinkers, effective meaning 
makers and communicators, collaborative colearners, and innovative problem solvers in order to 
achieve personal, career and societal goals. 
 
All students, individually and with others, develop abilities to 
 
THINK access, manage, create and evaluate information in order 
to think imaginatively and critically to solve problems and make 
decisions, including those related to issues of fairness, equity and 
social justice; 
 
EXPRESS use language and images in rich and varied forms to 
read, write, listen, speak, view, represent, discuss and think 
critically about ideas; 
 
REFLECT apply metacognitive knowledge and skills, develop self 
advocacy, a sense of self-efficacy and interest in life-long learning. 
 
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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MAKING DATA-INFORMED DECISIONS 
School leaders use school-based qualitative and quantitative evidence to determine student literacy 
learning needs, and which will be used to determine their own professional learning needs and help set 
directions for teacher professional learning. This information is used to develop a school improvement 
plan which identifies specific goals, including those for literacy. The plan should be developed with staff 
and key stakeholders. 
 
Types of qualitative evidence may include 

• observations (e.g., from teacher anecdotes, Student Work Study Teacher (SWST) reports, 
information from literacy walk-throughs), 

• descriptive evidence from student voice surveys, 
• descriptive evidence from staff surveys. 

 
Types of literacy-related quantitative evidence may include 

• school and board data from provincial assessments (e.g., EQAO OSSLT school results and Item 
Information Reports (IIRs)), 

• school and board data from board literacy assessments (e.g., Ontario Comprehension 
Assessment (OCA), Ontario Writing Assessment (OWA), CASI Reading Assessment, Running 
Records, Developmental Reading Assessment (DRA)), 

• other evidence related to literacy achievement (e.g., report card grades, credit accumulation, 
mark distribution, and Learning Skills and Work Habits). 

 
It is important that school and system leaders guide the use of available evidence to make 
decisions related to literacy achievement. School teams are encouraged to include a 
broad range of evidence that indicate the literacy learning needs of all students, not just 
those who may be struggling. Leaders support school teams to identify student literacy 
learning needs and set direction related to literacy learning in the school. The school 
literacy team determines next steps for the professional learning needed to work toward 
the goals. 
 
“Effective schedule design has to be guided by student needs as well as curricular and instructional 
requirements. When a schedule is designed in response to these needs, it can become an ally instead of a 
barrier, providing time that teachers can use to address the learning needs of students.” - Irvin et al, 2009 

Leaders Connect 

Leadership Framework 
Setting Directions 

School Effectiveness Framework 
1.5 A variety of valid and reliable assessment data is used by students and teachers to continuously 
monitor learning, to inform instruction and assessment and to determine next steps. 
1.6 Assessment of learning provides evidence of student learning at or near the end of a period of 
learning. 
4.2 A clear emphasis on high levels of achievement in literacy and numeracy is evident throughout the 
school. 
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ENSURING PURPOSEFUL STAFFING 
School and system leaders make purposeful staffing decisions to positively impact the literacy learning 
and achievement for all adolescent learners. 
 
Consideration should be given to expertise, experience and qualifications when determining the staffing 
assignments. School and system leaders work to ensure that teachers with expertise in literacy 
development and effective instructional approaches (e.g., instruction based on literacy assessment 
information, gradual release, targeted small group instruction) , as much as possible, placed in a broad 
range of curriculum areas, to support effective literacy instruction for all students. Also, within schools 
and districts, support staff (e.g. teacher-librarian, Special Education Resource Teacher, Student Success 
Teacher, instructional coach, educational assistant, teacher-consultant) and programs can be utilized to 
promote professional learning for staff and literacy improvement for students. 
 
Careful consideration of literacy expertise should be given when determining who will hold positions of 
added responsibility. 

Leaders Connect 

Leadership Framework 
Building Relationships and Developing People 

School Effectiveness Framework 
2.1 Collaborative instructional leadership builds capacity to strengthen and enhance teaching and 
learning. 
2.4 Job-embedded and inquiry-based professional learning builds capacity, informs instructional 
practice and contributes to a culture of learning. 
4.1 A culture of high expectations supports the belief that all students can learn, progress and achieve. 
4.2 A clear emphasis on high levels of literacy achievement in literacy and numeracy is evident 
throughout the school. 

BUILDING CAPACITY THROUGH INSTRUCTIONAL LEADERSHIP 
Knowledge of evidence-based instructional strategies that support adolescent literacy learning and 
achievement is important for leading the improvement of instructional program which supports 
literacy. 
 
Once the plan for literacy improvement is established, school and system leaders purposefully 
encourage and, when possible, engage in models of professional learning (e.g., professional learning 
cycle) for and with staff. Consideration should be given to collaborative structures already established 
in schools and those occurring at the system level when designing opportunities for staff collaboration 
and observation. 
 
The school and system leaders ensure appropriate resources, including skilled facilitators (e.g., teacher-
consultants), are available to support and sustain the professional learning. Opportunities that focus on 
examining and moderating student work, for example, are highly effective. Information gathered from 
the learning should be used to make informed instructional decisions. It is powerful when school and 
system leaders participate in the professional learning as partners while at the same time continuing to 
develop their own skills related to advancing professional learning and improving literacy instruction. 
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Leaders Connect 

Leadership Framework 
Developing the Organization to Support Desired Practices 
Improving Instructional Program 

School Effectiveness Framework 
2.1 Collaborative instructional leadership builds capacity to strengthen and enhance teaching and 
learning. 
2.4 Job-embedded and inquiry-based professional learning builds capacity, informs instructional 
practice and contributes to a culture of learning. 
4.1 A culture of high expectations supports the belief that all students can learn, progress and achieve. 
4.2 A clear emphasis on high levels of literacy achievement in literacy and numeracy is evident 
throughout the school. 

MONITORING IMPLEMENTATION OF LITERACY IMPROVEMENT PLANS 
The monitoring process begins by knowing where staff and students are relative to the vision for 
adolescent literacy and to the plan for literacy improvement . The plan includes transparent check 
points which occur at designated times. 
 
One way to monitor implementation is through a literacy walkthrough. This information provides 
leaders with additional evidence about the extent to which effective literacy instruction is occurring in 
classrooms, and the extent to which the interventions are helping to move literacy learning forward. 
 
Opportunities should be provided to gather feedback from staff and students regarding the 
implementation of the school improvement plan. School and system leaders should be constantly 
reflecting on the school’s progress toward the literacy goal. In monitoring the school improvement plan, 
school and system leaders are modeling the cycle of inquiry for their staff. Ultimately, school and 
system leaders have a significant impact on how the literacy plan lives in a school. 

Leaders Connect 

Leadership Framework 
Improving Instructional Program 
Securing Accountability 

School Effectiveness Framework 
1.5 A variety of valid and reliable assessment data is used by students and teachers to continuously 
monitor learning, to inform instruction and assessment and to determine next steps. 
1.7 Ongoing communication is in place to allow students, teachers and parents to effectively monitor 
student learning. 
 
“The home can be a nurturing place where the achievement of students… Schools have an important role 
in helping parents to learn the language of schooling so that the parents can provide every possible 
assistance to their children in terms of developing the child’s learning and love of learning, and in creating 
the highest possible shared expectations for learning.” - Hattie, 2011 

COLLABORATING WITH PARENTS AND COMMUNITY 
Sharing school literacy goals with parents and community members is an important part of supporting 
adolescent literacy development. School and system leaders should seek the input of parents and 
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community partners regarding adolescent literacy needs, how they can support the school, and the 
questions that they might have. For example, a school principal can organize a parent information 
session where evidence-based literacy strategies are modeled, the literacy goal(s) from the school 
improvement plan is explained, and suggestions about how to support literacy development at home 
can be shared . 

Leaders Connect 

Leadership Framework 
Building Relationships and Developing People 
Securing Accountability 

School Effectiveness Framework 
6.1 The School Council has a meaningful role in supporting learning and achievement for students. 
6.2 Students, parents and community members are engaged and welcomed as respected, valued 
partners. 
6.3 The school and community build partnerships to enhance learning opportunities for students. 
6.4 Learning opportunities, resources and supports are provided to help parents support student 
learning and have productive parent-teacher-student conversations. 
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