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A reality that has remained unchanged for many decades 
is the fact that two-thirds of third grade students in 
Nashville cannot read on grade-level. Literacy is not only a 
foundational skill we should teach; it is a fundamental right 
we must provide to all of our children. The time to right this 
wrong is now – and our commitment is unwavering. 

This literacy plan represents the culmination of months of 
reviewing research, best practices and theories that will, when 
implemented with integrity, make a difference for our students. 
It represents the good that can come from collective community 
impact and is in direct alignment with Tennessee’s rigorous 
standards, Metro Schools’ strategic framework and other 
community initiatives like the Blueprint to Early Childhood 
Success. Most importantly, this literacy plan represents the good 
work already underway in classrooms throughout our district. 

Through the lens of advanced literacy, Metro Nashville 
Public Schools will provide our 86,000 students with 
rich texts that inspire them and focused instruction that 
challenges them to discover their full potential. Our teachers 
will be empowered to make data-informed decisions and 
will be supported with professional development. 
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SECTION 1



“Strong literacy skills give students not only the ability 
but the confidence to communicate with others.” 

-MNPS TEACHER



9METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

OUR CALL TO ACTION 

“This is the greatest civil right we can give our children – the ability 
to read, speak, and comprehend. Literacy is the one area that 
can have the most significant and long-term positive impact on a 
student’s educational success and their success in life overall.”i 

DR. SHAWN JOSEPH 
MNPS DIRECTOR OF SCHOOLS

These words embody our beliefs about and commitment to 
literacy. Literacy is more than a skill, habit, or understanding – it’s 
a gatekeeper to opportunity. People who are literate have expanded 
access to academic opportunities, such as advanced coursework 
and postsecondary education, as well as personal and professional 
opportunities, including higher-paying jobs, home ownership, and 
better health. Conversely, those who are not proficient in literacy 
often face a wide range of challenges: low literacy rates correlate 
with low graduation rates, sporadic employment, increased 
dependence on social programs, and higher rates of incarceration.ii  

Because literacy is so central to fulfilling life and liberty, we view 
literacy instruction not as a subject we should teach, but as a civil 
right we must provide to our children. 

Our goal as a district is to create an environment that promotes 
active student engagement and consistent improvement in 
academic achievement among Pre-K-12 students from all 
backgrounds and programs.viii

WHAT IS LITERACY?
Literacy is the ability to read, write, 
listen, speak, and think critically in 
order to build and communicate 
knowledge. These abilities should 
be able to be applied flexibly across 
academic subjects and cultural contexts 
and with a range of media, including 
visual, audible, and digital materials.iii

THE COST OF LOW LITERACY  

9 out of 10 
HIGH SCHOOL DROPOUTS 

STRUGGLED TO READ 
IN THIRD GRADE.

- THE ANNIE E. CASEY FOUNDATION iv

YOUTH WHO FAIL TO  
COMPLETE HIGH SCHOOL  

BY AGE 20 ARE

7
TIMES MORE LIKELY TO BE 

PERSISTENTLY POOR.

- THE URBAN INSTITUTE v

2/3 

OF ALL YOUTH IN THE  

JUVENILE COURT SYSTEM 

COULD NOT READ IN  

FOURTH GRADE.

- U.S. DEPARTMENT OF JUSTICE vi 

$3.1 
BILLION
SPENT ANNUALLY  

TO IMPROVE THE  

LITERACY SKILLS OF  

ENTRY-LEVEL WORKERS.

- NATIONAL COMMISSION  

ON WRITING vii 
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GOAL 1: Create an environment that promotes active 
student engagement and consistent improvement in academic 
achievement among pre-K-12 students from all backgrounds 
and programs.

WHAT IS A COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN AND WHY 
DOES IT MATTER?

A literacy plan is an essential blueprint for improving student 
achievement. It presents a comprehensive and shared vision of 
what literacy learning should look like in our district. It builds 
off the district’s Strategic Framework and seeks to connect 
to the community as a whole. The plan’s main purpose is to 
set clear expectations for rigor in curriculum content and for 
the ways content is shared with students. The plan provides 
recommendations for intentional and differentiated reading 
and writing practices for grades PreK-12 and serves as an 
information storehouse and agenda for student literacy goals. 

The plan will also serve as a guide for MNPS as we make calculated 
efforts to increase student proficiency in literacy and provide a 
consistent framework from which to work. The comprehensive 
literacy plan, along with the district’s instructional framework, 
provide a roadmap for high-quality, integrated instruction that 
supports the goals of our academic standards and prepares 
students for postsecondary education and the workforce. 

This literacy plan is not designed to take the place of existing 
priorities, nor should it be viewed as something new. Rather, it 
seeks to bring together current initiatives, such as the Three 
Core Actions and Balanced Literacy 2.0, within a contextualized 
space. This literacy plan is not a to-do list; it is a discussion 
about what we believe about literacy and the ways students 
should think and feel as they engage in literacy learning. 

This document is a starting point for teachers, schools, and 
other stakeholders as we reflect on learning, instruction, and 
student achievement. The information in this plan and our 
ongoing observations of its implementation will inspire 
innovation and further literacy work across all content areas.

This literacy plan supports the broader work of the district. 
Specifically, this plan will help us realize the following goals of 
our Strategic Framework (www.mnps.org/strategicplan):

GOAL 4: Create strong partnerships with our family members, 
guardians, and the community to collectively improve student 
outcomes and MNPS’ contribution to greater Nashville.

“I have seen literacy provide 
students a voice so they can 
communicate their story to others. 
This story might include struggles, 
successes, relationships and hopes 
that make them who they are. 
Literacy provides a way for them 
to organize their thoughts, write 
them down and express their story 
in a way that evokes powerful 
emotion and human connection.” 

-MNPS DISTRICT LEADER

CONNECTION TO THE STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK

https://www.mnps.org/strategicplan
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Additionally, the vision for literacy laid out in this 
plan affirms and builds on the Three Core Actions 
the district has already identified as priorities for 
literacy instruction. The Three Core Actions are:

WHO IS THIS PLAN FOR?

This plan is written with all stakeholders in mind. We hope that 
students, teachers, school and district leaders, families, and 
community members see themselves and their priorities reflected 
throughout this plan. 

School and district leaders and teachers in all grade levels should 
actively use the literacy plan to guide decision making around 
instruction, programming, and resource allocation. Non-
English Language Arts (ELA) teachers should also review this 
plan closely and look for ways to support and develop students’ 
diverse literacies across the content areas. Likewise, families and 
community members should actively explore this plan and find 
ways to integrate its recommendations into homes, neighborhoods, 
and other out-of-school settings. 

As a school district, making sure all children receive excellent 
literacy instruction is our chief priority. But, the stakes are high, and 
we can’t do it alone. All members of our community – teachers, 
principals, families, community associations, businesses, faith-
based communities, elected officials – possess knowledge, 
resources, or relationships that can support our children in 
meeting their literacy goals. This literacy plan is an invitation to all 
of Nashville to learn more about what literacy is, what it can and 
should look like within classrooms, and how it can be developed 
outside of classrooms. This plan is an opportunity to build a shared 
vision of student success and reflect more deeply on how students 
should think and feel while they learn. 

Most importantly, this plan is an invitation to join us. We believe 
that if all stakeholders share a clear understanding of what 
literacy learning should look like and a bold commitment to 
doing their part, together we can give our children the rights and 
opportunities they deserve.

2

TALK
Ask questions and facilitate discussions 
that prompt critical thinking and 
guide students toward deeper 
comprehension of the text(s).

1
TEXT
Focus each lesson on a high‑quality 
text (or multiple texts)

3
TASK 
Employ text‑specific and standards‑aligned 
tasks, both oral and written, that engage 
all students in the content of the lesson.

“I grew up in a poor family. My 
home was traumatizing and 
learning to read was the least of 
my problems. There was alcohol, 
drug abuse and domestic violence. 
There wasn’t rich vocabulary, 
bookshelves or bedtime stories. 
We moved around a lot. I was 
part of a family cycle that had 
gone on for generations and 
the likelihood of me getting out 
was slim. But then, Mrs. Green 
told my mom to stay for one 
year and she would teach me to 
read. She stayed after school with 
me three days a week. She sent 
home books for me to read to my 
younger brother and sister. I was 
in second grade and thought I 
was dumb. It turned out, that was 
untrue. Mrs. Green saved my life.” 

-MNPS DISTRICT LEADER

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OWksxp09h0UxTsP1oq4ufydjwHpHrsXs/view
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USING THIS PLAN

This plan is designed to provide clear and actionable information 
to its many and diverse readers. The next section, “Where We Are 
and Where We’re Heading” outlines the district’s current literacy 
achievement and sets specific metrics for moving forward. The 
section on “Advanced Literacy” defines and describes what high-
quality literacy learning should look and feel like. It outlines 
specific hallmarks of advanced literacy instruction and illustrates 
these hallmarks through a series of classroom portraits. We 
include specific sections that discuss the role of advanced literacy 
across the content areas and offer guidance on how to support 
diverse learners. We also created a section with suggestions 
for how families and community members can engage in the 
work of literacy learning alongside our children. Finally, the 

“Commitments” section lists the district’s specific goals for 
actualizing improvement.

We encourage all readers of this document to ask questions, make 
connections, and identify the information and recommendations 
that are most relevant to them. Furthermore, we hope that by 
sharing a common language and vision for literacy in our city, 
we will increase collaboration and accountability and make more 
aligned, strategic, and unified decisions that support all students. 

Throughout this plan, you will read about advanced literacy. 
Advanced literacy is an approach to literacy learning that 
emphasizes critical thinking, knowledge building, and 
communication within rigorous and authentic instructional 
environments. The goal of advanced literacy instruction 
is to empower students with knowledge and skills that 
increase their access to academic, professional, and 
personal opportunities. Our vision for advanced literacy 
is informed by Tennessee’s academic standards, state and 
local policy, current research in the field of education, 
and a sincere belief that all children can learn. 

MORE INFORMATION ABOUT ADVANCED 
LITERACY CAN BE FOUND ON PAGE 19. 
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WHERE WE ARE AND WHERE 
WE’RE HEADING

Current district data show that 27.8% of third graders and 22.8% of 
eighth graders demonstrated On Track or Mastered achievement 
in the area of English language arts, as measured by the state’s 
summative assessment. In high school, 22.8% of students passed 
the English I End of Course exam and 30.7% passed it for English 
II. The average composite ACT (American College Testing) score 
for students in MNPS in 2017 is 19.0, compared to a state average 
of 19.6 and a national average of 21.0. These literacy scores are 
comparable to results from past years, even as literacy has been a 
district priority for decades.ix  GOAL:

All MNPS students will become proficient 
in advanced literacy by participating in 
daily and rigorous instruction that builds 
knowledge, promotes critical thinking, 
and encourages thoughtful and confident 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing.

27.8

22.8

22.8

30.7

% of third graders

% of eighth graders

% of students in English I

% of students in English II

MNPS students demonstrating On Track or Mastered 

achievement in English language arts

MNPS high school students passing End of Course exam

While MNPS has seen improvement in recent years, including an 
increase in English II proficiency and higher graduation rates, we 
know that our present rates of achievement are not sufficient given 
the significant real-world impact of literacy. Moving forward, both 
our ambition and sense of urgency is high. We are committed to 
a set of goals, outcomes, and actions that are targeted, bold, and, 
most importantly, transformative for our community. 

First and foremost, our goal is for all students to develop the 
advanced literacy knowledge and skill needed to take full 
advantage of academic and personal opportunities. This 
includes the capacity and academic record needed to choose a 
postsecondary pathway or career of interest. For students to reach 
this goal, they must have access to an academic environment 
where they can participate in daily and rigorous literacy 
instruction that builds knowledge and vocabulary across all 
content areas, promotes critical thinking, and encourages them to 
be thoughtful, precise, and confident communicators. 
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Through challenging and interesting reading and writing 
experiences, students will develop advanced literacy proficiencies. 
As a result, we will expect the following outcomes: 

OUTCOME #1: 

By 2025, MNPS will - at least - double the number of third graders 
who are able to demonstrate grade level literacy knowledge and skill, 
from 27.8% to 56%, as measured by 1) a nationally-normed interim 
benchmark assessment, administered three times per year, and 2) 
the state summative assessment.

Third grade is a benchmark year for elementary students. 
Children reading on or above grade level by the end of third 
grade are likely to stay on or above level and graduate high 
school on time.x  Also, students’ attitudes toward school 
begin to cement at this age. Children who feel confident in 
their reading and find it enjoyable are more likely to seek out 
opportunities to read and write both in and out of school. 

OUTCOME #2: 

Beginning in the 2018-19 school year, all middle schools will 
increase literacy proficiency by 3% annually, as measured by 1) 
Measures of Academic Progress: Reading (MAP-R), a nationally-
normed interim benchmark reading assessment, administered three 
times per year, and 2) TNReady, the state’s summative assessment.

Middle school students who are proficient in English 
language arts have greater access to higher-level high school 
coursework, including Advanced Placement and International 
Baccalaureate classes. Furthermore, students who enter high 
school on grade level are able to complete their required 
coursework on time, creating opportunities to take elective 
classes that develop their talents and spark interest in post-
secondary coursework and careers. Conversely, students who 
enter high school unable to read on grade level must often 
repeat required classes, delaying graduation and creating 
a sense of frustration that can lead to dropping out. 

OUTCOME #3: 

Beginning in the 2018-19 school year, all high schools 
will increase their average combined Reading and 
English ACT score by at least 0.1 points annually.   

The ACT sets a benchmark score of 18 for English and 22 
for Reading. According to the ACT, students who earn these 
scores have a high probability of success in postsecondary 
coursework.xi Additionally, these scores satisfy requirements for 
postsecondary remedial coursework and make students eligible 
for the HOPE scholarship. Students who have to take remedial 
coursework must delay taking the credit-bearing classes needed 
for certificates and degrees, which can extend the number of 
semesters students spend in school and increase tuition costs. 

“I write all of the time – even in 
the car. I tried writing while riding 
my bicycle but fell off. I didn’t 
hurt myself. I have a journal at 
home and school. I like to write 
non-fiction stories. Writing is my 
favorite thing to do. I sneak to 
write sometimes. I like sharing my 
stories during writing workshop at 
school. I want to bring my stories 
home for my mom to read.” 

-MNPS THIRD GRADE  STUDENT



15METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

OUTCOME #4: 

Beginning in the 2018-19 school year, all schools will reduce the 
percentage of students considered “at risk” in reading by 3%, as 
measured by 1) Measures of Academic Progress: Reading (MAP-R).

Students who fall behind in reading often become limited 
in their ability to access grade-level content and engage in 
learning alongside their peers. Ensuring students receive the 
support they need to catch up, at all levels and especially early 
on, is critical to providing equitable opportunities for all. 

NOTE: Outcomes may be revised or added once baseline data is 
established. We commit to regularly reviewing our assessment 
tools to ensure our priorities are appropriately reflected in 
our measurements. Specifically, we will look to add authentic 
measures that more accurately capture students’ speaking, writing, 
and critical thinking abilities across content areas. We are also 
investigating ways to better incorporate the work of families and 
community members within our outcomes. 

These outcomes, connected together, create a trajectory 
of student achievement from elementary school through 
high school and postsecondary. They highlight the 
need for literacy support and development throughout 
students’ schooling and underscore the significant role 
literacy plays in a child’s academic and personal life. 

It is essential to remember that these outcomes, though important, 
are proxy indicators of our real goal: that all MNPS students 
are broadly knowledgeable, critical thinkers who are able to 
communicate their understandings clearly and with purpose. We 
commit to supporting all students in meeting this goal, regardless 
of their age, family income, English proficiency, abilities and 
disabilities, current level of achievement in school, or any other 
trait or circumstance.  





SECTION 2



“If not for reading, my childhood would have been 
unbearable. Reading allowed an outlet for escape 

that helped me cope with my surroundings.” 
-MNPS TEACHER
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DEFINING ADVANCED LITERACY

Students growing up in the 21st century experience new demands 
as learners. The creation and expansion of new technologies, 
rapid industrial change, and globalization require students and 
professionals to regularly – and quickly – learn, apply, adjust, 
assess, and solve new information and problems. The way we 
teach literacy must also then evolve, with less attention paid to 
memorization and the mastery of static skills and more focus 
given to critical and creative thinking, analysis, communication, 
collaboration, and the ability to apply literacy learning flexibly and 
in diverse settings. We define this kind of literacy teaching and 
learning, with a focus on developing knowledge, thinking, and 
application, as advanced literacy. 

AUTHENTICITY AND PURPOSE 
Advanced literacy requires students to read, write, listen, and speak, 
but with a purpose that extends beyond the simple demonstration 
of those abilities. Advanced literacy instruction pushes students to 
read, write, listen, and speak in pursuit of deeper comprehension, 
meaning making, vocabulary development, and knowledge 
building. Students empowered by advanced literacy knowledge 
approach their learning with authentic goals: they use their 
literacies to solve problems, pursue lines of inquiry, develop 
hobbies and interests, build and share new knowledge, better 
understand or communicate with particular audiences, and 
improve their communities.  
 

MEANINGFUL EXPRESSION 
Advanced literacy places equal emphasis on expression – speaking 
and writing – as it does on receptive comprehension (listening 
and reading). When students can communicate clearly and 
compellingly, they are able to initiate their own opportunities, 
advocate for their interests, collaborate with others, and contribute 
to civic and democratic discourse.  
 

STUDENT VOICE 
Instruction that supports advanced literacy does not position the 
teacher as the director of learning, but rather recognizes students 
as meaning makers and pushes them to do the heavy lifting of 
comprehending, evaluating, and presenting information and 
opinions. This approach to learning values the experiences and 
ideas that students bring with them to school as assets onto which 
new knowledge can be built. 
 

A BELIEF IN ALL STUDENTS 
We believe that all students are capable of developing and 
mastering advanced literacies, regardless of their age, 
background experiences, socioeconomic status, native 
language, or past academic performances. In fact, we believe 
that students are more likely to engage with and achieve 
advanced literacy when instruction is challenging, enables 
them to build new and useful knowledge and skills, encourages 
discussion and creative thinking, and invites them to make 
connections with their various identities and communities. 

WHAT IS ADVANCED 
LITERACY?
Advanced literacy is an approach to 
literacy learning that emphasizes critical 
thinking, knowledge building, and 
communication within rigorous and 
authentic instructional environments. The 
goal of advanced literacy instruction is 
to empower students with knowledge 
and skills that increase their access to 
academic, professional, and personal 
opportunities, and along the way foster a 
lifelong interest in reading and writing.
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Advanced literacy is nurtured authentically in all subjects.  
Students should be given opportunities to read, write, listen,  
and speak in all of their academic subjects. Students should 
be taught the specific ways of reading, writing, and  
communicating that are authentic to the subject they 
are studying.

Advanced literacy develops strong foundational and  
language skills that support comprehension. 
Foundational and language skills, such as phonics, fluency, 
and conventions of standard English, should be taught 
explicitly and systematically at all grade levels. Students 
should be given frequent opportunities to apply these skills 
in the context of authentic reading and writing activities. 

Advanced literacy requires regular practice 
with complex and worthy texts. 
Frequent engagement with rigorous texts prepares 
students for the increasing literacy demands they’ll 
encounter in postsecondary courses and in the 
workforce. Exposure to informative and well-crafted texts 
builds students’ knowledge of the world and provides 
models on which they can base their own writing.

THE SEVEN HALLMARKS OF 
ADVANCED LITERACY

The goal of advanced literacy instruction is to empower students 
with knowledge and skills that increase their access to academic, 
professional, and personal opportunities. To achieve this goal, 
advanced literacy instruction must reflect a specific set of beliefs 
and actions about teaching and learning. 

In MNPS, we assert and embrace the following hallmarks of 
advanced literacy instruction. While each hallmark stands alone as 
important, all hallmarks are connected and work together to create 
a learning environment centered on knowledge building, critical 
thinking, and thoughtful expression. We believe that all students 
deserve rigorous and authentic instruction and, with appropriate 
differentiation, are capable of the high levels of engagement and 
achievement represented by these hallmarks.   

These hallmarks are aligned with current district initiatives, 
including Balanced Literacy 2.0 and the Three Core Actions, and 
seek to position the district’s ongoing work within a broader 
framework for teaching and learning that emphasizes mindsets 
alongside instructional actions.

THE SEVEN HALLMARKS OF ADVANCED LITERACY
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Advanced literacy requires frequent opportunities 
for student interaction and talk. 
Classroom discussion gives students practice explaining 
information, ideas, and arguments. It creates opportunities 
to listen to alternative ideas and encourages students to 
adjust and expand their thinking. When class time is devoted 
to student-led talk, teachers step back, elevating kids’ voices 
and creating a culture where everyone’s ideas are valued. 
MNPS uses an Accountable Talk® model, which stresses 
accountability to the learning community, to accurate 
knowledge, and to rigorous thinking.  

Advanced literacy requires regular practice with 
rigorous and authentic tasks. 
Tasks are the activities students engage with in response 
to the texts they read. Tasks prompt students to reread 
closely, analyze language and graphics, debate meaning, 
and develop their own interpretations of a text. 
Thoughtfully-created and challenging tasks strengthen 
students’ understanding of texts by pushing them to think in 
deeper and different ways. 

Advanced literacy is relevant to students’ lives. 
Literacy teaching should incorporate and reflect students’ 
interests and cultural backgrounds and help them think about 
and solve issues and problems that matter to them. When 
learning feels personal and purposeful, student motivation 
and joy increase.

Advanced literacy recognizes and develops 
students’ literacies.

“Advanced literacy” does not mean advancing only a specific 
kind of literacy, such as academic literacy, but rather 
supporting students in developing a range of thinking and 
communication abilities, or literacies. These include digital, 
visual, and multicultural literacies.
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EXAMPLE

In their seventh grade science class, students read 
informational texts about the structures and functions 
of various organelles. Before looking at cells under a 
microscope, students write about what they think they’ ll 
see, including specific predictions for how plant and animal 
cells will look different. The next day, their teacher shows 
them images of different cells and students debate whether 
the cells come from plants or animals, based on knowledge 
gained from their previous research. Later, students study 
how cells react to different stimuli and develop their 
technical writing by completing a lab report. [GLE 0707.1.1]

These same students are studying significant historical 
speeches in their English language arts class. They read 
John F. Kennedy’s inaugural address, discuss what he 
meant by “ask not what your country can do for you - ask 
what you can do for your country”, find specific language 
in the speech that supports this theme, and debate which 
sections of his speech are most persuasive. Students 
choose from a list of other notable speeches, read and 
analyze the text, and write a summary explaining the 
speech’s main idea and how the speaker supports it 
through specific arguments and language. [7.RI.KID.2]

In both of these units, students read informational 
texts, make inferences based on their reading, construct 
arguments using evidence, and write explanatory texts.

HALLMARK #1: ADVANCED LITERACY IS NURTURED 
AUTHENTICALLY IN ALL SUBJECTS

Students should be given opportunities to read, write, listen, 
and speak in all of their academic subjects. Literacy is complex, 
and students need the chance to test out their developing 
skills in a range of settings. This frequent practice helps 
students refine skills over time and encourages them to make 
connections across subjects. 

Students should be taught the specific ways of reading, writing, 
and communicating that are inherent to and enhance the subject 
they are studying. For example, in history class students learn 
how to identify and analyze primary and secondary sources and 
how to read relevant graphics, including maps and timelines; in 
math class, students learn how symbols carry meaning, write 
equations and proofs, and use domain-specific vocabulary, such 
as cosine, exponent, and median; in art class students observe 
and debate the meaning of visual images. 

Research shows that literacy, like many other skills, is developed 
through practice. The more literacy experiences students 
participate in across subject areas, the more their reading, writing, 
and speaking skills improve.xii  

“Students need the opportunity 
to engage with a large amount 
of texts. Students should 
spend a substantial portion of 
their day listening to, reading, 
thinking, talking, and writing 
about texts. The amount of 
time students spend reading 
and listening to text is a major 
contributor to improvement 
in students’ vocabulary and 
comprehension. Additionally, 
regular practice reading is 
essential to develop students’ 
fluency and word recognition.”

- TEACHING LITERACY IN TENNESSEE,  
TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATIONxiii



23METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

HALLMARK #2: ADVANCED LITERACY DEVELOPS 
STRONG FOUNDATIONAL AND LANGUAGE SKILLS THAT 
SUPPORT COMPREHENSION

Foundational and language skills are essential at all grade 
levels. Students begin by learning basic concepts of print and 
how sounds and letters form words, and progress to more 
complex word analysis and sophisticated application of oral 
and written language. Foundational and language skills are not 
basic skills reserved only for elementary students: they are tools 
for all students at all levels to both break down and compose 
challenging and nuanced texts. 

PRE-K EXAMPLE

Students interact with the song “Old McDonald Had a 
Farm.” As they sing, they listen for specific words and count 
the words in each verse. They listen to their teacher read 
the song from a large-print book and distinguish between 
words and illustrations. 

SIXTH-GRADE EXAMPLE

Students read the poem “Casey At the Bat” by Ernest Thayer 
and use their knowledge of syllabication and morphology 
to decode and comprehend complex words like preceded, 
multitude, and sphereoid.

SECOND-GRADE EXAMPLE

Students read the book “The Fire Cat” by Esther Averill 
and identify words with different phonics patterns that 
produce the long i sound, including fire, slide, good-bye, 
and the name Mrs. Goodkind. Later, they look for these 
same phonics patterns when reading each other’s writing. 

11TH-GRADE EXAMPLE

Students write short narratives using different verb tenses, 
then analyze how the use of different verb forms affects 
the meaning and tone of their stories. The following week, 
students experiment with punctuation and how it can be 
used to add emphasis or suspense in writing.

“Literacy is a multi-faceted, 
complex relationship of 
interrelated skills. The ultimate 
goal of literacy instruction is for 
students to become proficient 
readers and writers. Before 
proficiency can be achieved, 
children must adequately develop 
the essential foundational skills 
during the early grades.”

- TENNESSEE ACADEMIC STANDARDSxiv
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The Tennessee Academic Standards for foundational skills (K-5) 
and language (6-12) stretch across all grade levels and include 
the following concepts. (More detailed definitions of these 
terms can be found in the glossary.)

PRINT CONCEPTS – understanding the organization and basic 
features of print

PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS – understanding spoken words, syllables, 
and sounds

PHONICS AND WORD RECOGNITION – understanding the relationship 
between letters and sounds and how groups of letters form words and 
word meanings; the decoding process

WORD AND SENTENCE COMPOSITION – understanding how sounds and 
words are represented through text; the encoding process

FLUENCY – reading with appropriate accuracy, rate, and expression

VOCABULARY ACQUISITION AND USE – acquiring, recognizing, and 
applying general academic and subject-specific words and their 
meanings with accuracy and precision; using knowledge of word parts 
to determine the meaning of unknown words (morphology)

CONVENTIONS OF STANDARD ENGLISH – knowledge and application of 
English grammar and usage in both oral and written form

KNOWLEDGE OF LANGUAGE – understanding how language functions in 
different contexts

“Unlocking the voice of the 
seventh-grade boy who had 
silenced himself because he 
could not spell was a powerful 
moment for me. Once he realized 
that he could ‘fix’ the spelling 
(using a peer reviewer or spell 
checker or voice transcription 
on his own phone), he was off 
and running. He didn’t think of 
himself as ‘dumb’ anymore.” 

-UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR IN NASHVILLE

When students develop confidence and automaticity with 
the mechanics of reading and writing, they free up their 
cognitive attention to focus on deep comprehension and 
creative expression. Conversely, students who lack foundational 
literacy understandings are easily slowed down and frustrated 
by the demands of decoding and encoding and are less able 
to attend to the ideas, structure, and meanings of text.

It is not enough for students to name letters or print words. 
Students must understand how letters, sounds, words, and 
sentences work together to form text and create ideas. Students 
must be given opportunities to apply their developing 
foundational and language skills by reading, writing, and 
sharing real stories and informational texts. Reading and writing 
tasks should also be connected; that is, if students are working 
with one skill in a spelling lesson, they should have another 
opportunity to practice that same skill during a reading lesson. 
 
While certain foundational and language skills are 
designated by the standards to be taught in specific grade 
levels, students who have not yet mastered important skills 
require support, regardless of their current grade levels. With 
appropriately-aligned intervention and encouragement, 
struggling readers will make progress toward the mastery 
of grade level standards. Identifying the exact place where 
a student’s foundational understanding breaks down is 
essential for providing targeted and effective instruction. 
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SKILLS-BASED AND KNOWLEDGE-BASED 
COMPETENCIES 

Proficient readers and writers use both skills-based and 
knowledge-based competencies to make meaning from and 
create text. Both are vitally important, and neither serves as the 
foundation for the other; rather, students must develop 
skills-based and knowledge-based competencies at the same time.

SKILLS-BASED COMPETENCIES

These competencies can be learned completely and are 
universally needed to read and write. Skills-based competencies 
support students in understanding how letters, sounds, and 
words work in print. 

• Print concepts 
• Phonics and word recognition 
• Word composition (spelling) 
• Fluency

KNOWLEDGE-BASED COMPETENCIES

These competencies are developed across a lifetime and are not 
identical for all readers. Knowledge-based competencies support 
students in creating meaning from text. 

• The ability to understand and express complex Ideas 
• Vocabulary 
• Oral language skills 
• Concepts about the world

STUDENTS BUILD SKILLS-BASED AND KNOWLEDGE-BASED 
COMPETENCIES BY… 

• Engaging in a high volume of reading; 
• Reading and listening to complex texts that are on or 

beyond grade level; 
• Thinking deeply about and responding to text through 

speaking and writing; 
• Developing the skill and craft of a writer; and 
• Practicing foundational skills that have been taught explicitly 

and systematically and applied through reading and writing.

- BORROWED AND ADAPTED FROM TEACHING LITERACY IN TENNESSEE, 
TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

“Students need practice with 
foundational literacy skills that 
have been explicitly taught and 
systematically applied through 
reading and writing. Every 
reading and writing experience 
should provide students with an 
opportunity to develop multiple 
skills-based competencies. 
Teachers should provide explicit 
and systematic instruction on 
foundational skills, such as: 
print concepts, phonological 
awareness, phonics and word 
recognition, word composition, 
and fluency. Once students 
receive instruction in particular 
skills based on a carefully planned 
sequence, they will progress 
more quickly when provided 
with opportunities to apply those 
skills in the context of authentic 
reading and writing as opposed 
to isolated skill and drill work.”

-  TEACHING LITERACY IN TENNESSEE, 
TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION
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HALLMARK #3: ADVANCED LITERACY REQUIRES 
REGULAR PRACTICE WITH COMPLEX AND WORTHY 
TEXTS

Text complexity is a measure of a text’s level of difficulty. 
Frequent engagement with rigorous text prepares learners for 
the technically-demanding informational texts and intricate 
and expressive literary texts they’ll encounter in high school, 
postsecondary, and the workforce.

Students should also be given the opportunity to read and explore 
high-quality texts that are worthy of their time and attention, 
that exhibit exceptional craft and thought, that provide useful, 
interesting, and relevant information, and that are culturally 
relevant for MNPS’ diverse student population.xvii  Exposure to 
these kinds of texts develops students’ sense of the richness of 
literature, the utility of reading, and provides inspiration and 
models for their own writing.A LANDMARK STUDY 

conducted by the ACT compared students 
who earned a college-ready score on 
its reading assessment with those who 
did not. It found that both groups of 
students scored similarly on measures of 
comprehension and knowledge of textual 
elements. The difference was in their 
ability to read complex texts. Students 
who could read complex texts scored 
higher on the ACT, had higher college 
enrollment rates, higher college GPAs, 

and higher college retention rates.xvi

Complex and worthy narrative texts have interesting plots, dynamic 
characters, vivid language, engaging illustrations, and address 
thematically-rich issues. They inspire students to imagine new worlds, 
reflect on their own identities and communities, build empathy, and 
cultivate a love of reading.

EXEMPLAR NARRATIVE TEXT FOR 
SIXTH-EIGHTH GRADE

“Refugee”
by Alan Gratz

“They pushed on through driving rain and roiling seas for 
what felt like an eternity. It might have been ten hours or 
ten minutes, Mahmoud didn’t know. All he knew was that 
he wanted it to end, and end now. This was worse than 
Aleppo. Worse than bombs falling and soldiers shooting 
and drones buzzing overhead. In Aleppo, at least, he could 
run. Hide. Here he was at the mercy of nature, an invisible 
brown speck in an invisible black rubber dinghy in the 
middle of a great black sea. If it wanted to, the ocean could 
open its mouth and swallow him and no one in the whole 
wide world would ever know he was gone. And then that’s 
exactly what it did.” xviii  

1 CORE ACTION 1

TEXT
Focus each lesson on a high‑
quality text (or multiple texts)



27METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

Complex and worthy informational texts share new information 
that is interesting, useful, and relevant to answering questions or 
solving problems. They build students’ knowledge of the world, 
spark curiosities, and encourage further research and exploration.

EXEMPLAR INFORMATIONAL TEXT TO READ ALOUD FOR 
K-FIRST GRADE

“How People Learned to Fly”
by Fran Hodgkins 

“People also learned about air. Air is made of tiny particles 
called molecules. When you walk or run, you push through 
air molecules. They push back on you, too, even though 
you usually don’t feel the push unless the wind blows.”xix

When selecting texts for study, teachers should reference the 
Tennessee Academic Standards; seek guidance from librarians, 
literacy teacher development specialists (LTDSs), professional 
organizations, and other teachers who can recommend complex 
and quality texts; aim to develop students’ understanding of 
the world and its people; sequence texts coherently and in 
ways that build knowledge; and consider topics that align to 
students’ interests and that are relevant to their communities.

The amount and type of complex text students engage with 
should vary by subject, and this variety is important for 
developing students’ disciplinary literacies. For example, 
students in an ELA class will read a range of genres, including 
poems, plays, articles, and novels. Students in math class 
will read and make sense of equations, proofs, and word 
problems. Students in music class will focus on interpretation 
and expression, which may involve reading song lyrics and 
sheet music. Educators should seek to learn about the various 
measures of text complexity and discern how those measures are 
appropriately represented in their grade level and subject area. 

Additionally, educators should provide differentiated support and 
multiple points of access to ensure all students have opportunities 
to work with complex text. These supports may include reading 
texts aloud, rereading texts multiple times, building students’ 
knowledge of the text’s topic prior to reading, previewing key 
vocabulary, providing time to ask questions and discuss key 
ideas while reading or listening to text, and giving students 
time to reflect after reading through conversation and writing.

WHAT IS TEXT?
“Text” refers to any source that is 
interpretable and provokes content-
relevant thinking and interaction. Text can 
include print materials, digital materials, 
film, statistical charts and graphs, maps, 
timelines, music, photos, and art.
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HALLMARK #4: ADVANCED LITERACY REQUIRES 
FREQUENT OPPORTUNITIES FOR STUDENT 
INTERACTION AND TALK

AUTHENTIC READING AND WRITING INSTRUCTION 
“FLOATS ON A SEA OF TALK”xx

Classrooms that foster dynamic learning are constantly active 
and noisy. Teacher-student andpeer-to-peer discussion 
give students valuable practice in explaining information, 
articulating ideas, constructing and defending arguments, 
advancing their own reasoning, and demonstrating 
knowledge. Classroom talk also provides opportunities 
to listen to and consider other points of view. 

From a classroom culture standpoint, inviting students to present 
and develop ideas removes the teacher as the primary keeper of 
knowledge and repositions students as valuable sense‑makers 
and shareholders of information. 

Students should be given opportunities to talk to and 
interact with one another before, during, and after literacy 
activities. During discussions, teachers should encourage 
students to ask questions and learn from one another, rather 
than looking to the teacher to clarify confusion or provide 
a specific answer. All students should be encouraged 
to participate and share, whether through introducing 
a new idea, adding on to a previous statement, agreeing 
or disagreeing with a concept, or asking a question. 

Teachers should set clear and high expectations for classroom 
talk that include listening attentively, asking questions when they 
don’t understand the speaker, supporting ideas and claims with 
textual evidence, and disagreeing respectfully.

When planning for classroom talk, teachers should take 
time to teach students how to participate in discussion. This 
includes showing examples of how to explain an idea using 
appropriate language and evidence as well as models of what 
active listening looks like (i.e., facing the speaker, making 
eye contact, asking questions). Some students may need help 
getting started, including those whose primary language is not 
English or those with shy personalities. Teachers can provide 
resources that support both verbal and non-verbal participation, 
such as question stems, sentence frames, gestures, or props. 

2 CORE ACTION 2

TALK
Ask questions and facilitate 
discussions that prompt 
critical thinking and guide 
students toward deeper 
comprehension of the text(s).
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“Students need to think deeply 
about and respond to text 
through speaking and writing. 
Research tells us that teachers 
should give students ample 
opportunities to read, reread, 
respond to questions that require 
them to go back into the text and 
engage in discussions with peers. 
In fact, there is a growing body of 
study to support teachers taking 
the role of facilitator of knowledge 
by guiding students through 
text-based discussions. Authentic 
classroom discussion allows 
students to share and expand their 
thinking and use language in new 
ways. Specifically, discussions 
about texts provide opportunities 
for students to collaboratively 
build knowledge that in turn 
supports and strengthens their 
writing. Students’ overall reading 
development is supported when 
they have opportunities to respond 
to text verbally and then in writing.”

-  TEACHING LITERACY IN TENNESSEE, 
TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

ACCOUNTABLE TALK

MNPS uses the Accountable Talk® model, in partnership with the 
Institute for Learning at the University of Pittsburgh. Accountable 
Talk® is based on three pillars: 

ACCOUNTABILITY TO THE LEARNING COMMUNITY 

When classroom talk is accountable to the learning community, 
students listen to one another, not just obediently keeping quiet 
until it is their turn to take the floor, but attending carefully 
so that they can use and build on one another’s ideas.

ACCOUNTABILITY TO ACCURATE KNOWLEDGE 

Accountability to accurate knowledge means that when speakers 
make an observation or claim, they try to be as specific and 
accurate as possible, not just saying anything that comes to 
mind. Speakers should be concerned that what they are saying 
is true or supportable, that is, that they have their facts straight.

ACCOUNTABILITY TO RIGOROUS THINKING 

If accountability to accurate knowledge can be thought of as 
getting the facts straight, accountability to rigorous thinking 
has to do with building a line of argument. Making cogent and 
compelling arguments requires linking together claims and 
evidence (facts) in a logical, coherent, and rigorous manner. 
When classroom talk is held to rigorous thinking standards, 
students and teachers consistently push for clear statements 
of claims (positions, explanations, or predictions) and sound 
reasoning in backing up those claims with evidence.

  - “ACCOUNTABLE TALK® SOURCEBOOK,” INSTITUTE FOR LEARNING xxi
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HALLMARK #5: ADVANCED LITERACY REQUIRES 
REGULAR PRACTICE WITH RIGOROUS AND AUTHENTIC 
TASKS

Tasks are the activities and assignments students engage 
with in response to the texts they read. Well-crafted tasks 
prompt students to revisit texts more closely, to think deeply 
about language and meaning, to draw connections within 
and across texts, and to develop their own interpretations 
and arguments about the text. Tasks require students 
to speak, draw, or write and provide a platform for rich 
discussion and debate. Authentic tasks allow students to 
connect their learning to real-world interests and problems.

With an emphasis on application, tasks support students in making 
connections between texts and ideas. Students develop knowledge 
and skills related to effective storytelling and argumentation 
as they speak, draw, and write. Well-crafted tasks also support 
students in deepening content knowledge by cuing them to focus 
on and think deeply about key information within texts.

EXEMPLAR TASK FOR SIXTH-EIGHTH GRADE

“The Adventures of Tom Sawyer,”  
by Mark Twain

In a written essay, students summarize the development 
of the morality of Tom Sawyer and analyze its connection 
to themes of accountability and authenticity. Students cite 
specific evidence from the text to support their explanation, 
focusing on the text’s characters, setting, and plot. [RL.KID.2]

EXEMPLAR TASK FOR K-FIRST GRADE

“How People Learned to Fly,”
by Fran Hodgkins 

With prompting and support from the teacher, students 
describe the connection between drag and flying by 
performing the “arm spinning” experiment described on 
page 16 of the text. Students share oral explanations with 
a peer, using specific vocabulary from the text, including 
the words “air molecules, “drag”, and “force”. [RI.KID.3]xxiii  

3 CORE ACTION 3 

TASK 
Employ text‑specific and 
standards‑aligned tasks, 
both oral and written, that 
engage all students in the 
content of the lesson.
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“Students need to be assigned 
standards-aligned, challenging 
tasks that ask them to 
demonstrate understanding 
of complex and interesting 
texts, analysis of the author’s 
craft, and/or the knowledge 
they gained from the content of 
those texts. Putting a great text in 
front of students is not enough; 
students need to demonstrate 
their comprehension and analysis 
of the text and its content.”

-  “BUILDING THE FRAMEWORK” 
 A PUBLICATION FROM  

THE TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION 

Teachers should focus tasks around the most important 
ideas and information from the text. Tasks should reflect the 
Tennessee Academic Standards, build upon students’ strengths 
and prior knowledge, and provide space for students to practice 
new skills and ways of thinking. Teachers should also create 
series of aligned questions that guide students toward deeper 
understanding of the text’s key ideas and prepare them for the 
culminating rigor of the task. Tasks should be appropriately 
differentiated and regularly offer students choice in the way they 
demonstrate their comprehension. 

Similar to how the length and form of texts should vary by 
subject, tasks should also look different across content areas. 
It’s important that tasks ask students to think rigorously 
about the most important concepts of the subject they’re 
studying, and that they require students to use precise 
evidence, language, and tools to justify their solutions.

Students are likely to find certain texts, tasks, and discussions 
challenging. Teachers should embrace these moments of 
productive struggle and encourage students to use the 
knowledge and skills they have to work through and make sense 
of new ideas, even when it’s difficult. While teachers should 
be intentional about differentiating content and making sure 
concepts are accessible to all learners, they should also hold 
students accountable to doing the hard work of learning.

TEXT, TALK, TASK

Daily, students will be engaged in text, talk, and task in order 
to master the expectations of the Tennessee ELA Standards. 
Complex, grade-level, worthy texts must be the core of daily 
instruction. Critical thinking and problem-solving skills are 
essential for students as they must have the ability to closely and 
attentively read texts in a way that will help them understand, 
enjoy, and build knowledge from complex works of literature 
and informational texts. Students must develop communication 
skills in order to speak and write about knowledge, ideas, and 
information gleaned from reading complex texts. Through 
collaboration in small and large groups, students will deepen 
and expand their understanding of the rich concepts to which 
they will be exposed. Students will be expected to generate 
and evaluate ideas and demonstrate creativity through 
voice, originality, and innovation in the tasks that will be 
required to demonstrate understanding of rich concepts.

  - METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS INSTRUCTIONAL FRAMEWORK

xxii
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HALLMARK #6: ADVANCED LITERACY IS RELEVANT TO 
STUDENTS’ LIVES

Students’ engagement with texts and tasks increases when 
there is a clear sense of purpose. Literacy teaching should 
incorporate students’ interests and cultural backgrounds and 
help them think about and solve issues and problems related to 
their communities. When in-school learning feels productive, 
students develop a sense that reading and writing has real‑world 
relevance and they begin to use these skills to seek information, 
solve problems, and advance their interests outside of school. 

RELEVANCE
We believe students learn 
best when they are inspired 
by real-world challenges that 
promote critical thinking, inquiry, 
problem-solving, and creativity.

- METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS 
STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK CORE VALUES

THIRD-GRADE EXAMPLE

A third-grade classroom welcomes a new student from 
Vietnam. Their teacher finds books and videos about 
Vietnam and together the class learns about their new 
friend’s home country. Students use graphic organizers 
to catalog their new learning and write a collaborative 
informational text called “All About Vietnam” that they 
donate to their school library.

FIFTH-GRADE EXAMPLE

A fifth-grade teacher recognizes how nervous some of her 
students are about starting middle school. She partners with 
a sixth-grade class to write a series of narrative and opinion 
pieces recalling their stories and advice from the previous 
year. The fifth graders read these pieces and conduct 
follow-up interviews to learn more, practice oral speech 
and note taking, and build positive relationships with peers. 

HIGH SCHOOL EXAMPLE

A high school is remodeling a section of classrooms, forcing 
some classes to be temporarily held in trailers. Students in 
math class measure the distance from proposed trailer sites 
to various school entrances, use mathematical models to 
predict how long it will take for students to walk different 
paths, determine the most efficient routes, and write a 
proposal to the school principal explaining their findings. 
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Teachers should spend time getting to know their students, 
their backgrounds, and their hobbies and should also find 
ways to learn about the practices and interests of students’ 
neighborhoods and communities. When teachers build strong 
relationships with students, they are better able to incorporate 
relevant examples and problems into their instruction. 

Teachers should be intentional about selecting texts that reflect 
the cultures and experiences of their students. Students should 
regularly read texts with characters who look like them and 
who come from similar ethnic, socioeconomic, and linguistic 
backgrounds. Additionally, students should be offered texts 
that are written by authors who share their backgrounds.xxiv 

Teachers build 
strong relationships 
with students 
that help them 
plan meaningful 
instruction

1

Students get excited 
about tackling 
relevant problems 
and as a result, 
engage more deeply 
with content

2

Students rise to 
the challenge 
of rigorous 
instruction, 
feeling proud and 
motivated by their 
accomplishments

3

“Nothing is more exciting to me 
than supporting and watching 
a student begin to understand 
that he or she has a voice as the 
decoding and comprehension 
skills become fluent and begin to 
transcend into encoding skills that 
express the student’s thoughts…”  

-MNPS PRINCIPAL
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HALLMARK #7: ADVANCED LITERACY RECOGNIZES 
AND DEVELOPS STUDENTS’ LITERACIES

Children bring a number of literacies with them to school – ways 
of speaking, acting, thinking, being – that are closely tied to their 
own identities and communities. Advanced literacy does not 
mean advancing only a specific kind of literacy, such as academic 
literacy, but rather supporting students in developing a range of 
thinking and communication abilities that promote achievement 
and motivation both inside and outside the classroom. 

EXAMPLES OF MULTIPLE LITERACIES 

Literacy in a traditional sense is the ability to read, write, listen, 
speak, think critically, and use language effectively. More recently 
the definition of literacy has expanded exponentially. Some 
examples include: 

DIGITAL LITERACY - cognitive and technological skills that are used in 
executing tasks in a digital environment 

INFORMATION LITERACY - ability to evaluate, locate, identify, and 
effectively use information  

POLITICAL LITERACY - knowledge and skills needed to actively 
participate in political matters 

CULTURAL/MULTICULTURAL LITERACY - Ability to understand and 
appreciate the similarities and difference in the customs, values, and 
beliefs of one’s own culture compared to the cultures of others 

VISUAL LITERACY - ability to critically read images 

BILITERACY - ability to read, speak, and write in two or more languages 

FUNCTIONAL LITERACY - the level of literacy required to get along 
successfully on a day-to-day basis 

- ADAPTED FROM THE METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK
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While teachers should seek to develop diverse literacies within 
the classroom, they should also be intentional about recognizing 
the literacies that students develop outside of school through 
their hobbies, experiences, and relationships. Teachers should 
look for opportunities to include, affirm, question, and extend 
students’ diverse literacies by inviting them to share their literacy 
practices at school.

FOURTH-GRADE EXAMPLE

Students in a fourth-grade class that includes English 
learners are studying fractions. Two students, both from 
Somalia, seem to understand the topic conceptually, 
but have a difficult time explaining their thinking 
orally and in writing. Their teacher encourages them 
to talk through and solve the problems with each 
other in Arabic, and then work together to draw 
and label their work using English as they can. 

SIXTH-GRADE EXAMPLE

A sixth-grade teacher knows that some of her students 
are avid skateboarders, and through their hobby have 
developed spatial thinking that helps them look at the 
angles and surface areas of ramps and benches and 
determine whether they’re suitable for certain tricks. As 
part of a geometry unit, she invites these students to take 
photos and videos while skateboarding and share their 
images with classmates. The teacher builds on her students’ 
accounts by modeling skating ramps on coordinate planes. 

10TH-GRADE EXAMPLE 

A 10th-grade ELA teacher observes her students’ interest 
and knowledge of mobile devices. She asks her students to 
take and collect screenshots of text conversations, social 
media posts, and websites that are meaningful to them. 
She uses these artifacts within multiple units on narrative 
structure and storytelling. Students discuss how authors 
use artifacts and experiences from their own lives as 
inspiration for their stories, and students use the materials 
they brought to class as prompts for their own writing.
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PORTRAITS OF ADVANCED LITERACY

The following section illustrates what the hallmarks of 
advanced literacy could look like in practice. We encourage 
readers to pay specific attention to how the various 
hallmarks are integrated and work together to create 
dynamic literacy learning experiences for students. 

These vignettes are not comprehensive and the way they 
depict implementation should not be seen as the only way to 
apply the concepts of advanced literacy. As we continue to 
observe the outstanding teachers in our district, we will add 
on to this section to showcase the diverse methods teachers 
can employ to achieve the vision of advanced literacy. 

ELEMENTARY (PRE-KINDERGARTEN – GRADE 4)

Students in Ms. Shaw’s second-grade class begin a unit on 
plants. Ms. Shaw invites students to draw pictures or take photos 
of plants near their homes. Students share these images with 
classmates and talk about what they already know about plants. 
They then listen to and read books, articles, and poems about 
plants and gardens, including texts from notable authors such 
as Gail Gibbons and Eric Carle and news outlets like National 
Geographic. They study photos and illustrations in texts and 
search for additional images and videos related to plant growth 
online. They talk about what they learn and create pictures and 
charts to help organize information.

As students view and read, they create a list of words that are 
important to their unit of study, such as “seed” and “germinate”. 
In addition to learning the meanings of these words, students 
analyze their vowel sounds, syllables, and other word parts. 

Ms. Shaw ensures all students have access to a range of texts, 
utilizing audio books, leveled readers, graphic organizers, 
sentence starters, and other differentiation methods to ensure 
all students have access to both complex texts and texts they can 
read independently. She provides many opportunities for students 
to talk about their thinking and reflect on their ongoing learning. 
The class participates in various hands-on activities, including 
using a district science kit, that help make ideas concrete.

Students use their new knowledge to identify outdoor areas near 
their school that are ideal for certain types of plants, based on 
factors such as sun exposure and soil depth, where they then 
plant and cultivate those seeds. They keep written logs of their 
plant care and the growth of their garden. Students discuss 
their observations with peers, ask questions, and propose 
reasons for why some plants grow more than others. They use 
information from their log books to write an informational text 
about gardening. Each student contributes different pieces to 
the class text, such as a word, an illustration, or a sentence. The 
class donates their informational text to their library so other 
kids at their school can learn about and grow their own plants. 

“I like to read. First I look at the 
pictures and then I read all the 
words I know. I like books about 
horses. I want to be a good 
reader like my brother. He reads 
everything. My mom reads too 
sometimes. I write lists for my 
father to get stuff from the store. 
My teacher reads to me everyday. 
I like the books she reads – even 
the ones without a lot of pictures. 
I am learning to write. I can 
write my name and even more 
words. I know all of my letters.” 

-MNPS PRE-K STUDENT
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HALLMARK #1: Advanced 
literacy is nurtured 
authentically in all subjects

HALLMARK #5: Advanced 
literacy requires regular 
practice with rigorous 
and authentic tasks

HALLMARK #3: Advanced 
literacy requires regular 
practice with complex 
and worthy texts

HALLMARK #7: 
Advanced literacy 
recognizes and develops 
students’ literacies

HALLMARK #2: Advanced 
literacy develops 
strong foundational 
and language skills that 
support comprehension

HALLMARK #6: Advanced 
literacy is relevant to 
students’ lives

HALLMARK #4: Advanced 
literacy requires frequent 
opportunities for student 
interaction and talk

Through this unit of study, students 
develop their reading and writing 
skills while building their scientific 
knowledge of plant growth. 

Students apply knowledge to 
real-world situations, including 
finding a place for a garden and 
planting seeds. Written logs are 
used purposefully to record 
information. Students create their 
own informational text and share 
it with an authentic audience. 

Students read a range of literary 
and informational texts that 
provide interesting and useful 
information. They use this 
information to solve problems 
and share ideas with others. 

Students develop visual 
literacy by searching for and 
analyzing visual images related 
to plants and plant growth.

Students develop phonics and 
word recognition skill by analyzing 
phonics patterns in vocabulary 
words. Students also learn the 
definitions of these important words. 

Students bring their existing 
knowledge about plants into 
the classroom through images 
and discussion and develop new 
knowledge about gardening they 
can use at home. Students help 
their community by donating 
their text to the library. 

Students discuss images and texts 
and debate their observations.
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MIDDLE SCHOOL (GRADES 5-8)

Mr. Gray’s fifth-grade class studies the causes, events, and 
consequences of the Civil War and the successes and failures 
of Reconstruction. They study a series of informational texts, 
primary source documents, websites, and documentaries. 
Students record important vocabulary terms from the texts they 
study. When key terms are unfamiliar, students select from a 
range of word solving strategies, including using context clues 
and searching for the term in reference book glossaries.

Students engage in close reading activities where they analyze 
President Lincoln’s second inaugural address. They identify 
figurative language in the speech and infer what message 
President Lincoln was trying to convey through specific phrases. 
Given the complexity level of the text, Mr. Gray relies on various 
differentiation strategies to ensure all students have access to the 
text’s meaning. He strategically builds background knowledge, 
engages students in repeated readings of the text, and models 
how to notice and think about word choice. Ms. Simons, an 
interventionist, uses the presidential address in her lessons 
with students from Mr. Gray’s class. She works with students on 
reading the /th/ digraph, using words from the address, such as 

“oath” and “South”, for practice. 

After investigating resources in class, students take a field trip 
to the Tennessee State Museum to explore its Civil War and 
Reconstruction exhibit. Students compare and contrast the 
information presented in the various media they study and 
debate which forms are most effective in explaining different 
aspects of the war. 

Working in small groups, students choose two forms of media 
from a list, including written essay, PowerPoint, oral speaking, 
illustrated brochure, and annotated map, and through those 
forms respond to the question “What were the primary causes of 
the Civil War and how were those causes later addressed during 
Reconstruction?”. 

Mr. Gray coordinates with his students’ ELA teacher on a follow-up 
unit where students wonder about and debate the impacts of the 
Civil War on modern-day Nashville. Students learn about and 
consider the long-term industrial, political, and cultural influences 
of the war and write an opinion piece in response to the question 

“Do the results of the Civil War affect your life today?”
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HALLMARK #1: Advanced 
literacy is nurtured 
authentically in all subjects

HALLMARK #5: Advanced 
literacy requires regular 
practice with rigorous 
and authentic tasks

HALLMARK #3: Advanced 
literacy requires regular 
practice with complex 
and worthy texts

HALLMARK #7: 
Advanced literacy 
recognizes and develops 
students’ literacies

HALLMARK #2: Advanced 
literacy develops 
strong foundational 
and language skills that 
support comprehension

HALLMARK #6: Advanced 
literacy is relevant to 
students’ lives

HALLMARK #4: Advanced 
literacy requires frequent 
opportunities for student 
interaction and talk

Students deepen their historical 
understanding of the Civil 
War while developing reading, 
writing, and presentation skills. 

Students respond to a rigorous 
question that requires critical 
thinking about the causes and 
effects of the Civil War, and are given 
a choice for how to present their 
response. Students write an opinion 
piece connecting their historical 
knowledge with current-day 
understandings of their home.

Students read and view texts that 
are relevant to the subject they’re 
studying, including primary sources. 

Students think deeply about 
the role of specific media in 
communication and develop oral 
and visual presentation skills.

Students develop vocabulary 
knowledge and word solving skills 
by studying new words related 
to their unit. Students identify 
and analyze figurative language. 
Students practice reading words 
with “th” during intervention.

Students visit a local landmark. 
Students learn about the long-term 
impact of the war and debate 
its effects on their lives today.

Students debate the effectiveness 
of various media and later 
collaborate in small groups 
to present information. 
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HIGH SCHOOL (GRADES 9-12)

Eleventh-grade students in Ms. Peters’ English class read 
“Invisible Man” and analyze how Ralph Ellison’s specific use 
of language develops the text’s meanings and tone. Students 
then repeat the same kind of language analysis with poetry by 
Langston Hughes and song lyrics by rapper Kendrick Lamar. 
The class compares themes presented by Ellison, Hughes, 
and Lamar and debate their relevance to current social and 
political events, including the Black Lives Matter movement. 

Students record their responses, reflect on the development 
of their thinking, and add personal connections through 
daily discussions and journal writing. They conclude their 
unit by reading the short story “Sweetness” by Toni Morrison 
and writing an essay describing how Morrison uses word 
choice and organization to develop the tone of her story. 

Ms. Peters’ revisits Sweetness, using it as a mentor 
text, in a future unit on narrative writing. Students use 
Morrison’s writing as a model for personal storytelling.
A small group of Ms. Peters’ students have difficulty decoding 
multisyllabic words. Ms. Peters works with Mr. Hayes, an 
interventionist, to create a meaningful and aligned series of 
lessons to support this group of students with decoding while 
also connecting to the literary themes being studied in their ELA 
class. During intervention time, the students read short stories 
from Walter Dean Myer’s “145th Street,” which has a reading level 
in the fourh-fifth grade range and provides many opportunities 
to practice reading multisyllabic words. Students discuss the 
stories’ sophisticated themes, analyze their language and 
structure, and draw comparisons to texts from their ELA class. 

“Being able to read and write has 
allowed me to be where I am 
today. I need these skills to do 
my schoolwork, text, use other 
social media and to practice law 
one day. There are students in my 
school who can’t read. I wonder 
how that happened. I know it’s 
not the student’s fault because 
what student doesn’t want to 
read. Some of these students act 
out. They are embarrassed that 
they can’t read. What else are 
they going to do if they can’t read 
and write? There’s no way you 
can be successful in life without 
being able to at least read.” 

-MNPS HIGH SCHOOL STUDENT
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HALLMARK #1: Advanced 
literacy is nurtured 
authentically in all subjects

HALLMARK #5: Advanced 
literacy requires regular 
practice with rigorous 
and authentic tasks

HALLMARK #3: Advanced 
literacy requires regular 
practice with complex 
and worthy texts

HALLMARK #7: 
Advanced literacy 
recognizes and develops 
students’ literacies

HALLMARK #2: Advanced 
literacy develops 
strong foundational 
and language skills that 
support comprehension

HALLMARK #6: Advanced 
literacy is relevant to 
students’ lives

HALLMARK #4: Advanced 
literacy requires frequent 
opportunities for student 
interaction and talk

Students connect their 
studies in English language arts 
to real-world social and 
political events. 

Students respond in writing to 
high-quality texts. The tasks in 
this unit require students to read 
closely and analyze the impact of 
individual words and phrases. 

Students read and analyze a 
series of award-winning texts.

Ms. Peters knows her students like 
Kendrick Lamar and his music. By 
placing Lamar’s rap lyrics next to 
the works of recognized authors, 
Ms. Peters validates his role as an 
artist and notable modern-day 
speaker and expands her students’ 
conception of authorship. Students 
develop political and civic literacies 
by making connections between 
their readings and current events. 

A small group of students 
practice decoding multisyllabic 
words with related texts 
during intervention time.

Students of color read a series 
of texts written by authors of 
color. Many students are able 
to personally relate to the 
experiences of these authors. 

Students share their ideas in 
daily classroom discussions.





SECTION 3



“New worlds open up when the process and 
practices of communication take shape.” 

-UNIVERSITY PROFESSOR IN NASHVILLE
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ACCESSING ADVANCED LITERACY

We encourage all MNPS educators to reflect on and learn about 
each hallmark and to incorporate the beliefs and actions inherent 
to each hallmark within their classroom practices and student 
interactions, to the fullest extent possible. We also encourage 
families and stakeholders to think about how they can apply and 
extend the advanced literacy hallmarks to conversations and 
interactions with students outside of school.

Learning, growth, and change take time – for both educators 
and students – and we have to meet students where they 
are. This means learning about students’ strengths and needs 
and then differentiating approaches to each of the hallmarks 
appropriately so that all students are actively engaged in 
rigorous learning. Teachers should plan strategically to 
ensure that texts, discussions, and tasks are made accessible 
to all students. Meanwhile, district and school leaders must 
take time to recognize what teachers already know and do, 
observe and support the implementation of the advanced 
literacy hallmarks, champion teacher and student efforts, and 
provide resources and professional development as needed.

These hallmarks represent a bold, aspirational view of literacy 
instruction, and while our goal is for all hallmarks to be 
profoundly visible across classrooms and schools, we recognize 
that what matters most to start is taking steps in the right 
direction. The first step, for all stakeholders, is a commitment 
to meaning making and knowledge production in all literacy 
and literacy-linked instructional activities. Along the way, we 
will find the most constructive blend of texts, tasks, skills, 
interactions, and attitudes for each and all students. Through 
professional learning opportunities, resources, reflection, 
accountability, and time, we are confident that all students 
and educators will develop proficiency in advanced literacy. 
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ADVANCED LITERACY ACROSS THE 
CONTENT AREAS

While this plan has referenced the importance of high-quality 
texts, talk, and tasks in all content areas, we want to be 
explicitabout the value that disciplinary literacy adds to 
students’ overall literacy development. Because advanced 
literacy prioritizes building knowledge and developing critical 
thinking capacities, students need opportunities to read, 
write, and talk about a range of diverse topics that challenge 
them to make sense of varied concepts. Without exploration 
of science, social studies, music, drama, health, visual art, 
world languages, and technical fields, students’ ability to 
discover new ideas and solve new problems will be limited. 

Content area teachers, alongside ELA teachers, share a 
responsibility to uphold the district’s commitment to empower 
all students through literacy. Content area teachers can 
employ reading, writing, speaking, and listening activities 
that reflect the hallmarks of advanced literacy instruction and 
that also serve as vehicles for content area learning. They can 
incorporate texts of all kinds into their instruction – such as 
print and digital material, film, charts, maps, music, and art – 
based on the unique textual demands of their content area. 
Content area teachers should be mindful of providing time 
for students to construct meaning from these various texts, 
which includes encouraging them to question and interpret 
texts through discussion and writing. Teachers can model the 
content-specific vocabulary and comprehension strategies 
needed to make sense of the concepts in their field; create 
opportunities for students to apply those terms and strategies 
within authentic and content-specific contexts; and hold students 
accountable to demonstrating the knowledge, language, and 
critical thinking practices that scientists, historians, engineers, 
conductors, and other content-area leaders regularly use.

It should be noted that our commitment to advanced literacy 
does not mean that all teachers are expected to include ELA 
standards in their instruction; rather, we urge all teachers to 
consider how reading, writing, listening, speaking, and critical 
thinking support the teaching and learning of their content-area 
standards. More broadly, we encourage all teachers to embrace 
an interdisciplinary approach to instruction that builds students’ 
content-area knowledge and critical thinking habits while also 
developing their comprehension and communication skills.

MNPS has created a resource titled “A Focus on 
Literacy: A Guide for All Content Areas” which defines 
what literacy means in each content area and offers 
a set of strategies for incorporating and developing 
literacy practices in content-specific ways. 

THIS GUIDE CAN BE ACCESSED HERE.

LINK TO THE TEACHING LITERACY IN TN:
ENGLISH LEARNER COMPANION HERE.

https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OWksxp09h0UxTsP1oq4ufydjwHpHrsXs/view
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b577bcf758d4685ccb0ab98/1532459985410/teaching_literacy_tennessee_english_learner_companion.pdf
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SUPPORTING DIVERSE LEARNERS

Our vision for advanced literacy is driven by a belief that all 
students are capable of building and sharing knowledge. The 
following sections provide information about how to support 
diverse learners in realizing the goals of advanced literacy.

ENGLISH LEARNERS

We embrace a Can Do Philosophy in our work with English 
Learners that “recognizes and builds upon the assets, contributions, 
and potential of culturally and linguistically diverse children 
and youth.”xxv Within this philosophy, our approach to literacy 
instruction is driven by the following research-based conclusions:

• English Learners need the opportunity to engage with a large 
amount of text.

• English Learners need the opportunity to read complex texts.
• English Learners need to think deeply about and respond to text 

through speaking and writing.
• English Learners need to develop writing skills in connection to 

what they are reading.
• English Learners need practice with foundational literacy skills 

that have been taught explicitly and applied systematically through 
reading and writing

  - TEACHING LITERACY IN TENNESSEE: ENGLISH LEARNER COMPANION

 

The Text-Talk-Task model reflected in the three Core Actions 
and detailed in hallmarks three, four and five align with the 
research conclusions listed above, as does hallmark two around 
foundational literacy skills. The final two hallmarks around 
making literacy relevant to students’ lives and developing students’ 
diverse literacies match the spirit of the Can Do Philosophy. 

English Learners should spend the majority of their literacy 
instruction listening to texts read aloud by fluent readers, reading 
in a variety of instructional settings with varied levels of support, 
and applying skills on their own during independent reading. 
English Learners should be given opportunities to listen to others 
talk about what they read and to answer questions and share 
reflections about their own reading. 

Teachers should support English Learners during discussions by 
providing extended think time and by strategically partnering 
English Learners with peers with higher levels of language 
proficiency who can serve as language models. Teachers should 
focus on modeling and teaching academic vocabulary that helps 
English Learners access and build content knowledge. English 
Learners should be encouraged to talk, draw, and write in ways 
that support their comprehension and develop their productive 
language skills. Interactive instruction that is multi-sensory 
 – where students learn through touching, viewing, tasting, or 
moving – is also important. 

xvi
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STUDENTS WITH DISABILITIES

In alignment with the Tennessee Department of Education’s 
framework for Instructionally Appropriate Individualized 
Education Programs (IAIEPs), MNPS provides a continuum 
of academic, behavioral, and social and emotional 
support for students with disabilities. MNPS is focused 
on providing core instruction to students in their least 
restrictive environment: students with disabilities receive 
high-quality, differentiated core instruction designed to 
meet their needs from their general education teacher, as 
well as intensive interventions aligned to their measurable 
annual goals from their special education teacher. 

Advanced literacy emphasizes building knowledge, thinking 
critically, and communicating for a range of purposes through 
authentic texts, talk, and tasks. While we hold tightly to the 
outcomes of this approach – building and sharing knowledge – 
there must be flexibility and creativity in terms of how students 
achieve them. Students can engage with texts, ask questions, 
analyze arguments, and communicate their thinking in a 
range of ways, and we encourage all teachers – and particularly 
teachers of students with disabilities – to view advanced 
literacy as an inclusive and flexible vision for instruction. 

Teachers should think strategically and creatively about how to 
best differentiate the content, process, and products of instruction 
to best meet students’ needs while pushing them to make sense 
of challenging concepts and demonstrate their reasoning. Multi-
sensory approaches can be used to improve student engagement 
with text, including: reading aloud to students; having students 
listen to audio recordings of texts; watching videos, looking 
at graphics, or exploring real-life objectives or manipulatives 
that link to the topic; using visuals and graphic organizers to 
represent and classify ideas; and allowing students to talk or 
sketch about the ideas they hear. Other strategies include reading 
texts one section at a time, pausing during reading to check for 
understanding, giving students opportunities to ask questions 
and summarize what they heard, and giving students options 
to share their thinking through talking, drawing, or writing. 

In addition, students with disabilities often require 
accommodations that are linked to their Individualized 
Education Program (IEP). Using the accommodations listed in 
the students’ IEP will help them access literacy instruction.

Other helpful language scaffolds for English Learners include 
real-life objectives, manipulatives, pictures and photographs, 
videos, graphic organizers, and cooperative grouping structures 
(i.e., partners, small groups). 

Teachers should also consider how an English Learner’s 
home culture may differ from ones represented in 
the classroom and in the texts being read. Culturally-
diverse students may need support understanding and 
interpreting the customs, histories, and interactions they 
encounter while participating in literacy instruction.
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The following resources provide additional guidance 
on how to differentiate literacy lessons:

LINK TO TENNESSEE RESPONSE TO INSTRUCTION 
AND INTERVENTION FRAMEWORK HERE.

LINK TO MNPS DISCIPLINARY LITERACY GUIDE HERE.

INTELLECTUALLY-GIFTED AND  
ACADEMICALLY-TALENTED LEARNERS

MNPS offers an instructional experience designed specifically 
for intellectually-gifted and academically-talented learners. 
The program, called Encore, is hands on, interactive, and 
problem based with a focus on developing students’ critical and 
creative thinking processes. Instruction is interdisciplinary 
and aligned with Tennessee Academic Standards. 

We also recognize that there are many students who 
are not labeled as intellectually-gifted or academically-
talented yet who are very strong or above grade level in 
literacy. For these students, the hallmarks of advanced 
literacy offer complex texts and challenging tasks that will 
push their comprehension and reasoning even higher. 

Teachers should push all students to their maximum potential, 
even those who have already met grade level expectations. 
Teachers can encourage high-achieving students to read 
different kinds of texts that are uniquely challenging, either 
in content or structure, and to comprehend their nuances. 
For example, how did the time period in which the author 
wrote the piece contribute to its plot or tone? How do multiple 
texts by the same author align with or contradict each other? 
How does an informational text about one topic contribute 
to deeper understanding of another? What patterns are 
there in the author’s word choice? Teachers can also create 
multi-step tasks that push students to communicate their 
understanding in different ways. For example, a general task 
could be to read an informational text on landmasses and 
either draw and label a picture of a specific landmass or write 
a descriptive paragraph about one. Advanced students could 
instead write a script for a brief documentary on a landmass 
that includes a storyboard with corresponding illustrations.  

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b577ba4aa4a99cd7e96556d/1532459955273/rti2_manual.pdf
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1OWksxp09h0UxTsP1oq4ufydjwHpHrsXs/view
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CURRICULUM CONNECTION

Advanced literacy instruction requires thoughtful attention 
to curriculum and resources. In order for students to build 
knowledge through text, tasks, and talk, educators must design 
units around interesting, relevant, and standards-aligned topics. 
The Tennessee Department of Education recommends the 
following unit design framework, which has been edited to align 
to the district’s curricular resources.

Identify Concepts  
Teachers identify a concept(s) that becomes the foundation 
of the unit. This step should be informed by grade level and 
content area academic standards and district scope and 
sequence documents.

Determine Enduring Understanding(s) and Generate 
Essential Questions 
Teachers determine enduring understanding(s) and generate 
essential questions that prioritize learning around the 
unitconcept(s). Enduring understanding(s) are statements 
reflecting the conclusions students draw as a result of 
engaging with the concept, and essential questions are 
open-ended questions that prompt students to draw the 
conclusions needed to gain the enduring understanding. 
Essential questions may also be called “overarching questions.”

Select Multiple Texts and Determine Focus Questions 
Teachers select and use multiple texts that reflect different 
levels of text complexity, the expectations of grade-level 
standards, and support the enduring understandings. Texts 
should be worthy of students’ time and attention, be of 
exceptional craft and quality, and provoke a deep level of 
thinking. Teachers create focus questions that frame the key 
ideas of each text.

Develop End-of-Unit Tasks 
Teachers develop end-of-unit tasks, which allow students 
opportunities to apply what they have read, heard, and seen 
during the unit in an authentic and meaningful way. End-of-unit 
tasks allow students to demonstrate critical thinking and textual 
analysis skills and convey conceptual knowledge around the 
enduring understandings of the unit.

1

2

3

4



51METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

Over time, units connect to develop a cohesive scope and 
sequence that ensures students have access to a standards-based 
guaranteed and viable curriculum. 

 - ADAPTED FROM “TEACHING LITERACY IN TENNESSEE,” 
TENNESSEE DEPARTMENT OF EDUCATION

Design Lesson Sequences 
Teachers design lesson sequences that build in complexity 
over time and support students in gaining the enduring 
understandings. The lesson sequences should utilize a 
variety of instructional strategies that ensure students have 
opportunities to deepen their understanding.

Create Daily Tasks 
Teachers create standards-aligned daily tasks that allow students 
to incrementally show their knowledge and skills until they 
are able to fully demonstrate their learning through the more 
comprehensive end-of-unit task. This work should be done in 
collaborative planning sessions with teachers in the same grade 
level or subject area and with the support of a literacy teacher 
development specialist.

5

6





SECTION 4



“Learning to write allows students to 
put their feelings into words.”  

-MNPS TEACHER
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ALIGNMENT TO STATE AND LOCAL 
INITIATIVES

Our beliefs about advanced literacy sit at the nexus of our 
local educational context and the interests of our Nashville 
community. We are committed to aligning our approach with 
state expectations and policies, current district initiatives, and the 
needs of our diverse learners. 

City and State Policies

• Nashville Blueprint for Early Childhood Success
• Tennessee State Policy
• Tennessee Academic Standards
• Tennessee Early Learning Developmental Standards
• Teacher Evaluation

Current District Initiatives

• MNPS Strategic Framework
• MNPS Instructional Framework
• MNPS Multi-Tiered System of Support (MTSS)
• Balanced Literacy Framework 2.0
• Core Knowledge Language Arts Curriculum
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NASHVILLE’S BLUEPRINT FOR EARLY  
CHILDHOOD SUCCESS 
(www.blueprintforearlychildhoodsuccess.com) 
 
The Mayor’s Office, the Nashville Public Library, MNPS, and 
a network of other stakeholders came together to identify 
specific priorities for increasing youth literacy achievement. 
The result was a comprehensive and integrated city-
wide framework with six specific pillars, one of which is 
strengthening the district’s ability to meet student literacy 
needs. Some of the Blueprint’s formal recommendations 
for the district include setting school-level goals, improving 
curriculum, and investing in teacher training and support. 
Many of these recommendations will be addressed 
through the implementation of this literacy plan. 

TENNESSEE STATE POLICY
(www.tn.gov/education.html) 
 
The Tennessee Department of Education’s Read to be 
Ready initiative focuses on improving reading achievement 
in grades K-3. The department’s Bridge to Postsecondary 
priority places an emphasis on college and workforce 
readiness, with specific resources and guidance around 
improving ACT scores, which is one of this plan’s outcomes. 
The Tennessee Response to Instruction and Intervention 
(RTI2) framework outlines a three-tier model for high-
quality, differentiated instruction and intervention targeted 
to meet students’ specific needs. The RTI2 framework 
supports MNPS’ commitment to differentiation and to 
providing all students with the specialized instruction they 
need to fully participate in advanced literacy learning.

CITY AND STATE POLICIES

https://www.blueprintforearlychildhoodsuccess.com
https://www.tn.gov/education.html
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TENNESSEE ACADEMIC STANDARDS
(www.tn.gov/education/instruction/
academic-standards.html) 
 
The Tennessee Academic Standards were designed as “a set 
of learning outcomes that embrace an overall expectation 
of twenty-first century literacy skills necessary to succeed 
in post-secondary and workforce arenas. Thus, critical 
and divergent thinking, problem solving, active listening, 
recognition of patterns and anomalies, and evaluation and 
questioning of source material are essential skills”.xvii 
This description of the standards, with its emphasis on 
rigor and relevance, matches our view of advanced 
literacy as an approach to teaching and learning that 
prioritizes deep thinking and expressive communication.

TENNESSEE EARLY LEARNING 
DEVELOPMENTAL STANDARDS
(www.tn.gov/education/instruction/academic-standards/
early-learning-development-standards.html) 
 
MNPS implements the Tennessee Early Learning 
Developmental Standards (TN-ELDS) in Pre-Kindergarten 
programs. The TN-ELDS provide a continuum of 
developmental milestones that are research based and 
promote the development of the whole child. Early learning 
standards help to build the foundation of literacy skills needed 
to master advanced literacy skills in Pre-K–12th Grade.

TEACHER EVALUATION
(k12mnps.sharepoint.com/sites/employee/
Pages/Team%20Evaluations.aspx) 
 
MNPS uses the Tennessee Educator Acceleration Model 
(TEAM) to evaluate and provide feedback to teachers 
and administrators. TEAM reflects traits of advanced 
literacy throughout its categories, with specific attention 
given to questioning, thinking, and problem solving.

https://www.tn.gov/education/instruction/academic-standards.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/instruction/academic-standards.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/instruction/academic-standards/early-learning-development-standards.html
https://www.tn.gov/education/instruction/academic-standards/early-learning-development-standards.html
https://k12mnps.sharepoint.com/sites/employee/Pages/Team%20Evaluations.aspx
https://k12mnps.sharepoint.com/sites/employee/Pages/Team%20Evaluations.aspx
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CURRENT DISTRICT INITIATIVES

MNPS STRATEGIC FRAMEWORK 
(www.mnps.org/strategicplan) 
 
The district’s strategic framework is anchored by nine 
core values, one of which is Literacy: “We believe what 
research shows: early reading success is a critical factor 
in a child’s likelihood of graduating from high school and 
experiencing future life success.”xviii  Additional core values 
include Relevance, Equity, and Diversity, principles that are 
also reflected within the hallmarks of advanced literacy.

MNPS INSTRUCTIONAL FRAMEWORK
(drive.google.com/file/d/1VtbJKHgaDtQ4DtA6OxWh-
Iw5oSK0Z25d/view) 
 
The district’s instructional framework emphasizes the 
importance of twenty-first century skills. Specifically, it 
highlights the 4Cs: creativity, critical thinking, collaboration, 
and communication. The instructional framework also 
outlines core actions for each subject area. The core actions 
for ELA, which include focusing on high-quality texts, using 
text-specific and standards-aligned questions and tasks, 
and ensuring engagement for all students, are reflected 
throughout this plan.

MNPS MULTI-TIERED SYSTEM OF SUPPORT (MTSS)
www.mnps.org/supporting-our-students 
 
In alignment with the Tennessee Department of Education’s 
RTI2 framework, MNPS provides a continuum of academic, 
behavioral, and social and emotional support for students 
through MTSS and data-based decision making. Data 
from multiple sources are used to monitor progress and 
make instructional improvements at both group and 
individual levels. The MTSS framework ensures that all 
students participate in high-quality literacy instruction, with 
opportunities for additional instruction and interventions at 
increasing levels of intensity, aligned to student need.

https://www.mnps.org/strategicplan
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VtbJKHgaDtQ4DtA6OxWh-Iw5oSK0Z25d/view
https://drive.google.com/file/d/1VtbJKHgaDtQ4DtA6OxWh-Iw5oSK0Z25d/view
https://www.mnps.org/supporting-our-students
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BALANCED LITERACY FRAMEWORK 2.0
(https://static1.squarespace.com/
static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b577b8b70a6ade
33e0ad480/1532459919135/balanced_literacy_2.0.pdf) 
 
During the 2017-18 school year, MNPS updated its Balanced 
Literacy Framework for elementary schools. The revised 
framework includes the same critical components as 
the original – word work, interactive read aloud and 
shared reading, guided reading, independent reading, and 
writing – but now puts greater emphasis on explicit and 
systematic foundational skill instruction during word work 
and the close reading of complex texts during interactive 
read aloud and shared reading. The Balanced Literacy 2.0 
Framework calls for students in grades Pre-K-fourth grade 
to receive structured phonics instruction and to interact 
with complex text, through listening or reading, every day. 
Nine schools in the district are currently receiving additional 
support with phonics and complex text instruction through 
the kindergarten-first grade Balanced Literacy Pilot, and 
all Pre-K classrooms are implementing the Heggerty 
Phonemic Awareness Program. This dual emphasis – on 
foundational skills and close reading – recognizes the 
importance of both skills-based and knowledge-based 
competencies and ensures that all students, regardless of 
their reading level, have access to rigorous text every day. 

CORE KNOWLEDGE LANGUAGE 
ARTS CURRICULUM (CKLA)
(www.coreknowledge.org/curriculum/language-arts/) 
 
CKLA is a comprehensive curriculum that integrates 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing standards while 
also building knowledge and vocabulary in literature, social 
studies, and science. CKLA has received high marks for 
quality and standards alignment from a range of sources, 
including Ed Reports. MNPS is piloting the curriculum in a 
small group of schools and, after review and refinement, 
will consider expanding implementation to more schools 
throughout the district. CKLA’s strong emphasis on building 
knowledge through complex texts and rigorous tasks make 
it a well-aligned vehicle for the goals of this literacy plan. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b577b8b70a6ade33e0ad480/153245991
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b577b8b70a6ade33e0ad480/153245991
https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b577b8b70a6ade33e0ad480/153245991
https://www.coreknowledge.org/curriculum/language-arts/
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SUPPORTING ADVANCED LITERACY 
OUTSIDE OF SCHOOL

MNPS is full of hardworking teachers who are dedicated to 
providing rigorous and authentic instruction to students. But 
to make sure all students develop the advanced literacies 
needed for academic and personal success, they also need 
support outside of school. All family and community members 
can have a positive influence on children’s learning, and 
we encourage all of Nashville’s citizens to do their part. 
The following lists provide suggestions for how family 
and community members can get involved in literacy. 

These lists are not exhaustive, and we encourage families and 
community members to seek out additional resources, such 
as Reading is Fundamental (www.rif.org/), the Tennessee 
Electronic Library (tntel.tnsos.org/), and the Education 
section of Kid Central TN (www.kidcentraltn.com/). 

•  Point out and read texts around the house, such as food 
labels and mail. Encourage young child to find and read 
letters, words, or sentences they know and support them 
in figuring out letters or words they don’t yet know. 

•  Play with the sounds of language through rhymes, songs, chants, 
and tongue-twisters. This helps develop phonological awareness.

•  Visit www.mnps.org/countdowntokindergarten 
for ideas, activities, and resources to assist you in 
strengthening literacy skills at home with your child.

•  Read and share a range of materials, including story books, 
informational texts, newspaper articles, audio books, online 
books and articles, movie reviews, recipes, songs and poems, 
photographs, and images. Read both print and digital materials.

•  Read with your child in different ways. Read to your child; 
listen to your child read; take turns reading aloud; or read 
together at the same time. Read in different languages, 
including native languages of family members or neighbors.

•  Read the same text over and over again to build fluency. Read 
aloud in different voices or move to a different space for each 
reading – these strategies can help make rereading fun.

•  After reading, ask your child questions about the text. Press 
them to explain their thinking, and if they get stuck, look back 
at the text and help them find evidence to support their ideas. 
Encourage children to write or draw about what they’ve read.

IDEAS FOR FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN

“I was a struggling reader. I still 
struggle. I managed to finish high 
school. It was difficult because I 
was not a good reader. I distinctly 
remember hating to be called 
on to read something aloud. The 
pain from reading aloud in school 
remains with me even today. As a 
result, I don’t like reading. I avoid 
it. I am a better reader because I 
have to be in order to survive in 
this world. How did I get better? 
Just practice, but it’s painful. I feel 
so inadequate as a reader. This 
has impacted every area of my life. 
If people only knew the lengths 
I go to mask my poor reading 
skills. I have all kinds of tricks up 
my sleeves to avoid reading; tricks 
I actually developed in school. I 
do NOT want my children to be 
struggling readers like me. Teach 
my children well and please help 
me to help my children to be good 
readers. Don’t just push them 
through school if they can’t read 
well. I wish I got more help and 
that someone would have helped 
my family to help me. In hindsight, 
I think my mom was a struggling 
reader, too. I am determined to 
break this cycle, but need help. 
I need training. I need ideas. I 
need support. Where do I start?” 

-MNPS PARENT

https://www.rif.org/
https://tntel.tnsos.org/
https://www.kidcentraltn.com/
https://www.mnps.org/countdowntokindergarten


61METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

•  Act out stories, with different family members 
pretending to be different characters. 

•  Visit the library at your child’s school, or go to the 
public library. Finds books that are interesting to your 
children, and ask the librarian for recommendations 
on texts that are complex and high quality.

•  Share technology with children. Look at words, 
stories, symbols, and images on a phone, tablet, or 
computer and talk about what they mean.

•  Model reading and thinking about texts – read in front of 
your children and talk about what you’re reading. Show 
children how to read from both print and digital materials.

•  Seek out literacy events at school and in the community, 
such as story times, dance performances, or art displays.

•  Take advantage of summer school opportunities to enrich 
and extend literacy learning. Ask teachers for strategies and 
other information about how to support children at home.

•  Provide authentic opportunities for your child to write. Ask them 
to write letters to family members, notes to siblings, make grocery 
lists, draw and label pictures, or type text messages to friends.

•  Sometimes children who struggle with reading are 
embarrassed to practice. Encourage your child to 
practice reading aloud to someone who won’t notice 
their mistakes, such as a younger sibling or pet.

•  Show children how to be curious and use their literacy in different 
situations and environments. For example: 
 

“This sunset is so pretty. I wonder what makes the sky change color? 
Maybe we could go the library and find a book about sunsets?” 
 

“We had so much fun watching that basketball game! What was your 
favorite part? Let’s write down things that happened in the game. 
Then, we can read our story later and remember how much fun we 
had.” 
 

“The sign on that store is written in a different language. I 
wonder what language it is? Let’s go inside and talk to the 
owner and see if we can learn more about where she is from.”

•  Give students opportunities to think critically and tackle complex 
problems. Invite children to participate in problem solving at home. 
For example: 
 

“This closet is so messy! How could we organize it differently so that 
we can find things more easily?” 
 

“It’s getting late, but we still need to eat dinner. What meal 
can be fixed quickly? Can you help me make it?”

“My niece is three. She is adopted. 
She loves to grab a book off the 
shelf and put it in my lap. She 
expects me to read to her. I 
think she loves the stories, but I 
think at the heart of her requests 
is a desire to connect with 
me through stories captured 
in the pages of the books.” 

-MNPS DISTRICT LEADER
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•  Talk to your children about what they’re learning and thinking. Ask 
questions that can’t be answered with just a “yes” or “no” and then, 
encourage them to say more. For example: 
 

“Tell me about something you learned at school today.” 
 

“What was something you noticed on the walk home today?” 
 

“Describe the movie you just watched to me...Would you 
recommend the movie to me? Why?” 
 

“How did you draw that picture? Tell me the steps you took.”

•  Take your child to new places and talk about what you see and 
hear. Even simple places like grocery stores and parks can spark 
conversations and help children use new words and language.

•  Teach children how to be good listeners. When talking with your 
child, model what it looks like to show interest in a speaker.

•  Encourage your child to develop and pursue interests. 
Help them find books, websites, and people who 
can teach them more about their hobbies. 

IDEAS FOR FAMILIES WITH YOUNG CHILDREN (cont.)

•  Read with your child in different ways. Read to your 
child; have your child read to you; read something 
your child wrote; read in different languages.

•  Start “family reading time” when everyone sits down 
together and reads and talks about texts they enjoy. 

•  Read and share a range of materials, including stories, informational 
texts, graphic novels, newspaper articles, audio books, online 
books and articles, movie reviews, recipes, songs and poems, 
photographs, and images. Read both print and digital materials. 

•  Go to the library at your child’s school or visit the public library. Ask 
the librarian to recommend complex and worthy texts to read at 
home. Or, look up recommended book lists from the American 
Library Association at the following websites: 
 
libguides.ala.org/recommended-reading 
  
www.ala.org/alsc/publications-resources/book-lists 

•  After reading, ask your child questions about the text. Press 
them to explain their thinking. Encourage children to give 
specific details or evidence to support their responses.  

•  Model reading and thinking about texts – read in 
front of your children and talk about what you’re 
reading. Use both print and digital texts. 

IDEAS FOR FAMILIES WITH OLDER CHILDREN

http://libguides.ala.org/recommended-reading
http://www.ala.org/alsc/publications-resources/book-lists 


63METRO NASHVILLE PUBLIC SCHOOLS COMPREHENSIVE LITERACY PLAN |  

•  Share technology with children. Play on a phone, tablet, 
or computer together and talk about the different texts, 
images, and symbols you find and what they mean.

•  Help students become strong communicators. Model 
how to explain ideas. Ask them difficult questions that 
allows them practice explaining their thoughts.

•  Support students in communicating through writing. 
Encourage them to write for authentic purposes and 
audiences, including letters to family members, online blog 
posts, or letters to the editor of a local newspaper. 

•  Give students opportunities to think critically and tackle complex 
problems. Invite children to participate in problem solving at home. 
For example: 
 

“We have lots of errands to run today. Which order should we do 
them in? How can we save time?” 
 

“The car is making a funny noise. How could we 
figure out if something is wrong with it?”

•  Ask children about their interests. Help them find books, websites, 
and people who can teach them more about their hobbies. 
Encourage them to pursue ideas that they find motivating.

•  Take children to new places and introduce them to 
new people. Encourage children to be curious and ask 
questions about topics they don’t understand. 
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IDEAS FOR COMMUNITY MEMBERS

•  Talk to the children – not just the adults! – who visit your 
home or building. Ask them questions, or describe to 
them what you do at your business or organization.

•  Show children how reading, writing, and speaking are a part of 
different jobs and events. For example: 
 
Religious leaders read and recite scriptures, prayers, and hymns 
during church services.  
 
Store clerks read, write, and speak using the language of their 
industry. Grocery stores, furniture stores, and electronic stores 
all use different vocabulary to talk about and sell their products.  

•  Make buildings interesting for readers. Post signs or 
information about what your business or organization does. 
Consider how you can explain complex ideas and vocabulary 
related to your area of work to children who visit. 

•  Post pictures of staff members reading or people in media reading.

•  Provide books for children to read. Ask teachers or librarians 
for book recommendations and create a mini-library in 
your building. Include books that teach children concepts 
about your business or organization and try to include 
a variety of text types at different reading levels. 

•  Outsource jobs that require writing skills, such as making signs or 
labels. Find children in the neighborhood who want to help and 
show them how to write. Young children can write simple signs, like 

“sale” or “welcome”, and older children can create advertisements.

•  Create opportunities for children to read a text related to 
your business or organization and do something with their 
understanding. For example: 
 
A garden store provides directions for how to build a bird house, 
then provides students with the materials needed to make it. 
 
A restaurant prints some of its recipes. Parents and children read 
the recipes together and talk about what the meal will taste like. 

•  Think about the problems you most frequently have to 
solve as part of your business or organization. Find a way to 
explain the problem in child-friendly terms. Invite students 
to your building or visit a school, present your problem, and 
talk and write with students about potential solutions. 

•  Arrange a visit to a local school to talk about your business or 
organization and how literacy is involved in what you do. Showcase 
specific examples that illustrate how reading, writing, and speaking 
play an important role in well-known jobs, places, and events.

“Right here in ‘It City’ my company 
turns down many potential 
employees because they do 
not read and write well. It’s a 
shame; it really is. Reading and 
communicating well orally and 
in writing are essential life skills. 
How can my company and other 
businesses help? What can we do 
to support literacy in Nashville?”  

-NASHVILLE SMALL BUSINESS OWNER
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•  Work with schools to host field trips where students learn 
and experience your craft. Make videos, brochures, or short 
stories that describe your line of work and make them 
free and accessible to schools, libraries, and homes.

•  Learn more about the interests of children in your communities. 
Create spaces or host events where children can practice and show 
off their knowledge, skills, and interests. For example: 
 
A clothing store hosts a fashion design contest where students 
create outfits and speak or write about them. 
 
A restaurant decorates its walls with artwork created by students 
 
An auto shop invites students to create an advertising video by 
taking and editing photos and videos and sharing them on  
social media.
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OUR FIVE COMMITMENTS

MNPS recognizes the importance of investing in students, 
teachers, principals, and families, as well as in systems and 
resources that will ensure literacy achievement persists 
in the long term. The following five commitments reflect 
our current understanding of what it will take to establish 
and develop the hallmarks of advanced literacy across 
all MNPS schools. These commitments initiate new work 
projects and build on existing efforts, such as Balanced 
Literacy 2.0 and the Core Actions. We seek to focus our 
work in targeted, aligned areas that accelerate progress.

DETAILED PLANS FOR HOW WE WILL ACT ON THESE 
COMMITMENTS CAN BE FOUND ON THE DISTRICT’S WEBSITE, 
HERE.

EMPHASIZE THE HALLMARKS OF ADVANCED LITERACY
All students will engage in meaningful and authentic literacy 
practices, characterized by the hallmarks of advanced literacy, for 
the purpose of building knowledge and skills. 

INVEST IN TEXTS
All pre-K-12 students will have equitable access and opportunities 
to engage with rich, complex texts.

SUPPORT LEADERS AND TEACHERS WITH 
PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
All school and district-based instructional staff will be trained in 
the hallmarks of advanced literacy. 

USE DATA TO MAKE INFORMED DECISIONS
All school and district-based instructional staff will be able 
to interpret and utilize multiple sources of data to inform 
instruction, design appropriately-differentiated tasks and student 
supports, and allocate resources for instructional purposes. 

ENGAGE THE COMMUNITY
All schools and the district’s central office will create opportunities 
to engage family and community stakeholders as valued and 
collaborative partners in supporting literacy achievement. 

https://static1.squarespace.com/static/57752cbed1758e541bdeef6b/t/5b61d1030e2e724441ad5602/1533137155509/MNPS+Literacy+Plan+Our+Five+Commitments.pdf
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Our school district is committed to expanding students’ access 
to opportunities. We recognize that literacy is a critical lever for 
personal and professional prosperity, and we believe that adopting 
advanced literacy practices, investing in people and resources, and 
making strategic data-based decisions is the right place to start. 
We plan on revisiting and revising this literacy plan regularly, and 
we encourage all stakeholders to share their feedback. 

Our school district is committed to expanding students’ access 
to opportunities. We recognize that literacy is a critical lever 
for personal and professional prosperity, and we believe that 
adopting advanced literacy practices, investing in people and 
resources, and making strategic data-based decisions is the right 
place to start. We plan on revisiting and revising this literacy 
plan regularly, and we encourage all stakeholders to share their 
feedback. Together, we can give our students the experiences, 
knowledge, skills, words, passions, and rights they deserve: “We have to liberate our children. 

We have to give them the greatest 
civil right we can give them 
and that is the ability to read.”   

DR. SHAWN JOSEPH 
MNPS DIRECTOR OF SCHOOLS

xxix
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GLOSSARY

ADVANCED LITERACY
An approach to literacy learning that emphasizes critical 
thinking, knowledge building, and communication within 
rigorous and authentic instructional environments. The 
goal of advanced literacy instruction is to empower students 
with knowledge and skills that increase their access to 
academic, professional, and personal opportunities.

AUTHENTIC TEXT
Often called “real books” or “trade books,” this term 
refers to published narrative and informational texts 
that students are able to access; these can sometimes 
be used as primary or secondary sources.

BALANCED LITERACY 2.0
In the summer of 2017, MNPS revised its Balanced Literacy 
Framework. The original framework contained five components: 
word work, interactive read aloud/shared reading, guided 
reading, independent reading, and writing. Balanced Literacy 
2.0 includes these five components, but places greater emphasis 
on explicit and systematic foundational skill instruction 
during word work and the use of close reading during 
interactive read aloud/shared reading. This dual emphasis 

– on foundational skills and close reading – recognizes 
the importance of both skills-based and knowledge-based 
competencies and ensures that all students, regardless of 
their reading level, have access to rigorous text every day. 

CLOSE READING
Intensive, thorough, and methodical analysis of a text passage 
to determine its key ideas and supporting details, as well 
as to gain a deeper understanding of the overall text. 

COMPREHENSION
The ability to understand and make meaning of text. 

CONVENTIONS OF STANDARD ENGLISH
The ability to demonstrate a command of conventions when 
writing, such as capitalization, punctuation, and spelling.

CURRICULUM BASED MEASUREMENT (CBM)
A system for on-going monitoring of student progress through 
a specific curriculum. Through the use of CBM assessments, 
teachers assess students’ academic performance on a regular 
basis with very brief tests. 

DECODING
The process of translating print into speech by matching letters to 
sounds; recognizing the patterns that make syllables and words.
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DIFFERENTIATION
Targeted instruction designed to meet the needs of all students, 
regardless of differences in student progress, interests, and 
need. Differentiated instruction includes diverse strategies and 
approaches to learning and supports students in processing, 
constructing, extending, generalizing, or making sense of ideas.

DIVERSE TEXTS
A variety of texts in terms of complexity, genre, 
length, style, and authors. 

DOMAIN SPECIFIC VOCABULARY
Vocabulary that is specific to a particular field of study. 

ENCODING
Using knowledge of letters, sounds, and syllables to write; spelling.

EXPLICIT INSTRUCTION
Instruction that involves direct, face-to-face teaching that 
is highly structured, focused on specific learning outcomes, 
and based on a high level of student and teacher interaction. 
It involves explanation, demonstration, teacher modeling, 
and practice with topics being taught in a logical order. 

FIGURATIVE LANGUAGE
Words or phrases with non-literal meanings used for 
comparisons or clarity, usually evoking strong images. 

FLUENCY
The ability to read words accurately, quickly, and effortlessly in 
a way that supports comprehension. Reading fluency includes 
the ability to read with appropriate expression and intonation. 

KNOWLEDGE OF LANGUAGE
Knowing how language functions in different contexts 
in a way that increases comprehension when reading 
or listening; the ability to make effective choices for 
meaning or style when writing or speaking.

LITERACY
The ability to read, write, listen, speak, and think critically 
in order to build and communicate knowledge. These 
abilities should be able to be applied flexibly across 
academic subjects and cultural contexts and with a range 
of media, including visual, audible, and digital materials.

MORPHOLOGY
The study of meaningful units in language 
and how they are combined. 

PHONICS
The study of the relationships between letters 
and the sounds they represent. 

PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS
Metalinguistic awareness of all levels of a language’s 
speech-sound system, including word boundaries, stress 
patterns, syllables, onset-rime units, and phonemes. 
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PRINT CONCEPTS
An awareness of the structure and function of written 
language, i.e., understanding that text is read from left to 
right and from the top of the page to the bottom of the page.

SYLLABICATION
The division of words into syllables.

TASKS
The activities and assignments students engage with 
in response to the texts they read. Tasks should require 
students to talk, draw, or write about their understanding. 

TEXT COMPLEXITY
The level of sophistication in a text (in terms of content, 
intellectual engagement, and student readiness); text 
complexity can be measured through a three-part 
assessment that pairs qualitative and quantitative 
measures with reader-task considerations.

TEXTUAL EVIDENCE
Facts, figures, details, quotations, or other sources of data 
and information that provide support for claims or an 
analysis; should appear in a form and be derived from 
a source widely accepted as appropriate to a particular 
subject, as in details or quotations from a text in the study of 
literature and experimental results in the study of science. 

TONE
The author’s attitude toward the subject. 

VOCABULARY ACQUISITION AND USE
The ability to determine or clarify the meaning of unknown 
and multiple-meaning words and phrases by using 
context clues, analyzing meaningful word parts, and 
consulting general and specialized reference materials.

WORD AND SENTENCE COMPOSITION
Knowing and being able to apply phonics and word analysis skills 
when writing words and sentences; the ability to write legibly.

WORD CHOICE
The vocabulary a writer chooses to convey meaning; 
usually refers to the use of sensory/figurative language 
(e.g., simile, metaphor), descriptive words, and 
appropriate, relevant vocabulary to convey purpose, 
meaning, and tone to various audiences.

*Some definitions borrowed from The Tennessee Academic Standards and 

the Tennessee Department of Education’s “Response to Instruction and 

Intervention Framework.”
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