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Dear Readers,

We hope you are having 
a productive and rewarding 
school year. We are pleased 
to announce the latest issue 
of Literacy Matters, featuring a 

curated collection of research and insights organized into 
three pillars: Stories and Texts, Instruction, and Technology.

Stories and Texts Matter. At the heart of literacy are the 
stories we share and the texts we place in children’s hands. In 
this section, readers will explore ways to reclaim the read-aloud 
(Wrenn & Landry), use wordless picture books to strengthen 
visual literacy skills in grades 1–5 (Schneider), and foster empathy 
and inclusivity through book-making (Dunlap & Sumrall).

Instruction Matters. Building on the power of texts, effective 
literacy learning depends on thoughtful, responsive instruction. 
This section offers expert perspectives on inclusive literacy 
instruction (Ming & Clausen), the role of adult feedback in 
supporting preschoolers’ composing processes (Friddle), and 
guidance for navigating changing paradigms and pedagogies 

as educators transition into the 
Science of Reading (Dickson).

Technology Matters. As 
literacy teaching continues to 
evolve, technology plays an 
increasingly influential role in how 
students learn and how teachers 
teach. In this section, authors examine using AI in reading 
conferences (Havran), empowering bi/multilingual learners and 
supporting literacy development with generative and predictive 
AI (Lawton), the effects of mobile device use on literacy among 
four- and five-year-olds (Pruitt), and teacher well-being through 
an exploration of the Teachers Off Duty podcast (Looper).

We celebrate the tireless efforts of the educators and 
teacher-leaders who make literacy accessible for every learner. 
We are currently seeking fresh perspectives for the next issue of 
Literacy Matters and encourage active practitioners to submit 
their insights. Contact us today to join the conversation!

Be inspired and inspiring,
Koti and Kirsten

Letter from the Editors
Koti L. Hubbard, Ph.D. and Kirsten Abel, Ed.D

Koti L. Hubbard Kirsten Abel

Dear Members and 
Supporters of the Palmetto 
State Literacy Association,

I hope this letter finds you 
well and energized for the year ahead. As we begin the 2026 year 
together, I am honored to serve as President of the Palmetto State 
Literacy Association and to build upon the strong foundation 
established by the dedicated leaders who came before me.

Our vision for this year — Collaborate, Communicate, 
and Celebrate — reflects both our purpose and our promise. 
Literacy work is strongest when we collaborate across roles, 
schools, institutions, and communities. By communicating 
openly and intentionally, we expand our impact, share effective 
practices, and amplify voices committed to literacy for all. 
And just as importantly, we must take time to celebrate the 
progress we are making, the educators we are supporting, 
and the students whose lives are changed through literacy.

This year holds special significance for our organization 
as we prepare to celebrate a historic milestone — the 
50th Annual Palmetto State Literacy Conference in 
February 2026. This golden anniversary offers a meaningful 

opportunity to honor our past, reflect on our growth, and 
look ahead to the future of literacy in South Carolina. We 
look forward to coming together to recognize the collective 
efforts that have shaped PSLA for five decades while 
continuing to ignite innovation and leadership in literacy.

As always, PSLA remains committed to growing our 
membership, strengthening partnerships with colleges and 
universities, and expanding meaningful community and 
business partnerships that support literacy initiatives across 
our state. By working alongside community organizations 
and business leaders, we can extend our reach, create new 
opportunities for learners, and reinforce the shared responsibility 
of literacy development. Literacy is more than a skill—it is 
empowerment, opportunity, and the foundation for lifelong 
learning. Together, we can continue to ensure access to high-
quality literacy instruction for all learners across South Carolina.

Thank you for your dedication, advocacy, and belief in the 
transformative power of literacy. I look forward to collaborating 
with you, communicating our shared goals, and celebrating all 
that we will accomplish together during this landmark year.

Michelle Richardson, Ed.S.
2025–2026 President of the Palmetto State Literacy Association

Letter from the President
Michelle Richardson, Ed.S.

Michelle Richardson
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Reclaiming the Read Aloud: A Supportive 
Strategy for Disciplinary Literacy 

by Melissa Wrenn & Elizabeth Landry

Introduction 
The implementation of literacy legislation aligned with the 

Science of Reading (SoR) emphasizes foundational skills such as 
phonemic awareness and phonics and has shifted instructional 
practices in classrooms. While these skills are extremely important 
in early literacy instruction and will close the longstanding gaps 
for many students in developing reading proficiency, they often 
come with rigid teaching to fidelity guidelines, time constraints, 
and a narrow focus that may impact comprehension instruction. 
As a result, teachers devote substantial time to structured skill-
based lessons and interventions (see Tierney & Pearson, 2024). The 
narrowing of code-based instruction does not prepare students 
for knowledge building and meaningful discussions about books 
that help them develop as skilled readers (Seidenberg et al., 2020). 
This instruction is well-intended; however, many teachers are 
voicing concerns that they have less time for read-alouds (Heubeck, 
2023), which foster a love of reading, writing, increase students’ 
vocabulary, and cultivate a deeper understanding of literature. 

From our work with teachers, we see that one major 
consequence of this narrowed focus is the reduction or elimination 
of classroom read-alouds. Read-alouds not only expose students to 
rich vocabulary and complex sentence structures but also serve as 
a model for fluent reading and critical thinking. For many students, 
this is the only time they share a book with an adult, laughing, 
discussing, and thinking. Some recent anecdotal comments shared 
by teachers include: “I just don’t have time to read to my class,” 
“I must teach the lesson to fidelity,” “How do I use science and 
social studies books during the read aloud?” and “I feel the new 
curriculum diminishes the love of reading.” When time is shifted 
away from these components, students may become proficient 
decoders without the tools to understand, analyze, or enjoy 
what they read. Balancing foundational skill development with 
meaning-making activities is critical to building lifelong readers. 

In this paper, we reintroduce the read-aloud to teachers 
as an instructional strategy to be used throughout the school 
day to support disciplinary learning in elementary classrooms. 
Some believe that the read-aloud has been overlooked with 
the implementation of SoR (Heubeck, 2023). However, we 
invite teachers to situate read-alouds in their classrooms as a 
staple of instruction that is essential for developing thoughtful, 
independent readers and building background knowledge. 

What does Research Say?
Disciplinary literacy encompasses the reading, writing, 

communication, and thinking practices of individuals across 
various fields (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014). This type of learning 

belongs in elementary classrooms. While there are many reasons to 
use read-alouds across the school day, we have opted to focus on 
three key research-supported areas related to disciplinary literacy: 
disciplinary thinking, content knowledge, and disciplinary writing. 

Disciplinary Thinking 
Disciplinary thinking should be purposefully developed 

through read-alouds in elementary classrooms. When doing read-
alouds, teachers should plan questions and follow-up questions 
to explore the focal disciplinary thinking. For social studies, this 
may take the form of framing questions specifically to develop 
historical thinking (e.g., Wrenn & Gallagher, 2021; Wrenn & Stanley, 
2022). However, this principle can be applied across disciplines. 
Recently, Ryan and Lipp (2025) developed content-area curriculum 
units to support content knowledge and informational writing 
in science and social studies. The authors did not explicitly claim 
that these first graders were engaging in disciplinary thinking, 
but it is evident that they were. For example, students wrote 
about their own lives from the perspective of the past, present, 
and future. This reflects historical thinking often applied by 
historians (Centre for the Study of Historical Consciousness, n.d.). 

A teacher might go about integrating disciplinary thinking into 
a read-aloud that aligns with the SoR by writing a question for each 
level of Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy (Anderson & Krathwohl, 2001) 
that also supports disciplinary thinking. For example, preservice 
teachers at the University of North Carolina at Pembroke take 
a course in disciplinary literacy. As an assignment, they select a 
text to read aloud, then write questions designed to elicit class 
discussion and disciplinary thinking. Their questions cover all areas 
of Bloom’s Taxonomy and are directly aligned with the disciplinary 
thinking of their focal content area (e.g., health and physical 
education, high school biology, middle school math, elementary 
science). An example of this type of questioning is presented in 
Table 1. Here, students are asked to infer how Margaret’s learning 
to read impacted others. This question is at the applying level of 
Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy, and it elicits historical thinking about 
how one action can impact others from the past to the present. 

Content Knowledge 
Proponents of SoR have positioned background knowledge 

as a crucial part of language comprehension (Duke & Cartwright, 
2021), and it is part of the language comprehension strand of 
Scarborough’s Reading Rope (2001), which is often used as a 
framework for classroom teachers implementing SoR. Read-
alouds allow teachers to help their students develop important 
content knowledge across disciplines in ways that align with 
the SoR. Cervetti and Hiebert (2019) suggest that students 
should build knowledge from rich texts even as they learn to 
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read words. Delaying this exposure can especially harm those 
who rely on school as their main source of academic learning. 
Therefore, teachers need to build background knowledge 
into their read-aloud lessons. Rural second- and third-grade 
teachers built background knowledge prior to social studies 
read-alouds and saw that teaching social studies aligns with 
the SoR (Wrenn et al., 2024). In this way, introducing the 
text by building background knowledge and reading the 
text aloud developed disciplinary content knowledge 

In Table 1, we suggest that content knowledge can be built 
through discussion and multiple uses for a word web—to teach 
vocabulary and connect personal experiences to historical events 
and textual elements. These examples can be implemented 
prior to a read-aloud to build background knowledge and then 
be utilized during and after reading. This practice will foster 
multiple points of engagement to build content knowledge. 

Reading aloud to build content knowledge should not be 
treated as a tangential or filler activity. Instead, as teachers select 
texts, it is important to consider that reading aloud multiple texts 
about the same topic has been shown to improve vocabulary 
and listening comprehension in first- and second-grade students 
(Wright et al., 2022). Reading multiple texts about a topic over 
time is a more effective way to build content knowledge than 
selecting texts intermittently or randomly. Thus, we maintain 
that the same level of explicit instruction expected for word 
recognition instruction in SoR should also be applied to read-
alouds, especially since content and background knowledge are 
foundational, albeit often overlooked, components of SoR. 

Mentor Texts for Disciplinary Writing 
SoR policies and research may leave teachers wondering 

what to do about teaching writing because writing is largely 
absent in SoR implementation across the United States (Tierney & 
Pearson, 2024). Students benefit from explicit writing instruction 

and ongoing writing-focused support (Graham, 2025); yet, 
incorporating frequent, meaningful writing instruction is a 
challenge for teachers for many reasons—policy, packaged 
curricula, and time constraints. One powerful way to incorporate 
writing is to use mentor texts, which allow teachers to model 
genre-specific features and more nuanced aspects of writers’ 
craft (Culham, 2014). There is a direct association between 
reading and writing instruction (Graham, 2025); positioning 
the read-aloud as a writing mentor text is a logical solution 
to the issues limiting writing instruction in many classrooms. 
Situating children as readers helps teachers leverage read-
alouds as opportunities to develop students’ writing skills 
(Dorfman & Cappelli, 2017). Therefore, elementary teachers 
can connect their writing instruction with read-alouds, which 
can serve as mentor texts for writing across disciplines. 

Ideally, disciplinary writing will reflect the type of content 
and thinking that experts in a field commonly enact (WAC 
Clearinghouse, n.d.). Table 1 provides an example of how a 
teacher can integrate disciplinary writing into a read-aloud 
lesson. Here, students take the position of historical thinking 
while explaining their writing choices in a way that retells 
the story. Historians and biographers regularly engage in this 
type of writing as they retell firsthand accounts in their own 
words, through a shared lens of historical experiences and 
their own authorial positions. This intricate way of crafting 
disciplinary text will bring richness to the read-aloud that is 
often missing when implementing SoR-aligned curricula. 

Instructional Example
 Our goal with the following examples is for teachers to see how 

easily read-alouds can be integrated throughout the school day to 
achieve three key instructional goals: disciplinary thinking, content 
knowledge, and disciplinary writing. We invite teachers to consider 
this simple approach for instructional alignment to the standards 

Concept Instructional Goals Activity

Disciplinary Thinking I can determine the cause and 
consequences of how Margaret’s 
learning to read English 
impacted her and others.

•	 Create a graphic organizer that illustrates the events leading up 
to Margaret’s learning to read English and what happened next. 

•	 Engage in a class discussion around how Margaret’s learning 
to read English changed her life. Ask students to infer 
how Margaret’s learning to read impacted others. 

Content Knowledge I can explain how the values and 
beliefs of Margaret and her family 
were similar and different from 
those of the school leaders.

•	 Discuss the culture of Margaret’s family in comparison to the school.

•	 Co-develop a word web with students that prompts 
them to use key vocabulary words. 

•	 Use the word web to retell the story and foster personal connections 
with the historical event and/or multilingual textual elements. 

Disciplinary Writing I can use the information from 
the text to write in ways that 
share Margaret’s story.

•	 Students will write a secondary source that retells Margaret’s story. 
Create a six scene-action story frame from the book. For each 
scene, students need to explain their decisions like historians. 

Table 1
Read Aloud Implementation
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and their required curriculum. Our example is based on When I 
Was Eight (Jordan-Fenton & Pokiak-Fenton, 2013). This book is 
selected for its cultural relevance to Indigenous cultures that were 
impacted by the displacement and detrimental U.S. government 
practices against Native communities across generations.

The first step is to select the focal disciplinary standard(s), 
which are the social studies standards in South Carolina and 
North Carolina that align with our selected text, When I Was Eight 
(Jordan-Fenton & Pokiak-Fenton, 2013). While this book was 
set in Canada, the practices were nearly identical in the United 
States, and we believe this book is relevant and appropriate 
for elementary classrooms studying these standards that 
ask students to engage in multiple perspective taking: 

•	 4.3.E: Analyze multiple perspectives of early 
westward expansion, including the addition of slave 
and free territories and states through the use of 
primary and secondary sources (SCDE, 2024).

•	 5.H.1.5 Compare multiple perspectives of various historical 
events using primary and secondary sources (North 
Carolina Department of Public Instruction, 2021).

 The next step is to determine your instructional goals for 
the three areas and to plan instructional activities that will 
support these goals. In Table 1, we list the “I can statement” 
for each of the three concepts. Then, we provide associated 
activities designed to help students develop proficiency toward 
each goal. The convergence of all three concepts—disciplinary 
thinking, content knowledge, and disciplinary writing—into 
a single read-aloud lesson allows teachers to bring the power 
of disciplinary literacy into their SoR-aligned classrooms. 

Conclusion 
In conclusion, we advocate for revitalizing the classroom’s 

love of reading by utilizing read-aloud as a dynamic and 
essential tool. Our strategy demonstrates its ease of use in 
developing thoughtful readers and thinkers across disciplinary 
thinking, content knowledge, and disciplinary writing. However, 
a crucial question remains for many educators: How can I 
justify implementing read-alouds when I must adhere strictly 
to my required curriculum? The following are key points 
designed to reinforce the importance of read-alouds: 

•	 Read-alouds are necessary because when students 
have more background knowledge, they can use 
that knowledge to read more effectively and connect 
ideas between texts (Cervetti & Heibert, 2019).

•	 Writing is a core part of literacy development (Graham, 2025), 
and this read-aloud strategy connects reading and writing. 

•	 The time invested in teaching disciplinary thinking in elementary 
grades supports lifelong understanding of how the world works. 

By embracing this instructional strategy, teachers nurture 
students’ ability to become experts in the field by fostering 
critical thinking and communication skills as they engage 
with the text. We invite teachers to adapt this strategy without 
feeling pressured to adhere strictly to our example. Teachers 
should make it their own as they reclaim the read-aloud in their 
classrooms across all disciplines throughout the school day. 
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Using Wordless Picture Books to Strengthen 
Visual Literacy Skills in Grades 1–5 

by Elke Schneider

This article shares reasons for and ways to explicitly teach visual 
literacy (VL) skills using wordless picture books (WLPBs) to students 
in grades 1-5. Within the scope of this article, WLPBs are defined as 
books using only visual imagery to tell stories. Pop-up picture books 
or digital WLPBs are excluded.  Book titles and author information 
on book flaps or covers represent the only letter-print information 
(Serafini, 2014b). One reason for this topic is that educators often 
lack training and confidence in using WLPBs to develop VL skills 
(Chatzianastasi et al., 2025; Kaminski, 2025; Serafini, 2014a, 2014b). 
Secondly, the new South Carolina College and Career Ready 
Standards for English Language Arts (SCDE, 2024a) and Read to 
Succeed Standards (SCDE, 2024b) explicitly include VL skills. Thirdly, 
WLPBs are versatile choices for teaching VL skills, as they offer a 
wide range of options (see examples in this article), allowing for 
the exploration of various student-engaging activities that cater to 
the unique needs and backgrounds of learners, regardless of their 
reading skills (Maine, 2015). For instance, students naturally engage 
in VL practices such as interpreting images, drawing inferences, 
making and revising predictions, and telling and comparing (orally 
or in writing) portrayed stories (Lee, 2024a, 2024b; Zhang et al., 
2023). After defining VL skills and highlighting the unique benefits 
of WLPB, strategies to foster VL competence are shared with a select 
group of WLPBs for use in conjunction with the described strategies.

Visual Literacy Skills 
The earliest examples of VL date back to the pictorial messages 

of cave dwellers on cave walls, which were used to document 
events. These can be interpreted to this day without word-reading 
skills, helping to understand life in past cultures (Manguel, 2014). 
Today, VL is a well-defined discipline encompassing aesthetic, 
socio-emotional, comprehension, reflecting, and analyzing skills 
essential for a successful literate citizen (Thompson et al., 2022). 
VL has receptive and expressive components that must be taught 
explicitly (Moline, 2023). Receptive VL refers to the ability to identify 
and critically reflect on messages explicitly or implicitly transmitted 
via still images (i.e., photos, posters, paintings, sculptures) and/
or moving images (i.e., video/film clips, TV shows, movies, acting). 
In-depth, reflective engagement with such images requires readers/
viewers to be explicitly aware of the impact that artistic features, 
such as colors, perspectives, or focal points, presented through 
art media (e.g., watercolors, collages, black and white charcoal 
drawings, cartoons, photographs) can have on them. This aspect 
of VL is referred to as aesthetic skills, which are closely linked to 
critical thinking skills. The expressive component of VL refers to 
the ability to select effective images and/or create visual images to 
achieve specific communication goals. In elementary grades, this 
concept is applied to art projects, poetry/story illustrations, science 
scrapbooks, and foldables for vocabulary learning, science, or social 
studies content (Danis, 2021; Maine, 2015; Moline, 2023; Özsoy & 

Saribas, 2021). Some consider VL the most important 21st-century 
literacy skill set because it is intrinsically connected to digital 
literacy and how to critically manage the information flow from 
image-rich digital resources (Danis, 2021; Thompson et al., 2022).

Benefits of Teaching Visual Literacy 
Explicitly with Wordless Picture Books

Explicitly teaching VL with WLPB has many benefits. For one, 
images-only information sharing makes the information accessible 
to everyone, regardless of their reading, writing, or speaking abilities, 
as well as their socio-cultural background. This equal accessibility 
increases interest in engaging with the information and reduces 
anxiety about not being able to interpret WLPB because many 
viable interpretations are acceptable (Arizpe, 2021; Hoffman et 
al., 2021; Lee, 2024a, 2024b; Rodosthenous-Balafa et al., 2021). 
Students can easily explore personal meanings of a WLPB since 
images activate content and socio-cultural prior knowledge 
without requiring phonics skills. Therefore, these books offer equal 
comprehension and interpretation opportunities, specifically for 
students with reading difficulties or multilingual learners (MLs) 
(Louie & Sierschynski, 2015; Rodosthenous-Balafa et al., 2021; Zhang 
et al., 2025). WLPB is also easily accessible to parents and caregivers, 
regardless of their literacy skills. This resource has the added benefit 
of bonding with their children when exploring a wordless picture 
book together (Rodosthenous-Balafa et al., 2021; Wolf, 2019). 

Moreover, it is easy to scaffold student-centered VL activities with 
WLPBs. For instance, students with rudimentary or no language 
skills can point to images on a page and sequence copied images 
from the WLPB to demonstrate their understanding of the story. 
Alternatively, they use nonverbal gestures to respond to yes/
no questions instead of providing oral answers to open-ended 
questions. In contrast, students with better language skills can 
verbalize details in gradually more complex phrases and/or 
sentences to retell information/stories using graphic organizers, 
story maps and using provided sentence frames of varying 
complexities to respond to open-ended questions (see Tables 2 
& 3). Students with advanced language skills can expand their 
oral language using more complex sentence frames and/or tell a 
viewed WLPB story from a particular character’s perspective (Goriot 
et al., 2024; Louie & Sierschynski, 2015). Scaffolding also occurs 
by preceding written tasks with oral practice with peers. Students 
can record oral interpretations to serve as a basis for subsequently 
completing a graphic organizer that can serve as a resource for a 
shorter or longer writing assignment (e.g., letter to a story character 
or the author, writing a story with or without their own illustrations, 
summary; Jennings & Haynes, 2024; Louie & Sierschynski, 2015). 

Moreover, WLPBs can serve as assessment tools for VL. Asking 
students to share their WLPB story interpretation in the form 
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of a written story (and illustration) would be a comprehension 
assessment using WLPBs. However, if educators want to assess 
comprehension skills without interference from reading/writing 
skills, they can conduct a one-on-one oral assessment. They listen 
to students telling the story, turning page by page. As needed, 
educators ask inference and reasoning questions to delve deeper 
into a student’s understanding of the story and reflection skills 
(Serafini, 2014a). A large proportion of over 230 WLPB studies 
found WLPBs to be a viable comprehension assessment tool 
and an effective preparation tool for inferencing and analyzing 
content in printed texts (Martínez-Carratalá, 2022). Table 1 
provides an example of a Visual Literacy Assessment Chart for 
oral assessment procedures, created and used by the author.

Additionally, Serafini (2014b) emphasizes that WLPBs provide 
an opportunity to strengthen VL that allows for in-depth 
compare-contrast, cause and effect, sequencing, reasoning, 
predicting, and inferencing practices in preparation to doing 
so in other content areas such as geography, social studies or 
science (e.g., Lasley & Haas, 2017; Mathews, 2014; Marciano et al., 

2017; Martinez-Alba & Cruzado-Guerrero, 2015; Wissman, 2019). 
These tasks challenge even competent text readers because 
it is the visual images that need to be critically processed, not 
letter-word patterns (Maine, 2015). Image processing tasks 
activate creative and critical thinking, social-emotional and 
empathic learning (Hoffman et al., 2021; Maine, 2015; Wolf, 2019), 
and foster aesthetic skills development (Arizpe, 2021, 2013; 
Goriot et al., 2024) while strengthening oral and writing skills 
through oral dialog and writing tasks. For instance, students 
need to practice identifying the implicit and explicit messages of 
imagery through attentive, critical lenses to discern underlying 
emotional manipulation or biased aspects conveyed through 
colors, perspectives, and other visual expressions. This requires a 
contextual understanding of the cultural and historical settings 
displayed in images (Arizpe, 2021; Goriot et al., 2024; Hoffman 
et al., 2021). Collaboration with art teachers to help students 
learn to interpret visual messages and to engage in art projects 
related to a WLPB (e.g., collages similar to author Jennie Baker, 
soft charcoal drawing similar to Henry Cole) is helpful for 
educators who are not as versed in aesthetic interpretations 

Date:                     Grade:               Student:                                                      WLPB title:

Criteria Performance Level Comment
Tells story sequence (beginning, middle, end) 1       2       3       4       5
Draws inference/s from images (critical thinking) 1       2       3       4       5
Makes prediction/s based on 
images (critical thinking) 1       2       3       4       5

Revises prediction/s based on 
images (critical thinking) 1       2       3       4       5

Expresses questions about aspects 
of story (critical thinking) 1       2       3       4       5

Expresses how visuals make reader feel 
about aspects in story (aesthetics) 1       2       3       4       5

Describes how the story, places, 
characters feel (social-emotional) 1       2       3       4       5

Connects to emotions in story and 
expresses empathy (social-emotional) 1       2       3       4       5

Makes connections to own experiences or 
to those of others (social-emotional) 1       2       3       4       5

Table 1
Visual Literacy Assessment Chart Chart guidelines:

5 4 3 2 1
Provides appropriate 
information with detailed 
support (reasoning + 
examples) from images 
without prompting

Provides appropriate 
information with basic 
support from images 
(reason or example) 
without prompting

Provides only very basic 
information with no 
support from images 
unless prompted

Provides minimal 
information with no 
support from images 
even when prompted

Struggles to provide basic 
information even with 
multiple prompts (pointing 
to image & question) No 
details from images

• For the middle column: Circle the appropriate performance level (1-5) 
• For the right column: Enter details about performance using letter codes for kind/s of performance/s.    
  (see examples)       V =  verbally     D =  drawing   W =  writing      G = gestures 

• For W: sticky note comments in phrases or full sentences, detailed or basic story map,   
  basis but relevant scrap notes on sequence of events, characters, names
• for V: short or complex sentences; good use of descriptive words
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of visual imagery in WLPBs. Furthermore, comparing and 
contrasting imagery and its effects in WLPBs helps prepare 
students to apply these VL skills in other content areas, such 
as social studies or science (for example, see Martinez-Alba & 
Cruzado-Guerrero, 2015; Wissman, 2019). Additionally, WLPB 
offers natural opportunities to foster social-emotional learning 
through VL engagements, thereby developing empathy, 
compassion, and an understanding of life challenges (Arizpe, 
2021; Hoffman et al., 2021; Nikolajeva, 2014, 2018). Moreover, 
research emphasizes that through the process of making sense of 
images rather than printed text, students can more freely, deeply 
and creatively engage cognitively with the content (Lee, 2024a, 
2024b; Wang & Shao, 2025; Wissman, 2019; Zhang et al., 2025).  

Misconceptions about and Challenges 
with Wordless Picture Books

There are a few misconceptions and challenges to be aware of 
when using WLPBs to foster VL skills. One misconception is that 
without printed text, WLPBs are (too) easy to comprehend and 
therefore are only applicable for very young non-readers. Such views 
disregard the highly complex VL skills needed and strengthened 
when engaging students with WLPB (Lee, 2024a, 2024b; Ramos 
& Ramos, 2011). This limited view may be a result of educators’ 
lack of proper training to use WLPBs effectively (Martínez-Alba & 
Cruzado-Guerrero, 2022; Serafini, 2014a, 2014b), and many of them 
may be unaware of the value of WLPBs, even though WLPBs can 
receive prestigious Caldecott awards (Martínez-Carratalá, 2022). 

Another common misconception is the assumption that 
WLPBs are too easy to use with students and therefore do not 
require explicit teaching of VL skills. For one, this assumption is 
false because students are at different reading levels, with some 
below, some at, and some above grade level expectations due 
to classified learning differences, language of origin differences, 
traumatic experiences, or they are excelling as gifted and 
talented in ELA. These must be adequately addressed through 
scaffolding and require explicit language support (see Tables 2 & 
3). Moreover, active, critically reflective viewing of visual details 
must be taught because such processing requires concrete 
skills that differ from the more receptive, efferent experiences 
students have with digital viewings of moving images for 
entertainment purposes. (Serafini, 2014b; Pantaleo, 2019).

Additionally, working in large groups with WLPB books can be 
challenging. For equally clear access to the picture pages for all 
students, educators can present screenshots of each page on a 
Smartboard screen or under a document camera. If educators 
want each student or pair of students to hold a copy of the WLPB 
in hand, either the school librarian can help obtain multiple copies 
from other libraries in the area, or educators can write a grant 
to acquire a class set of the WLPBs. Another challenge can occur 
when students, parents, or staff may not see the importance of 
learning VL skills through WLPBs. In such cases, the purpose and 
value of acquiring VL skills with WLPB, as well as its relevance to 
digital literacy, must be made explicit (Thompson et al., 2022). 

Strategies to Foster Visual  
Literacy Skills

Next, selected strategies to foster VL with WLPBs are 
shared that address the role of the educator, explicit language 
support related to vocabulary and sentence structures/frames 
(see Tables 2 & 3), teaching ideas to foster aesthetic, socio-
emotional, and critical thinking skills (see Table 4) and alternative 
ideas to enhance VL skills without using an entire WLPB.  

Educator role: Moderator of 
Visual Literacy Explorations

Educators play a crucial role in guiding students to confidently 
apply VL skills with information from WLPB images. It is essential 
that educators model through think-alouds how to apply VL skills 
when actively engaging with images in WLPBs. This allows students 
to hear examples of inferencing, wondering, and prediction 
making/revising. Modeling such skills can be transferred to 
interpreting graphs, charts, or video clips (Mantei & Kervin, 2015). 
Next, educators prompt students with open-ended questions 
(see Table 2) to engage in reflective image reading, helping 
them gain the courage and confidence to do so independently. 
A scaffolded introduction to learning how to process imagery 
in WLPBs can begin by asking students to examine one page at 
a time and search for what catches their attention. At this initial 
picture walk, no speaking is required. Then, on subsequent 
“page walks” through the book, the educator asks open-ended 
questions (yes-no questions for novice MLs) that guide students 
to examine visual details more closely and consider how these 
details affect their understanding of the story.  Inviting students 
to give reasons for their interpretations honors students’ socio-
cultural and life differences (Hoffman et al., 2021). Supporting oral 
contributions by explicitly introducing and modeling the use of 
sentence frames of varying complexity is crucial for students to 
engage deeply with WLPB content. These can include sentence 
frames on anchor charts or table tents to express different 
points of view, ask peers questions, request clarification, or make 
summarizing statements (Zwiers, 2019; Zwiers & Hamerla, 2017; 
see Table 3). Also, careful scaffolding includes a) to precede any 
writing tasks with academic oral practice of vocabulary and 
sentences structures so students can rely on these practices 
for more competent writing and b) to progress WLPB-related 
writing tasks from modeled writing with the whole class or small 
groups, to peer-paired writing, to individual writing (Jennings 
& Haynes, 2024; Zwiers, 2019; Zwiers & Hamerla, 2017). 

Language Support: Explicit Vocabulary 
and Sentence Structure Instruction

The Picture Word Induction Strategy (PWIS) is highly beneficial 
for anchoring students’ vocabulary in oral discussions or writing 
about WLPB content, especially for WLPB texts with many details 
and actions on a page (e.g., Flotsam by David Wiesner; Meliasari et 
al., 2018; Mutmainna et al., 2025). To implement the PWIS, a page 
of the story is displayed digitally (e.g., using a document camera 
or a projector). Educators elicit vocabulary for actions, character, 
place, and time information from students through questions and 
think-aloud modeling, and write on the image verbs, adjectives, 
nouns, or phrases, color-coded by parts of speech as desired. A 
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line connects the word and its related visual representation. This 
allows students to see the vocabulary needed to think, talk, or 
write about a page. Educators repeat this procedure per page 
as needed (Meliasari et al., 2018; Mutmainna et al., 2025).

Sentence frames in which to use these words can be provided 
either on an anchor chart for all to see or on table tents or 
reference sheets individually for each student. These sentence 
frames can include dialog structures to politely interrupt 
someone to make another comment, ask clarifying questions, 
express agreement or disagreement, or summarize the essence 
of a realization (Zwiers, 2019; Zwiers & Hamerla, 2017). They 
can also include structures to answer specific open-ended 
questions related to VL aspects. Table 3 displays examples 
of sentence frames to foster aesthetic, affective, and critical 
thinking VL skills, along with language support, to express story 
events and the meaning of a story for individual readers. 

In Table 4, various activities are summarized to develop VL 
skills with WLPBs. They include ideas to develop (1) aesthetic 
skills, (2) affective skills (compassion, emotions, relation to 
self, world, others), (3) cognitive/critical thinking skills and 
(4) language skills to engage in critical VL engagement. 
These four aspects align with a) essential VL skills (Serafini, 
2014b), b) questioning suggestions in Table 2, and c) sentence 
frames in Table 3 to provide educators with clearly aligned 
suggestions for all aspects of VL practices with WLPBs. 

Alternatives to Using an Entire WLPB 
for Visual Literacy Development  

Two teacher-tested strategies to prevent overwhelming 
students at first with image processing of an entire WLPB can be: 

1.	 Focus on 1–2 pages: Model how to engage with images, 
discuss story details and illustration techniques, and 
invite students to share feelings, personal connections, 
and interpretations (see Tables 2 and 3). 

2.	 Use image-card sets: Educators prepare laminated 4 
× 6–inch cardstock printouts of 3–5 pages from a WLPB. 
Working in teams, students sequence the image cards into 
their own version of the story and engage in dialogue to 
explain why images are placed in a particular order and to 
collaboratively construct a detailed narrative. Teams then 
share their story versions with peers, discussing how the 
artist’s illustration techniques influenced their interpretations. 
Once students are familiar with the complete WLPB, they 
compare their constructed story with the original text.

These VL practices allow for a deep engagement with various 
interpretations of WLPB content (Wang & Shao, 2025; Wissman, 
2019; Zhang et al., 2025). For both strategies, described oral 
discussions are best preceded by writing tasks, such as placing 
sticky notes with short sentences underneath pictures or 
writing more text on note cards that later serve as an organizer 
for writing an entire story with a clear beginning, middle, and 
end. These steps can also be taken with selected images from 
a picture book that contains text (Jennings & Haynes, 2024).

Wordless Picture Books
The following 16 WLPBs, briefly annotated, provide educators 

with resources to foster VL skills with both easier and more complex 
images. The author selected these based on the following criteria: 
(1) clarity of the storyline depicted in sequence of images (Arizpe, 
2021), (2) illustration techniques that support social-emotional 
connections with at least one character (i.e., viewpoint/perspective, 
colors, facial expressions) (Nikolajeva, 2018, 2014; Hoffman et al., 
2021), and (3) opportunities for discussion of artistic illustration 
techniques and their aesthetic values (Danis, 2021; Drucker, 
2018). Some of the listed books have won the Caldecott Medal.

Wordless picture books for grades 1-3 
The following WLPBs contain varying degrees of simple 

imagery per page and a relatively straightforward storyline 
to follow, featuring a small number of characters. 

Journey. Candlewick. (Trilogy Part 1) 
Becker, A. (2013).  ISBN: 978-0763660536

This classic Caldecott winner follows a girl who 
enters a world of imagination by drawing a door 

on her bedroom wall and traveling through it by boat and carpet 
she has drawn herself. She is engulfed in the fantasy world of 
emperors and kings, exotic lands and creatures. This story is part 
of a trilogy. Part 2 is titled Quest (2014). In it, the girl and a friend 
rescue a captured king using colored markers in hand. In Part 3, 
titled Return (2016), only a powerful event brings the girl back 
from her adventures in a magical world. This trilogy encourages 
discussions about creativity, collaboration, and courage. 

Mirror. Candlewick.
Baker, J. (2010). ISBN: 978-0763648480

Vibrant-colored collage illustrations enable 
readers to learn about the similarities and 

differences in the lives and daily routines of two families: one in 
Sydney, Australia, and one in a small village in Morocco, Africa. 
These two stories are to be read side by side, one from the left 
and one from the right. Through careful comparison, readers see 
cultural uniqueness amidst many similarities. This is a great book 
to integrate diverse experiences of MLs and comparison skills. 

Window 
Baker, J. (2002). Walker Children’s Paperbacks.  
ISBN: 978-0744594867

Attention-grabbing collage imagery illustrates 
how a boy’s home environment changes as 

industrialization transforms a once-rural setting into a city 
landscape. As the boy grows into adulthood, he finds a way to 
reconnect with nature. This theme connects easily to social studies. 

The Boy and the Elephant 
Blackwood, F. (2024). Random House Studio.   
ISBN: 978-0593707661

In this watercolor-illustrated story, a lonely 
boy wanders into nearby woods and discovers 
a new friend, an elephant formed from trees. As 

the seasons change, the boy notices that the elephant changes 
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as well. When he learns that the land is marked for deforestation, 
the boy shows courage by devising a plan to save his forest 
friends. This magical realism story invites readers to believe in the 
power of one and to creatively engage with their communities.

Home 
Baker, J. (2004). Greenwillow Books. ISBN: 978-0066239354

This multi-media collage book shows how 
a community takes action to turn their city 
neighborhood into a thriving place where 

everyone feels welcome and safe. The topic invites discussions 
on art design, environment, and civic engagement.

Unspoken: A Story from the  
Underground Railroad
Cole, H. (2012). Scholastic. ISBN: 978-0545399975

This wordless picture book is an effective 
resource for discussing compassion and 

moral courage, conveyed through expressive charcoal 
illustrations and facial imagery. The story follows a girl who 
discovers a runaway enslaved person in her family’s barn 
and follows her heart to help them escape to freedom.

The Red Book 
Lehman, B. (2004). Clarion Books. ISBN: 978-0618428588

This classic Caldecott Honor-winning book 
takes the reader on an adventure with a boy 

who finds a red book in the snow. As he opens the book, the 
boy and the reader get taken across oceans and continents 
to experience various adventures. With clear images and 
a simple but attention-grabbing storyline, readers can 
engage in many ways to tell and experience the story. 

 Lion and the Mouse 
Pinkey, J. (2009). Little Brown Books for Young Readers. 
ISBN:  978-0316013567

This Caldecott Medal winner retells 
one of Aesop’s fables through images, 

reminding readers that kindness never goes unnoticed as a lion 
and a mouse save each other’s lives. Expressive illustrations of 
African wildlife and its inhabitants support detailed discussions 
of characters, storyline, and geography-related content.

The Umbrella 
Schubert, I.  & Shubert, D. (2015). Book Island.  
ISBN: 978-0994109859

In this story, readers follow a dog who 
clings to an umbrella on a windy day and 

travels the world, carried by the wind and winged animals. 
Along the way, he journeys underwater and experiences 
all seasons. The brightly colored, simple illustrations 
invite readers to create their own interpretations.

Home in a Lunch Box 
Mo, C. (2024). Penguin Workshop. ISBN: 978-0593661345

In this Caldecott Honor book, readers meet Jun, 
who has just moved from Hong Kong to the United 
States and experiences culture shock. Through 

the food in her lunchbox, Jun is reminded that home is close 
by. The illustrator uses a range of artistic techniques to evoke 
compassion and understanding of Jun’s experience. This story 
invites discussion around feelings of kindness, comfort, and safety.

Fossil
Thompson, B. (2013). Two Lions. ISBN: 978-1477847008

In this story, a boy brings prehistoric 
creatures to life by breaking open fossils, 
leading him to confront unexpected challenges 

that require creativity and problem-solving. Unique perspectives 
and focal points draw readers into the emotional world of this 
fantasy. The theme lends itself well to integration with science.

Wordless picture books for grades 4-5
These WLPBs contain more complex imagery or storyline details 

and should therefore be used once students are comfortable 
with the simpler WLPBs from the above category. To transition 
students, see suggestions for using alternatives to full WLPB uses. 

Zoom 
Banyai, I. (1998). Puffin Books. ISBN: 978-0140557749

In this classic book, readers embark 
on a visual journey that invites continual 
prediction and attention to colorful details. 

The images move from a farm to a city, a ship, and an island, 
providing rich opportunities to practice making predictions, 
interpretations, and detailed observations on each page.

 Re-Zoom 
Banyai, I. (1998). Puffin Books. ISBN: 978-0140556940

In a series of surprising image twists, 
readers embark on a mysterious journey 
from an Egyptian pyramid to a jungle and 

a beach. Colorful, detailed images invite numerous 
predictions about what unfolds on subsequent pages and 
encourage multiple ways of constructing a storyline.  

The secret box
Lehman, B. (2011). Clarion Books. ISBN: 978-0547238685

In this classic, three boys discover a 
secret box that someone had hidden under 
the boards of their bedroom. By exploring 

what is inside the box (maps, postcards), the boys get to 
embark on a fantasy trip to a magical place called Seahorse 
Pier. Readers are challenged to meld story and fantasy. 

Flotsam 
Wiesner, D. (2006). Clarion Books. ISBN: 978-0618194575

In this classic Caldecott winner, 
Wiesner employs watercolor, vast 
imaginative creativity, unique perspectives, 

and storyline twists to tell a story about a boy searching 
for flotsam and finding a camera that leads to magical 
discoveries. The imagery invites creative interpretations. 
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Tuesday
Wiesner, D. (2011). Clarion Books. ISBN: 978-
0395870822

In this classic Caldecott winner, vibrant 
watercolor illustrations transport readers 
into the adventures of frogs on a Tuesday 

night, as they defy gravity and float around town and into various 
places. These wondrous events activate creative imagination 
beyond the realms of the logical mind. This can also serve as 
a unique book to connect with a science lesson on gravity.

The arrival 
Tan, S. (2007). Arthur A. Levine Books. ISBN: 978-0439895293

This classic presents complex images of 
more than 60 immigrants in the end pages 
while telling the story of one immigrant’s 
journey. Unable to understand the language 

or culture of his new country, he must find ways to survive 
on his own until his family reunites with him a year later. 
Detailed illustrations convey emotions of loneliness, 
overwhelm, and despair, as well as moments of creative 
adaptability, offering many points of connection for readers.

Conclusion
This article highlights the importance and versatility of WLPBs 

to strengthen elementary students’ VL skills that are transferable 
to other contexts, such as interpreting graphs, charts, and imagery 
in historic or science documents (Goriot et al., 2024; Thompson 
et al., 2022). It aims to encourage educators to creatively infuse 
VL practices with WLPB in their teaching. To this end, concrete 
suggestions for language support (Tables 2 and 3) with a collection 
of strategies in Table 4 were shared. Moreover, Table 1 provides 
a VL comprehension assessment chart to use with individuals 
when discussing a WLPB. Lastly, the selection of annotated 
WLPBs provides book resources. For more WLPB resources, 
readers can consult a) Martin’s (2015) collection of 500 graphic 
novels and WLPBs sorted by genre and themes with a list of 25 
WLPB authors, b) Martinez-Alba and Cruzado-Guerrero (2015) 
offer WLPB book titles, rubrics, and lesson plans for K-12 and c) 
Napoli & Colabucci’s (2025) international WLPB discussions.

VL Skill area Questions
Aesthetic skills •	 How do the colors of/this page…. make you feel? 

•	 In what color would you express ... (mood)? How does the author create the mood? 
•	 From what view point/perspective do we see what is happening? How does that make you feel?
•	 How did the author draw/use to create the image on page?
•	 How do you like the images? Why?
•	 What in the picture gives you a feeling of...?
•	 What in the image gives you the feeling of? How do you think the artist achieved that?
•	 What question/s would you like to ask the illustrator? Why?

Affective skills 
(compassion, 
emotions, relation to 
self, world, others)

•	 What are your feelings for …(character)?
•	 How would you feel if you/your best friend/ sibling were . (the main 

character, other character, sentient being)? Why
•	 If you could change the story, how would you to help… (character, situation in the story)?
•	 What happened in your life that helps you relate to…. (character, story line)

Critical thinking •	 Any reason/why questions with relation
•	 Why do you think the character….. What makes you (why do you predict/think, question…?  
•	 Any questions comparing character development or story comprehension compared to peers 
•	 How is your story different from….? What did you find out from your 

discussion with… why that might have happened?
•	 Any wonder question: What makes you wonder when you look at the title, the front cover 

of the book/ this page? What is your wonder question for this page/phase in the story
•	 Any prediction/anticipation/inference questions or questions to reconsider 

a previous prediction, assumption or thought Given…, I predict…., Based 
on…. I infer that…. Looking at… (image/face…), I anticipate that…

•	 What happens here makes me change my prediction. I now think…. 
(revised prediction) I need to revise my prediction because….

•	 Which other story have we/you read that reminds you of… in this story?
•	 What do you hear, see, feel, smell, sense when you see what happens to/with…. in this story?
•	 What does the story mean for you? Why?

Table 2
Questions to Foster Visual Literacy Skills
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Language support •	 How would you describe the character/place/time/problem. ?
•	 At the beginning/first, …., then…, next, … at the end,…
•	 The problem got solved when….
•	 How can we/would you describe/explain……?
•	 What words can we use to describe…(setting, character, action/s, mood?
•	 What sentence frame can we use to say something about … 

Look on our sentence frame anchor chart/your list

Dialog structures

Expressing Agreement
•	 I had the same reaction because I felt/thought…
•	 I also wondered about… asked myself why…
Expressing difference
•	 This is interesting. I understood/reacted to… totally differently. As opposed to your 

interpretation/prediction/inference/reaction, I… predicted/inferred/ thought/felt…
•	 I hear you but I see… (character/problem/…) differently. For me,… because…
Comparing/contrasting
•	 When I compare your… to my interpretation, I see we overlap in… But we see… differently. 
•	 While you think…, I think… Why do you…? How come?
•	 I do not see/interpret… like you do. 
•	 Even though I agree with you on… , I interpret… differently because… For example,…
•	 Compared to what you said about, I think…
Asking for clarification
•	 Why do you think/why did you say…?
•	 Excuse me, I want to make sure I understand your point. Are you saying that…?
•	 Wait a minute, you mean… because…?
•	 Am I understanding this correctly/ You mean to say….
Summarizing a peer’s comment
•	 Let me see if I understand you correctly. You are saying that…
•	 So, from your perspective,… because…
•	 So, your group interpreted… Therefore, you…
Referring to a section in the book (to provide evidence)
•	 Let’s go back to page x/ Do you see how the illustrator…? That makes me think…
•	 See on page x/picture card x, the artist…? That gave me the feeling… (emotion, prediction)
•	 On the right/left top/bottom/in the middle of page…/picture card…, I noticed that…
•	 The… on page x in the middle caught my eye and I think…
•	 Did you notice the… On page x /picture card x? This made me conclude/infer that…

Table 2 – continued
Questions to Foster Visual Literacy Skills
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VL Skill area Sentence frames

Aesthetic skills •	 When I see…, I feel...
•	 …makes me feel….
•	 I like the image on page… because…
•	 I feel I look at the page from (above, through the… eyes because I…
•	 The colors make me feel/ think that…
•	 I think the author used… (water colors, thick paint, chalk, different paper) to make…)
•	 The color/s of…make me feel… because
•	 The color/s of … make me feel as if…/like…

Affective skills 
(compassion, 
emotions, relation to 
self, world, others)

•	 When I look at…, I feel that the character…
•	 What happens here makes me think of a time when I…
•	 I can relate to… because my family/ I… / my best friend…
•	 I feel happy/sad/ I worry about…. because (story event or 

character info/relation to own life or other story)…
•	 We could help the character/situation by…
•	 This story makes me want to do something nice for… I can… (action).
•	 I can relate to what… (peer) said about… because…
•	 I can relate to… because I saw on TV/read in a story about… 

that… /I experienced something similar when…
•	 …(detail from image) reminds me of…
•	 If I were… I would/could not… because…
•	 …(fact from page/story) makes me wonder if… would/could/is…

Critical thinking •	 I would like to know why… /if…
•	 Looking at…, I predict/anticipate that…
•	 Seeing…, I wonder if/why/when…
•	 Now that I see…, I change my mind about…
•	 Why did… do this? Why do you think… happens to…?
•	 I agree/disagree with how… (character action) because…

Story comprehension

•	 This page/story tells me/means to me…
•	 I find… important… because…
•	 …catches my attention because…
•	 Looking at… (i.e., face, clothes) of…, I get the impression that…
•	 For me, the story is about… I think so because…
•	 First,… (action in story) and then… (next action), then (next action). Lastly, (last action, resolution)… 
•	 I think this story wants me to realize that…

Table 3
Sentence Frames to Foster Visual Literacy Orally
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VL Skill area Sentence frames
Aesthetic skills •	 Students create a picture using the art technique the author used (i.e., water colors, collage, charcoal) either 

related to the story (i.e., main message, reaction to story) or about a different story related in theme to the story. 
•	 Students create their own story book with a limited number of images (3-6) 

using a different or similar art technique that the/a WLPB author used
•	 Collaborate with visual arts teacher so students can learn about the visual arts techniques the author used 

(i.e., history, techniques, perspectives, colors) to create emotional responses and comprehension in readers.
•	 Students draw images of their own story or a retelling of the WLPB story 

on worksheets or foldables and then share with class.
•	 Based on provided information, students discuss the effects of the images on them emotionally, how a 

point of view or character was illustrated, or which visual features helped to comprehend the story.
•	 Students interview a WLPB illustrator virtually about how the author 

came up with the story and decided how to illustrate it.

Affective skills 
(compassion, 
emotions, 
relation to self, 
world, others)

•	 Discuss how images and story content make readers feel at different points in the story.
•	 Discuss students’ relatable life experiences or what they have heard/read about.
•	 Students write a letter/journal entry from the perspective of a character 

in the book or write to a character in the book.
•	 Students write a letter to a WLPB author about how the story made them feel and 

what they might do in their lives to be more kind, compassionate, helpful to others 
in their community (siblings, elders, people with different traditions).

•	 Students engage in community outreach projects to spread kindness to others such as people 
in hospitals, the homeless, elders stimulated by a WLPB (i.e., make and send illustrated cards/
letters, read a picture book to/with people, share food with an illustrated and written card).

Critical thinking •	 Ask students questions (See Table 1) during second and subsequent viewings of story 
pages to elicit students’ understanding of imagery and to activate critical thinking and 
student questions, encouraging differences in interpretation (with reasons)

•	 Students discuss why/how characters act in certain ways.
•	 Students make, discuss and refine predictions/inferences about story events. 
•	 Students engage in oral/written story telling using provided sentence frames that are 

displayed on anchor charts, table tents or personal reference cards/sheets. Teachers encourage 
use of descriptive details and reasons in repeated retelling/written revisions of stories.

•	 First orally, then in writing, students create different story versions with some/all characters in the WLPB 
using 5-7 small image copies on cards from the story. Then students discuss similarities and differences.

•	 After having retold the story orally using 5-6 image cards from the story in pairs, students write their story 
individually or in pairs using either sticky notes, cards or paper strips placed underneath each image. 

•	 Using an activity sheet or a foldable template, students demonstrate their story interpretation 
by writing sentences underneath/next to 5-6 self-drawn or provided images.

•	 Students write their story underneath images provided in a PowerPoint Presentation 
template. For more text space, text can be written in one half of a PowerPoint slide 
while the other displays a screen shot of an image from the book.

•	 Students complete graphic organizers/story maps with space for questions to visually organize 
their understanding of the story. Then they share them orally/in writing with peers.

•	 Students engage in comparing peer interpretations of a WLPB story using questions  
(see Table 3 dialog structures).

Language support
to engage in 
VL activities

•	 Use picture induction method to pre-teach/elicit vocabulary needed 
to engage with WLPB orally and/or in writing.

•	 Use choral repetition and decoding of more complex words and phrases to foster confidence in 
using these when discussing picture/story content and/or telling a story interpretation of a WLPB.

•	 Share and model use of sentence frames prior to students using them in discussions with peers (see Table 3)
•	 Encourage students explicitly to use sentence frames
•	 Provide more complex sentence frames to students that are ready for them.
•	 Model out-loud and demonstrate a) critical thinking about illustration details for story 

comprehension and artistic strategies to elicit emotions in a WLPB, b) how to complete a 
graphic organizer to collect information/interpretations (i.e., a story map different for sequence 
of events than cause and effect information gathering) c) how to use a graphic organizer to 
write your story version (or simpler how to write sentences on sticky notes/cards)

Table 4
Teaching Strategies to Foster Visual Literacy
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Biographies That Invite Inquiry: A Children’s 
Literature Review Column for Teachers

Kaelin Anthony, Kaelyn Austin, Suzanne Barakat, Amelia Bromham, Madison Elrod, Taylor Fetter, Sarah Jane Hall, Riley Jones, 
Mya Molina, Hannah Northrop, Gwendolyn Schulz, Gabrielle Trowbridge, Kaylee Warren, & Sara Wolff

Beautiful Noise:  
The Music of John Cage
Written by Lisa LaBanca Rogers. Illustrated by Il Sung Na. 
$13.95, Grades Pre-K–3.

—Hannah Northrop 
Beautiful Noise: The Music of 

John Cage is a clear and engaging 
introduction to the composer’s life and ideas. The book 
explains who Cage was, what inspired him, and why his 
work is so different from traditional music. It also invites 
readers to think about sound in new ways, making the book 
engaging even for those unfamiliar with modern music.

The author does a good job explaining Cage’s belief that all 
sounds can be part of music. Instead of relying on traditional 
instruments or structures, Cage used chance, silence, and everyday 
noises. The book describes how his ideas were influenced 
by philosophy, especially Zen Buddhism, which encouraged 
him to accept sounds as they are rather than trying to control 
everything. As readers come to this understanding, his unusual 
and sometimes confusing compositions make more sense.

The book also talks about how Cage collaborated with 
dancers and artists. His work with Merce Cunningham, 
for example, demonstrates how music and dance can be 
created independently yet still complement each other. 
These examples illustrate how Cage’s ideas extended 
beyond music and influenced various forms of art.

Another strength of the book is its portrayal of Cage as a 
person, not just an experimental composer. It describes his 
curiosity, his sense of humor, and his love of nature. Details like 
his interest in mushrooms or his habit of listening closely to 
everyday sounds make him feel more real and relatable. This 
makes the book more enjoyable and easier to understand.

Some readers might want more technical explanations 
of how Cage wrote his music, but the book stays focused 
on the meaning behind his ideas rather than the exact 
musical techniques. This makes it suitable for students 
or anyone learning about him for the first time.

Overall, Beautiful Noise: The Music of John Cage is an 
informative and accessible book that helps readers understand 
why Cage is such a significant figure in modern music. It 
demonstrates how he altered the way people perceive sound 
and encourages readers to listen to the world in a new way. 
This makes the book a valuable and engaging introduction 
to one of the most distinctive composers in history.

Birdlore: The Iridescent Life of 
Florence Merriam Bailey
Written by Jess Keating. Illustrated by Devon 
Holzwarth. Knopf Books for Young Readers, 
2025.$19.99, Grades K–3.

—Madison Elrod
Sometimes, all it takes is a curious glance at the sky to discover 

a world more magical than we ever expected. Birdlore by Jess 
Keating is a lively and fascinating picture book that welcomes 
young readers to see the real world with fresh eyes. From the 
first page, Jess Keating combines storytelling, science, and 
imagination to make a magical reading experience that feels both 
imaginative and educational in several aspects. The book follows 
a creative and curious young girl who begins to notice unusual 
things about the birds around her. Some of these details she is 
encountering seem too extraordinary to be a simple coincidence.

As she observes, questions, and sketches what she sees, 
readers are walking into a journey that feels like a combination 
of field guide, fairy tale, and mystery. Without giving away the 
ending, the story encourages the readers to think about paying 
attention and believing in what could be possible. One of the most 
striking parts of Birdlore is its amazing and beautiful design. The 
pages at the end look like a naturalist’s notebook; it is filled with 
sketches and notes that create a great example of exploration.

The illustrations are very bright and colorful, with softer 
textures and fun details that make you want to stop and analyze 
each page. The very artistic and detailed touches to the story 
make it feel more exciting and fun to explore. Overall, Birdlore is 
a sweet and inspiring book that encourages readers to use their 
imagination and look closely at the world surrounding them.

The Bluest of Blues
Written and illustrated by Fiona Robinson. Abrams Books for 
Young Readers, 2019. 
$19.99, Grades 1–4.

—Amelia Bromham
“The sky is the bluest of blues.” The Bluest of 

Blues is a beautiful and inspiring story about 
a young girl named Anna Atkins. She was a botanist, artist, and 
aspiring photographer. The story shows her progression from an 
observant child collecting shells into a determined young woman. 
Atkins was the first person to illustrate a book with photographs. The 
author, Robinson, shares the story of Atkins in a beautiful blue way.

The illustrations make this book shine. The images are so detailed 
and intricate. The pages are filled with all hues of blue. One of my 
favorite parts about the images is that the only color, other than 
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blue, that we see is red. Everything that is red, is colored red. This 
drew my attention and would be a great conversation to have with 
readers. The illustrations are truly artwork, especially the first page 
which is filled with shells and the last page which is filled with plants.

The Bluest of Blues has beauty in storytelling and its beauty. If 
you like to read books about art, science, or remarkable women 
whose achievements went unnoticed for too long, this book is 
absolutely worth picking up. This book inspires you to enjoy the little 
things and find beauty in what might otherwise be overlooked.

Cactus Queen
Written by Lori Alexander. Illustrated by Jenn Ely. Calkins 
Creek, 2024. $18.99, Grades 2–5.

—Riley Jones
“This desert…possessed me, and I 

constantly wished that I might find some 
way to preserve its natural beauty.” This 

statement describes Minerva Hoyt’s love for the Mojave desert 
and her mission to save it. This book tells readers about the 
legacy of Minerva Hoyt, a woman who loved the desert with 
all her heart. When the desert became endangered, it was her 
goal to show the American people the desert through her eyes. 
She even collaborated with a United States President to do it.

Her efforts led to the creation of a national park, and she 
earned a nickname along the way. This story is told through vivid 
writing coupled with illustrations. The illustrations are vibrant 
and bring the landscape to life. They are multimedia-style, a mix 
of colored pencils and collage. These provide complexity to the 
images, while making them perfect for the elementary reader.

The Crayon Man: The True Story of the 
Invention of Crayola Crayons
Written by Natasha Biebow. Illustrated by Steven Salerno. 
HarperCollins Publishers, 2019. $19.99, Grades 1–4.

—Suzanne Barakat
Picture any elementary school classroom and 

ask yourself, “What is something I am guaranteed 
to find in that classroom?” Chances are, you imagined Crayola 
crayons, markers, or colored pencils. Across the country, students 
and teachers alike are more than just familiar with Crayola, but do we 
know how such an iconic brand came to be? In the story The Crayon 
Man, the author Natasha Biebow paints the story of how one man, 
with the support of his family and friends, invented Crayola crayons.

Through vibrant, bold colors and impressive illustrations, 
the nonfiction picture book successfully informs and entertains 
readers, as they can easily follow Edwin Binney’s journey to Crayola. 
Each page does an excellent job of pulling the reader into the 
story and capturing their attention; with the addition of facts 
on each page, the storyline is easy to follow and enjoyable.

The book features a combination of relevant historical 
and scientific facts on each page, as well as a section at the 
end of the book with a fascinating description of the process 
of making crayons today, a biography of Edwin Binney, the 
inventor of crayons, and primary and secondary sources used to 

make the book. These resources, combined with a fascinating 
plot and eye-catching illustrations, allow for a book that will 
excite children across any grade in elementary school.

Dinosaur Lady: The Daring 
Discoveries of Mary Anning, The First 
Paleontologist
Written by Linda Skeers. Illustrated by Marta Álvarez 
Miguéns. Sourcebooks, Inc., 2020. $17.99, Grades 
Kindergarten and up.

—Mya Molina
What do you get when you mix a seaside town, a curious young 

girl, and creatures from millions of years ago? A groundbreaking 
journey that changed science forever. Linda Skeers’ captivating 
picture book Dinosaur Lady: The Daring Discoveries of Mary Anning, 
the First Paleontologist exposes young readers to the extraordinary 
life of Mary Anning, a trailblazing paleontologist. The story follows 
Mary’s unending curiosity and determination as she investigates 
the Lyme Regis cliffs and finds fossils that would question and 
advance her era’s scientific knowledge. Despite social norms 
that frequently disregarded the contributions of women, Mary’s 
findings—such as the first complete skeletons of the Ichthyosaurs 
and Plesiosaurs—were crucial in forming the emerging discipline of 
paleontology. Through the vibrant and richly detailed illustrations 
of Marta Álvarez Miguéns, the book beautifully captures the wonder 
and excitement of Mary Anning’s discoveries, drawing readers into 
each scene. From period clothing and scientific tools to the rugged 
seaside landscapes, Miguéns weaves intricate details that create a 
visually immersive experience, enhancing the historical narrative 
and inviting deeper engagement with Mary’s remarkable story.

Elinor McGrath, Pet Doctor: The Story of 
America’s First Female Veterinarian
Written by Jacqueline Johnson. Illustrated by Alette 
Straathof. Beaming Books, 2024. $17.99, Grades 1–2.

— Kaelyn Austin
“Elinor rolled up her sleeves. The dean 

is right, she thought. I can do this! She was 
smart enough! She was strong enough! And as for going back 
to the kitchen? She had other plans.” All Elinor McGrath wanted 
was to become a vet and her whole life she was told she couldn’t. 
The Chicago Veterinarian College was the only vet school to 
accept her. She had 137 male classmates that had no faith in her, 
but the Dean did. This only made Elinor believe in herself more. 
After graduation, Elinor was still not getting the recognition she 
deserved, so she decided that she needed to do more. Elinor 
furthered herself and accomplished many things. The 2025 Notable 
Social Studies Trade Winner book follows Elinor as she represents 
determination and perseverance from school, into her career, and 
beyond. The illustrations capture Elinor, her life, and those around 
her with such detail that emphasizes every point in the book. 
The text contains an additional section at the end that includes 
illustrations, historical context, and information about other 
women in Elinor’s field that also made significant contributions. 
In the end, Elinor helps others to widen their views of what is 
possible and creates an unforgettable community around her. 
What else did Elinor accomplish in her career? Read to find out!
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Go Forth and Tell: The Life of Augusta 
Baker, Librarian and Master Storyteller
Written by Breanna J. McDaniel. Illustrated by April 
Harrison. Dial Books for Young Readers, 2024. $13.68, 
Grades Kindergarten–3. 

—Mya Molina
Imagine a world where every child sees themselves as the 

story’s hero—that was the world Augusta Baker set out to create. 
Go Forth and Tell: The Life of Augusta Baker, Librarian and Master 
Storyteller by Breanna J. McDaniel, beautifully illustrated with a 
rich blend of collage, acrylic, and pen by April Harrison, tells the 
inspiring story of a woman whose passion for inclusive literature 
transformed generations of readers and storytellers. From being a 
child in Baltimore, constantly exposed to her grandmother’s stories, 
to her groundbreaking work at the New York Public Library’s Harlem 
branch, Augusta’s life was shaped by a deep love for books and 
an unshakable belief that every child deserves to be seen in the 
stories they read. She not only built one of the first collections of 
books that authentically represented Black experiences but also 
mentored iconic literary figures like James Baldwin and Audre Lorde.

Ice Cream Man
Written by Glenda Armand and Kim Freeman. Illustrated 
by Keith Mallett. Grades Elementary.

—Gabrielle Trowbridge
Can you imagine a world where something 

as simple as ice cream creates a symbol of 
hope and determination? Ice Cream Man tells the inspiring true 
story of Augustus Jackson. Augustus Jackson was a former White 
House cook who would soon become known as the “Father of Ice 
Cream.” Jackson left his job at the White House and moved to a place 
where his culinary talents could be put to use, Philadelphia. He 
used his personal skills and knowledge of business to develop new 
ways to distribute and make his ice cream. Jackson’s determination, 
perseverance, and creativity helped him to make a prospering 
business. Augustus Jackson became a successful entrepreneur 
in a time where these opportunities for African Americans were 
extremely scarce. 
 The book Ice Cream Man brings light to Augustus Jackson’s 
contributions to the food industry and it also highlights African 
American history. His story of perseverance and commitment to 
his craft connects history with something that is fun and creative. 
By reading this book, young learners are encouraged to have 
conversations about African American history and the contributions 
that these hard workers and entrepreneurs have made. Including 
diverse stories like Augustus Jackson broadens students’ knowledge 
of African American history, as well as American history, and shows 
them that innovators can come from all types of backgrounds.

Jellyfish Scientist: Maude Delap and 
Her Mesmerizing Medusas
Written by Michelle Cusolito. Illustrated by Ellen 
Rooney. The Innovation Press, 2024. $18.99, Grades 
1–5.

—Gwendolyn Schulz 
Jellyfish Scientist: Maude Delap and Her Mesmerizing Medusas is 

the fascinating, true children’s story of a young woman who became 

the world’s first person to successfully raise jellyfish from birth to 
adulthood. Delap was born on a small island off the coast of Ireland. 
She was a curious child who dedicated her life to observing and 
documenting the marine life around her, eventually contributing 
important knowledge to the field of marine biology. 
 The book opens with Maude as a young girl, spending hours 
collecting and studying specimens, despite the conventions of 
her era which discouraged women from scientific pursuits. She 
had a particular passion for jellyfish, which she referred to as her 
“mesmerizing medusas.” She spent years working out of her family’s 
home, conducting experiments and meticulously recording her 
findings. Her most significant accomplishment was successfully 
rearing a complete jellyfish life cycle in a glass tank. This ended up 
being a breakthrough that reshaped our understanding of these 
mysterious creatures. The text does a wonderful job of conveying 
Maude’s grit and patience without giving away the specifics of her 
experimental process or the exact moment of her famous success. 
 The illustrator Olivia Stephens successfully incorporates a curated, 
vibrant palette of deep blues, sea greens, and pops of pink and 
purple for the jellyfish, creating a really beautiful visual experience. 
The illustrations are expressive and capture the wonder and awe 
Maude felt for her subjects. The book itself features beautiful design 
elements, including end pages patterned with sketches of various 
marine life and a bold front cover that immediately draws the 
eye. If you’re looking for a book that highlights historical curiosity, 
perseverance, and an unsung hero of science, this is one you 
won’t want to miss. It’s a gorgeous, inspiring biography that shows 
young readers that anyone, anywhere, can change the world.

Jovita Wore Pants: The Story of a 
Mexican Freedom Fighter
Written by Aida Salazar. Illustrated by Molly Mendoza. 
Scholastic Press, 2023. $9.91. Grades 1–4.

—Kaelin Anthony
Jovita Wore Pants is an inspiring and 

beautifully illustrated picture book based on 
the true story of Jovita Valdovinos, a brave young girl who stood 
up for what she believed in even when it meant breaking the rules. 
Written by Aida Salazar and illustrated by Molly Mendoza, this book 
is perfect for readers who love stories about strong girls, history, 
and doing what’s right, even when it’s hard. 
 Jovita grows up in Mexico during a time of revolution, when her 
father and brothers are fighting for freedom. She wants to join 
them—not in a dress, like girls are expected to wear, but in pants 
ready to take action. Her story is full of heart and courage, and it 
shows how one girl’s bravery can challenge unfair expectations. 
One of my favorite parts is how confidently Jovita follows her own 
path, even when others tell her she shouldn’t. 
 The artwork by Molly Mendoza is bright, bold, and full of 
movement. The illustrations make you feel like you’re right there 
with Jovita in the mountains and standing up for what you believe. 
The cover alone, showing Jovita in pants with a determined look, 
tells you this is a story about someone special. 
 Readers in grades 1 through 4 will find a lot to love in this book. 
This book won the honor of a Caldecott Honor Book. It’s a great 
conversation starter about gender roles, family, and fighting for 
freedom. Jovita Wore Pants is more than just a history lesson; 
it’s a celebration of courage and being true to yourself.
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Just Like Rube Goldberg
Written by Sarah Aronson. Illustrated by Robert 
Neubecker. Beach Lane Books, 2019. $19.99, Grades 
Pre-K–3.

—Sara Wolff
“How do you become a successful, award-

winning artist and famous inventor without 
ever inventing anything at all?” The opening line to Sarah Aronson’s 
Just Like Rube Goldberg perfectly describes the course of the 
famous artist and inventor Rube Goldberg. The story follows the 
course of Rube’s art career, starting from a small boy with a creative 
mind, to a young adult with a dream of being a big-time cartoonist. 
Aronson outlines the obstacles Rube is forced to overcome along 
his way, including the disapproval of his family and overcoming the 
obstacles of San Francisco in 1906. 
 The book has an inspiring message that encourages readers to 
follow their dreams and persevere through obstacles through hard 
work and determination with its uplifting and whimsical tone. 
Aronson explains Rube’s transition from cartoonist to award-
winning inventor through his cartoons about his alter ego, who 
was an inventor of obscure machines. Each page features engaging 
pictures that build on and provide visuals for the text, demonstrate 
samples of Rube Goldberg machines, or feature sketches and 
outlines for the creation of the famous machines. 
 After the conclusion of the book, Aronson includes a 
back page that has more factual information about Rube’s 
personal life, deeper dives into information mentioned 
in the book, and awards and accolades Rube Goldberg 
earned. This back page also outlines the sources used 
in the making of the book. So, will Rube accomplish his 
dream of becoming a cartoonist for a big newspaper? Read 
Sarah Aronson’s Just Like Rube Goldberg to find out!

Listen: How Evelyn Glennie, a Deaf 
Girl, Changed Percussion
Written by Shannon Stocker. Illustrated by Devon 
Holzwarth. Dial Books for Young Readers, 2022. 
$18.99, Grades Preschool–3.

—Kaylee Warren
Listen: How Evelyn Glennie, a Deaf Girl, 

Changed Percussion is an inspirational and 
eye-catching picture book biography that wonderfully depicts the 
power of determination and creativity to transform life and music. 
Shannon Stocker tells the true story of the famous percussionist 
Evelyn Glennie, whose world was changed when she lost her 
hearing as a child. Although she took this challenge and altered it 
into motivation to continue what she loved—percussion—through 
the vibration felt throughout her hands, feet, and body, the 
powerful line “Sound is not only something you hear, but sound is 
also something you feel,” helps capture the shift of frustration to 
achievement. 
 The illustrations by Devon Holzwarth capture the emotion and 
movement felt by Evelyn, as well as the power of music. Colorful 
and carefully orchestrated sound waves of different colors and 
swirl patterns portray to the audience how music makes her feel. 
The illustrations are brilliantly organized throughout the story, 
beginning with art that is quiet and enhancing the narrative with 
bursts of boldness and rhythm through patterns. 

 The plot of the story follows Evelyn Glennie, who has a 
profound passion for percussion and refuses to let any 
challenge prevent her from pursuing her dreams. She is a 
Grammy Award–winning musician and received the Polar Music 
Prize, which proves her talent and dedication to the art. The 
story leaves readers eager to learn more about her success. 
The intentionality of the writing, combined with powerful 
illustrations and a heart-warming message, encourages 
students to listen with their whole bodies, not just their ears.

Magic in a Drop of Water
Written by Julie Winterbottom. Illustrated by 
Susan Reagan. Rocky Pond Books, 2025. $19.99, 
Grades 1–4.

—Taylor Fetter
“You must leave the world a 

better place than you found it” is a 
powerful and vital message that resonates throughout the story 
of Magic in a Drop of Water. This tale opens readers’ eyes to the 
wonderful world of water and its profound impact on our world. 
Julie Winterbottom employs poetic storytelling, incorporating 
meaningful environmental concepts to craft a narrative that 
seamlessly blends education and magic. The book encourages 
children to reflect on their actions, as well as their responsibility to 
care for the environment, and understand how small actions can 
create significant change. 
 The story follows the narrative of real-life scientist Ruth Patrick, 
whose groundbreaking and innovative research uncovered the 
impact of water pollution and provided further insight into the 
education of freshwater ecosystems. As a pioneering woman in 
STEM, Patrick challenged gender barriers in a male-dominated field 
and proved that science can be both compassionate and powerful. 
Her work reinforces the book’s message that protecting water is 
essential—and that anyone, especially young girls, can grow into 
future scientists and environmental leaders. 
 Susan Reagan’s illustrations are soft, flowy, and dreamlike, making 
it seem as though the calm colors of blues and greens are flowing 
through the pages like water. The flow of the illustrations enhances 
the story’s plot and emotional impact. My favorite part is how the 
book blends science, storytelling, and inspiration into one beautiful 
narrative for all. It reminds readers that caring for our planet starts 
with awareness, curiosity, and the courage to make a difference. 
After reading this story, I encourage young readers and adults who 
guide them to explore their own roles as caretakers of our planet.

Out of the Shadows
Written and illustrated by Fiona Robinson. Harry N. 
Abrams, 2022. $18.99, Grades 1–4.

—Kaelin Anthony
Out of the Shadows is a beautiful and 

inspiring book that tells the true story 
of Lotte Reiniger, a creative girl who grew up to become one 
of the first people to ever make animated movies. Written and 
illustrated by Fiona Robinson, this picture book shows how Lotte 
turned her love of fairy tales and shadow puppets into a whole 
new kind of art. 
 What makes this book really special is how it walks you through 
the different films Lotte made during her life. It doesn’t just tell 
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you that she made them—it shows how. You learn about the tools 
she used, like scissors and black paper, and how she moved little 
cut-out shapes by hand, frame by frame, to bring her stories to life. 
The book talks about how she created her most famous film, The 
Adventures of Prince Achmed, and how she kept working on new 
films even during hard times like war and moving to new countries. 
 Fiona Robinson’s illustrations are soft and subtle, mixed 
with shadowy shapes that feel just like Lotte’s animation 
style. It feels like you’re stepping into one of Lotte’s fairy tales 
while learning how she made them. This book is perfect 
for kids who love art, stories, and movies. It shows how 
determination, imagination, and a lot of hard work can create 
something magical that inspires people all over the world.

A Plate of Hope: The Inspiring Story 
of Chef José Andrés and World 
Central Kitchen
Written by Erin Frankel. Illustrated by Paola 
Escobar. Random House Studio, 2024. $6.99, Grades 
Pre-K–3.

—Amelia Bromham
Chef José Andrés is more than just a chef—he is a true hero who 

uses food to bring comfort and hope to those in need and unite 
people. This inspiring story captures what having a dream and not 
stopping until you accomplish it looks like. José always wanted more 
for himself than just being a chef. He wanted to help people by 
bringing food and comfort to those in need, and he brought World 
Central Kitchen to life as a way to do so. World Central Kitchen is an 
organization he created to feed people in disaster-stricken areas. 
 This true story has real-life pictures in the back of the book to 
showcase Chef José Andrés preparing meals for thousands in pans 
“the size of the moon.” This further connects readers to the reality 
of his work. The illustrations in this book capture so much real life. 
They are colorful and detailed, grabbing the reader’s attention and 

bringing feelings of kindness and care onto the page. This is an 
excellent book for students because it teaches the importance of 
serving others and being empathetic toward those in need. Read 
more to find out how Chef José Andrés helped so many people.

Prairie Boy: Frank Lloyd Wright 
Turns the Heartland into a Home
 Written by Barb Rosenstock. Illustrated by 
Christopher Silas Neal. Calkins Creek, 2019. $19.99, 
Grades 2–5.

—Sarah Jane Hall
In Prairie Boy: Frank Lloyd Wright Turns the Heartland into a Home, 

readers see Frank Lloyd Wright’s childhood and how he became 
one of the greatest architects in America. The author and illustrator 
show how his early passion for simple shapes and the Wisconsin 
prairie eventually inspired a new kind of architecture in America. 
One thing I liked about this book was how it started by asking 
questions. The author and illustrator show how Frank was a curious 
child who had many questions and eventually wanted to find the 
answers. This could encourage readers to question and explore, as 
it could lead to a new idea or invention. 
 For example, in the book, Frank starts to spin different shapes 
around and learns how shapes are connected. In the classroom, 
a teacher could set up blocks for children so they have a real-life 
example in front of them to better understand the book. Another 
thing I really enjoyed was the illustrations. The illustrator did a great 
job with geometrical shapes and really emphasized each shape 
on the page. The illustrations start soft and open like the prairie, 
but then become more block-shaped, showing how the buildings 
didn’t always match the land. At the end of the book, readers can 
see real-life examples of Frank’s designs through photographs 
and articles. Overall, this book does a great job not only retelling 
Frank’s life but also inviting readers to notice the shapes and 
spaces around them, ask questions, and think like an innovator.

S
The authors are early childhood and elementary education preservice 
teachers at Clemson University who participated in a Creative Inquiry 
course focused on selecting and evaluating children’s literature.
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Stories that Matter: Fostering Empathy and 
Inclusivity through Book-Making 

Randa Dunlap & Teressa Sumrall 

Empathy: Abstract Concept and 
Important Life Skill

Audrey Hepburn said in the 1957 film Funny Face that 
empathy is “to project your imagination so that you actually 
feel what the other person is feeling; you put yourself in the 
other person’s place” (Donen & Stanley, 1957). We recognize 
empathy as an essential life skill and a critical part of our social-
emotional development. However, because empathy is an 
abstract concept for children to grasp, it can be challenging for 
early childhood educators to help young children learn to think 
about the world from a viewpoint other than their own. Thus, 
it is important to think about ways that teachers can promote 
empathy and other prosocial behaviors in developmentally 
appropriate, concrete, and meaningful ways for children.

Children’s books are a powerful tool for fostering empathy 
and creating a sense of classroom community by offering 
inclusive choices that represent different cultures, characters, and 
experiences children can relate to. Books serve as windows, inviting 
children to explore both familiar and unfamiliar worlds—real 
and imagined—while acting as “sliding glass doors” that allow 
them to see themselves reflected in the stories and connect to 
the broader world the authors create (Bishop,1990). This article 
aims to highlight the transformative power of children’s literature 
and provide strategies that can be easily implemented not only 
in teacher preparation courses with pre-service candidates, 
but also in early childhood and elementary classrooms.

Engaging Preservice Teachers with 
South Carolina’s Read to Succeed 
Standards

Here, we will examine work completed in a literacy methods 
course in a South Carolina teacher preparation program for 
undergraduate candidates majoring in Early Childhood Education. 
The course, Content Area Reading and Writing in Early Childhood, 
was heavily influenced by South Carolina’s Read to Succeed 
Standards (R2S). A particular focus was placed on Standard 4, 
originally titled Diversity, which tasked candidates with learning 
how to create literacy environments that “engage students 
in literacy practices that develop awareness, understanding, 
respect, and a valuing of differences in our society” (South 
Carolina Department of Education [SCDE], 2024). Since then, 
the title of Standard 4 has been updated to Literacy Perspectives 
(SCDE, 2025). This standard outlines specific indicators and 
competencies, including using literacy curricula and instructional 
practices that positively influence students’ knowledge, beliefs, 
and engagement with diversity; developing and implementing 

strategies to advocate for equity; and selecting culturally relevant 
content that validates students’ personal experiences as well 
as their cultural and historical contributions (SCDE, 2024).

Within this course, students engaged in assignments where 
they were asked to research available children’s literature to (1) 
think about organizing materials and setting up a literacy-rich 
environment and “classroom library” and (2) practice creating 
“text sets” where literacy could be meaningfully integrated into 
the curriculum based on a variety of different topics and themes.  
Additionally, we discussed diversity, how to differentiate literacy 
instruction to meet the needs of all diverse learners, and equity, 
access, and advocacy through a current and historical lens.

During their exploration, students discovered that 
diverse learners have been, and continue to be, noticeably 
underrepresented in children’s books. Despite the importance 
of children seeing themselves reflected in the literature they 
engage with, a significant lack of diversity persists in children’s 
books, and the existing representation is often limited and, at 
times, inaccurately portrays people and cultures (Westby, 2022). 
This lack of representation is especially pronounced for children 
with disabilities (Blaska, 2004; Dyches et al., 2006) and those 
from diverse ethnic backgrounds (Cooperative Children’s Book 
Center, 2020). Based on these findings, students felt a strong 
sense of responsibility to address the issue in a meaningful way.

Engaging in the Book-Making Process
As students explored the issue of diverse representation in 

children’s literature, they proposed creating their own books 
to address identified gaps, allowing them to actively promote 
inclusivity. This initiative evolved from their observations and 
inquiries, particularly when examining literature through a 
historical lens. For example, revisiting the Dick and Jane readers 
of the 1950s revealed a stark lack of diversity in the characters. 
They noted similar challenges in TV sitcoms and popular culture, 
where marginalized groups often struggle to find representation, 
and even today, locating bilingual books can be difficult. This 
“gap” in diverse choices for classrooms became a topic of 
intense discussion, with one student noting that characters 
in wheelchairs typically occupy supporting roles rather than 
serving as protagonists, highlighting the concern that diverse 
characters may sometimes be included merely to “check a box” 
without meaningful representation. Another student pointed 
out the lack of characters with visible physical differences, such 
as skin conditions like vitiligo, on book covers in the children’s 
section. Such insights were vital, as this class emphasized the 
necessity of ensuring that every child in early childhood and 
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elementary classrooms feels welcomed, valued, and represented.

To address the underrepresentation of diverse voices 
in children’s literature, our class decided to create our own 
children’s books, which they would share at the end of the 
semester. This book-making assignment was not initially 
part of the syllabus; rather, it emerged organically from the 
students’ questions, reflections, and growing awareness as 
they engaged with course content. As students examined the 
gaps in literature—both in terms of diversity and accurate 
representation—they felt a collective responsibility to take 
action and contribute something meaningful. Thus, an emergent 
decision was made to integrate this hands-on project into the 
course, creating a space for students to actively participate 
in generating inclusive and representative stories.

While this book-making assignment was designed for 
college students preparing to become teachers, the process 
itself is highly adaptable and can be effectively implemented 
with learners of all ages. In fact, it is a valuable tool for young 
children who are just beginning to understand the writing 
process. By engaging in this creative exercise, students not only 
developed critical literacy skills but also gained insight into the 
importance of representation in children’s books, reinforcing 
the idea that literature can play a powerful role in shaping 
both identity and empathy (Schickedanz & Collins, 2013).

Parameters for Making the  
Children’s Books 

For the book-making assignment, students were asked to write 
and illustrate an original children’s book. They were encouraged 
to keep these books as artifacts that could be shared during 
their current Practicum or Internship placements or saved for 
future use in their classroom libraries. Although this component 
was optional, several students chose to share their books with 
children during their field experiences and found the experience 
both meaningful and impactful. One student reflected: 

“This book is based on my private school placement. These 
kids begged me to write about them and asked me every 
week if I was done. I finally read it to them today. It was so 
much fun. They started out all over the reading rug, and 
by the time I was halfway through, they all had moved to 
right in front of me! I printed it out and left it for them in the 
classroom library since they asked me to do that too!” 

This example illustrates how sharing their work not 
only deepened student engagement but also created an 
authentic connection between the pre-service teachers’ 
learning and the children’s lived experiences.

As a reflective conclusion to this assignment, students read 
their finished products—creatively constructed stories—to 
our class as a whole-group shared literacy experience toward 
the end of the semester. Grading for this assignment included 
providing a title, incorporating creative illustrations, creating 
appropriate instructional content, integrating aspects of 

diversity into the story, ensuring overall aesthetic appeal and 
organization, and reading/sharing the story with the class during 
the final week of the semester. As students engaged in the 
book-making project, they not only developed their storytelling 
and illustration skills but also deepened their understanding 
of pedagogical practices related to literacy instruction, 
representation, and student engagement. The following section 
offers a reflection on the key insights and professional learning 
that emerged from this creative and instructional experience.

Topic Selection 
This project emerged organically from students’ questions 

and observations during their engagement with course 
content. In response, students were granted full autonomy 
and creative freedom in selecting their book topics. This 
pedagogical choice aligned with the course’s emphasis on 
literacy as a deeply personal process, shaped by individual 
interests, backgrounds, and lived experiences. While students 
were supported throughout this process, they ultimately 
had control over what they wanted to create, as long as the 
content was deemed developmentally appropriate.  

As shown in Figure 1, there was considerable variation 
in how students approached the book-making assignment, 
particularly in the range of topics they selected. Some students 
chose to focus on specific experiences or themes, such as foster 
care or vitiligo. In contrast, others explored broader concepts, 
including self-awareness, identity, embracing differences, 
appreciating individuality, friendship, family life, and transitions 
such as moving or starting at a new school. Although explicit 
challenges related to diversity were not always foregrounded 
in the final projects, several students reflected thoughtfully 
on their topic selection process. One student shared:

“Creating my own children’s book was very interesting yet 
challenging. I was going back and forth on topics as well 
as figuring out what a child may gravitate towards when 
reading a book. I realized that I lean towards more self-
affirmation and self-esteem books. I believe that is because 
of young children not having proper role models or even 
books to look at for guidance.  I wanted to include a diverse 
character because I didn’t see a lot of people of color in 
books when I was a young child. This took me back to my 
previous assignments when expressing how important it 
is to have more diverse characters/books throughout the 
year, not just for special occasions or holidays.”

Broadening Perspectives of Diversity
Emerging from discussions and questions raised by students, 

this book-making project provided teacher candidates with a 
creative outlet to explore and express their understanding of 
diversity in a personal and meaningful way, resulting in both 
expected and unexpected benefits. Throughout the course, we 
discussed how diversity encompasses more than just physical 
characteristics, extending to aspects such as family culture, 
values, core beliefs, socio-economic status, and both visible 
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and invisible disabilities—an 
essential concept to understand 
personally and teach in early 
childhood and elementary 
classrooms (Banks, 2009; 
Derman-Sparks & Edwards, 2019). 
This broader understanding 
of diversity helped students 
recognize that it is not always 
immediately visible, and that 
even in seemingly homogeneous 
environments, each individual 
brings a unique set of 
experiences and perspectives.

By creating their own 
children’s books, students 
had the opportunity to 
incorporate these diverse themes and reflect on how to represent 
them authentically. The project encouraged candidates to 
think beyond superficial diversity, urging them to present 
characters and experiences in ways that were respectful, 
empowering, and meaningful. In doing so, the students began 
to realize that true inclusivity in literature is not just about 
featuring a variety of identities but also about portraying 
them in ways that validate and celebrate those differences.

Through this process, the candidates gained a deeper 
understanding of how literature can broaden children’s 
perspectives, fostering empathy and helping them recognize 
the richness of human experience. Ultimately, the book-
making project helped the teacher candidates recognize 
the importance of creating learning environments that 
honor and celebrate diversity, preparing them to teach 
in ways that validate every student’s unique identity.

The Power of Personal Reflection
One of the most striking lessons was the depth of personal 

reflection the book-making project prompted in the teacher 

Overarching Topic Examples of Student Book Themes

Self-Affirmation and Awareness Exploring self-worth, confidence, and self-expression

Identity and Individuality Accepting and appreciating unique personal traits and differences

Social-Emotional Learning Recognizing, expressing, and managing emotions; self-regulation

Family Life and Dynamics Depictions of various family structures, relationships, and routines

Friendship and Peer Relationships Being a “good” friend, navigating conflict, inclusion/exclusion

School Transitions Moving to a new home, starting at a new school, adjusting to change

Bullying and Peer Challenges Addressing teasing, exclusion, and strategies for standing up for oneself/others

Foster Care Narratives centered on children in the foster system and belonging

Medical and Neurodivergent Conditions Topics such as vitiligo, autism, and other visible or invisible differences

Figure 1
Student Topics Addressed in the Book-Making Project

Figure 2
Student Work Sample: Dedication to Former Foster Siblings

candidates. As they broadened their 
understanding of diversity, many students 
began to think more critically about 
their experiences and how diversity 
affects their lives. Rather than creating 
purely fictitious characters, many 
students used the assignment as an 
opportunity to explore and represent 
aspects of their own lived experiences. 
They reflected on their histories, drawing 
inspiration from personal stories to 
create characters and plotlines. 

For example, one student (see Figure 
2) used this assignment as an opportunity 
to revisit her past experiences in the 
foster care system. She created characters 
inspired by siblings she had once been 

close to but lost touch with after being placed in multiple foster 
homes. Her book included a dedication page where she shared 
specific parts of her story and expressed her desire to honor the 
foster brothers and sisters she had loved. She indicated that the 
project was profoundly personal, and her willingness to construct 
and share such a meaningful narrative demonstrates a high degree 
of trust and active engagement in the learning process. This 
experience underscores the transformative power of literacy, as it 
enabled her to articulate vulnerable aspects of her childhood with 
depth and intentionality. By drawing upon her lived experiences, 
she not only enhanced her understanding of diversity but also 
cultivated a deeper appreciation for the pedagogical potential of 
storytelling. This integration of personal narrative with professional 
practice is likely to contribute to her development as a more 
empathetic and reflective educator, better prepared to promote 
inclusivity and cultural responsiveness within her future classroom.

The depth of personal reflection that emerged from this 
assignment was unexpected for me as the instructor. I had initially 
anticipated that students would focus more on creating entirely 
fictional narratives, but instead, many of them drew from their 
own lived experiences. This unexpected shift allowed them to 
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connect more deeply with the content, engaging with the concept 
of diversity in a way that went far beyond simply “checking a box.” 
From an instructor’s perspective who had worked closely with the 
students, it was moving to see how they approached the topic with 
authenticity and vulnerability, thinking critically about diversity 
and how it touches their lives in meaningful, personal ways.

Identifying Gaps in Representation in 
Children’s Literature

As the project unfolded and teacher candidates had more time 
to reflect on their own lived experiences and think more broadly 
about diversity, they began to notice gaps in the representation 
of diverse characters in children’s literature. Many of the books 
available, they observed, lacked an authentic representation of 
various cultural, social, and personal identities. This realization 
sparked important conversations about how diversity is portrayed 
in children’s books and how often certain groups or experiences 
are overlooked or misrepresented. The students, who had been 
introduced to concepts of equity and inclusion, became more 
attuned to these discrepancies and more aware of how literature 
can either reinforce or challenge stereotypes and perceptions. This 
shift in perspective allowed them to analyze children’s books more 
critically and consider the 
importance of inclusivity 
and representation in 
the stories children 
are exposed to.

One student, for 
instance, shared that 
when browsing the 
children’s book section 
in stores, she often 
found it difficult to find 
a book featuring a main 
character who looked like 
her. Inspired by this gap, 
she created a story titled 
My Special Spots, which focused on educating young readers 
about vitiligo, a condition she personally experienced (see Figure 
3). Through this project, she gained a deeper understanding 
of how children’s literature can serve as a tool for inclusion, 
while also reflecting on the need for books that represent 
a wider range of experiences. This assignment helped the 
students recognize how gaps in representation can affect 
young readers’ sense of identity and understanding of others.

Children’s Books as Tools for Advocacy 
Through this process, students not only created stories 

but also engaged in a form of advocacy. Advocacy in this 
context involves raising awareness, educating or informing 
others, and potentially sparking a change or action. The 
students’ work contributed to these goals by fostering 
awareness of diverse representations and creating resources 
that could be used to educate both children and adults. 

For example, one student 
used this assignment as an 
opportunity to share their own 
personal experiences with 
pronouns and the importance of 
not making assumptions based 
on physical appearance (see 
Figure 4). They created a story 
that not only addressed the 
complexities of gender identity 
and expression but also acted 
as a guide for young readers on 
how to approach these topics 
respectfully and thoughtfully. 
Through the narrative, the 
student aimed to raise awareness 
about the significance of using 
correct pronouns and the harm 
that can come from assuming someone’s identity based solely 
on their physical traits. This book served as a tool for advocacy by 
promoting inclusivity, empathy, and respect for others’ identities.

Another student included a heartfelt “Letter to Readers” as part 
of her book, framing it as both a dedication and an empowering 
message to her future students (see Figure 5). In this letter, she 
encouraged young 
readers to embrace 
their own unique 
qualities and celebrate 
the special differences 
that make them who 
they are. It was not 
just an introductory 
note; it served as a 
powerful reminder 
to children that 
diversity is something 
to be cherished 
and loved, both in 
themselves and in 
others. By sharing 
this message, the 
student was actively engaging in advocacy, using her book as a tool 
to promote self-love, acceptance, and appreciation for diversity.

Students were granted full autonomy to select book topics that 
held personal significance, with guidance provided but creative 
freedom encouraged throughout the process. Recognizing the 
potential for controversy around specific topics, we intentionally 
cultivated a supportive and respectful classroom environment 
where students felt safe sharing their work. Additionally, sharing 
the books during field placements was entirely voluntary.

While concerns about replicating projects that center on 
diversity are understandable, especially in scrutinized contexts, 
our approach is grounded in evidence-based practices supported 
by the National Association for the Education of Young Children 
(NAEYC). The Developmentally Appropriate Practice (DAP) 

Figure 3
Student Work Sample: Front Cover 

of Book “My Special Spots”

Figure 4
Student Work Sample:  
Book About Pronouns

Figure 5
Student Work Sample:  

Dedication Page



Li
te

ra
cy

 M
at

te
rs

  S
to

rie
s a

nd
 T

ex
t M

at
te

rs

CLICK HERE TO RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS 	 Literacy Matters | Volume 26 • Winter 2026 |31|  

position statement emphasizes attending to the “whole child” 
within their cultural context, advocating for learning experiences 
that are individualized and meaningful (NAEYC, 2020). Thus, 
future iterations of this project would continue to prioritize 
fostering personal connections between readers and content. 
Children’s literature remains a vital tool for introducing complex 
or sensitive topics in developmentally appropriate and non-
invasive ways, such as through bibliotherapy (Hynes, 2016).

Opportunities for Bibliotherapy
Throughout this process, students not only engaged 

in advocacy by raising awareness, educating others, and 
potentially igniting change, but they also sparked meaningful 
conversations about bibliotherapy—the use of literature to 
address difficult topics with young children (Hynes, 2016). 
Bibliotherapy has gained recognition for its ability to support 
children’s emotional and social development. Research indicates 
that literature can be a powerful tool for helping children 
process complex emotions such as grief, anxiety, and social 
challenges (Garrity & Rourke, 2016; Loh, 2018). By reading 
stories that reflect their own experiences, children can identify 
with characters facing similar struggles, which helps normalize 
their emotions and provides a safe space for self-exploration 
(Bratton, 2015). For instance, a child dealing with separation 
anxiety might find comfort in a story about a character learning 
to manage fear when away from a caregiver. In contrast, a 
child experiencing loss may resonate with a narrative that 
addresses grief and the healing process. Bibliotherapy can be 
particularly beneficial in diverse classrooms where students 
may face unique challenges related to cultural, socioeconomic, 
or familial issues. By providing literature that addresses 
these topics, educators can support children in recognizing 
and navigating the complexities of their own lives, while 
fostering inclusivity and understanding (Hynes, 2016). 

Furthermore, bibliotherapy encourages emotional literacy 
by helping children label and understand their feelings. As they 
engage with stories, they develop essential social-emotional 
skills, including empathy and emotional regulation, which are 
foundational for building 
positive relationships 
and resilience (Garrity 
& Rourke, 2016). In the 
book-making project, 
one student, drawing 
from observations made 
during her practicum 
placement, noticed 
that several children 
in the classroom were 
exhibiting challenging 
behaviors and struggling 
to find effective 
strategies for managing 
their emotions. Inspired 
by these observations, 
she created a book 

titled The Many Colors of My Mind: A Little Book About BIG Feelings 
(see Figure 6). Her intentional focus was clear: she wanted the 
book to serve as a resource for helping children think about 
their feelings and develop a better understanding of emotional 
regulation. This project highlighted the role that literature 
can play in fostering emotional intelligence, demonstrating 
how books can serve as a bridge to help children explore, 
name, and process their emotions in a safe, supportive way.

In conclusion, integrating bibliotherapy into the curriculum 
provides educators with a valuable tool to help children 
navigate complex emotions and build emotional competence 
(Hynes, 2016). By using literature, educators can offer non-
invasive support for personal, societal, or developmental 
challenges, thereby fostering emotional growth and 
connection. This assignment allowed students to create 
culturally responsive teaching materials while also exploring 
the therapeutic power of literature, effectively bridging the 
gap between academic learning and emotional well-being.

Varied Approaches and Modalities
Lastly, the addition of this assignment required students to 

consider different approaches and modalities. Incorporating 
various modalities and digital technology into early childhood 
teacher preparation programs is essential for equipping future 
educators with the tools to meet the diverse needs of young 
learners. Research highlights that children today are growing up 
in an increasingly digital world, where technology can enhance 
learning by providing interactive and engaging experiences 
(Kumar & Vigil, 2011). Utilizing diverse teaching modalities, 
including digital platforms, allows educators to support varied 
learning styles and fosters inclusivity by reaching children 
with different abilities and backgrounds (Dwyer et al., 2014). 
Moreover, preparing teachers to integrate technology into their 
teaching practices is vital for developing 21st-century skills 
in young children, such as critical thinking, collaboration, and 
digital literacy (Mishra & Koehler, 2006). By integrating these 
approaches into teacher preparation programs, educators 
are better equipped to create dynamic and effective learning 
environments that reflect the realities of modern classrooms.

In the book-making project, some students were noticeably 
uncomfortable with the idea of drawing or illustrating their 
books because they did not consider themselves to be “creative” 
or “artistic.”  However, if we consider The Hundred Languages of 
Children from Reggio Emilia (Edwards et al., 2012), we recognize 
that learners can express themselves or represent their learning 
through various modalities. Thus, there was a variety in how 
the students approached this assignment. Some students 
included hand-drawn illustrations, while others searched for 
and found digital tools to help them create their stories. Others 
even took it a step further and created YouTube video clips 
of themselves narrating the read-aloud version of their final 
products. Incorporating technology and digital book-making 
platforms such as Bitmoji, Canva, Storybird, and Storyjumper 
provided valuable learning opportunities and represented 
a thoughtful integration of technology into the class.

Figure 6
Student Work Sample:  

Cover of the Book About Feelings 
and Emotional Regulation
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For example, one student used a digital tool, an 
online platform called Storybird, to help her generate 
illustrations for her book, which was based on her real-
life family members (see Figure 7).  When reflecting on 
this assignment, the student shared the following:

“When I used Storybird, it took me a long time to choose 
an illustrator theme. I wanted something that was simple, 
colorful, and meaningful at the same time…overall, I think 
Storybird would be a great asset in my classroom when 
introducing reading and writing activities for young learners.” 

The variety of formats showcased in the project not only 
highlighted the students’ individual creativity but also marked 
their growing confidence as they embraced their roles as “artists” 
and “illustrators.” Whether their work was handmade or created 
digitally, the teacher candidates produced high-quality pieces 
that demonstrated both their artistic abilities and their newfound 
skills. These experiences will undoubtedly enrich their teaching 
practices, equipping them with the creative tools to inspire 
and engage future students in their own learning journeys.

Contextual Challenges and 
Considerations

This work is grounded in the belief that cultivating empathy, 
inclusivity, and representation in early childhood and elementary 
education is not only pedagogically sound but developmentally 
appropriate. The National Association for the Education of Young 
Children (NAEYC, 2020) affirms in its Developmentally Appropriate 
Practice (DAP) position statement that “each child is unique and 
shaped by their social and cultural contexts,” and that educators 
must “advance equity by recognizing and building on each 
child’s strengths and lived experiences” (p. 5). While recent shifts 
in policy and language from the South Carolina Department of 
Education reflect growing resistance to terms such as diversity, 
equity, and inclusion (South Carolina Department of Education 
[SCDE], 2025), the core values underpinning this project remain 
aligned with best practices in teacher preparation and early 
childhood education. We recognize that these policy changes 
present tangible challenges to replicating this work in future 
semesters and that pre-service teachers may encounter limitations 
based on the sociopolitical climate of their placement schools. 
Nevertheless, it remains essential to equip future educators 

with opportunities to engage critically with diverse narratives 
and to create inclusive materials that reflect both their own 
and their students’ lived experiences. In doing so, they are not 
only prepared to meet the needs of all learners but also to 
uphold the ethical, developmentally appropriate, and culturally 
responsive standards of the teaching profession (NAEYC, 2020).

Conclusion
Empathy is often 

described as the ability 
to put oneself in another 
person’s shoes. The stories 
created by these college 
students encourage 
us to step outside our 
comfort zones and 
consider various plots or 
situations from unique 
perspectives. One key 
takeaway from this 
experience is that we can 
implement reflective literacy practices—such as creative book-
making experiences and bibliotherapy—as effective strategies 
to promote empathy among college students and young 
readers. Encouraging them to think about characters and view 
situations from their perspectives can be a powerful way to 
foster empathy and perspective-taking. It is crucial to help all 
learners use their imaginations as we engage in discussions 

that enable them to think critically about the world from 
diverse viewpoints. As Hepburn stated, “Nothing is more 
important than empathy for another human being; we 
have to feel for one another if we’re going to survive 
with any dignity.” The creation of these books and the 
exploration of students’ narratives provided a meaningful 
opportunity to foster empathy and understanding 
within the classroom. This project facilitated deeper 
connections among participants and contributed to the 
development of a more inclusive and compassionate 
learning community. Such experiences are essential in 
preparing future educators to cultivate empathetic and 
supportive environments in their own classrooms.

Figure 7
Student Work Sample:  

Book Created with Digital Technology

Figure 8
Student Work Sample: 

Handdrawn Illustration

Figure 9
Integration of Technology
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Including ALL Students in Literacy Instruction 
by Kavin Ming & Amy Clausen

An ‘Aha’ Moment!
In the spring of 2022, Kavin had an ‘aha’ moment. She had 

been teaching the graduate-level course in content area literacy 
for 14 years. Throughout this time, she had made deliberate 
efforts to incorporate the concept of differentiation to support 
the diverse needs of her students. She typically worked with 
early childhood, elementary, middle-level, and secondary pre- 
and in-service teachers who primarily taught, or would teach, in 
general education settings. They discussed ideas such as finding 
texts below grade level to support struggling readers, providing 
opportunities for students to work in groups, modeling the use of 
strategies, and using twin texts, among other strategies. However, 
the spring of 2022 brought a moment of reflection when she 
taught a cohort of 12 special education teacher assistants. As she 
introduced the concept of differentiation that she had used in 
previous semesters, her students’ responses were different. They 
made comments such as, “but my students can’t hold a pencil,” 
“but my students can’t write,” “but my students can’t read,” “but 
my students have difficulties with processing.” She then realized 
that she needed to help her students explore strategies that 
extended beyond mere comprehension to include supports 
that would create an environment conducive to learning for a 
variety of students with diverse disabilities. Thus, the instructor 
set out on a journey to utilize the literacy classroom as a model 
for supporting students in the inclusive classroom with a wide 
range of support needs. The goal was for her students to apply 
these strategies to their specific content areas (e.g., science, 
social studies) as they work with a wide range of student needs. 

The General Education Setting and 
Students with Disabilities

Each year, the United States Department of Education (USDOE) 
submits a report to Congress on the number of students served 
under the Individuals with Disabilities Education Act (IDEA, 
2004). In 2019, 9.7% of students ages 6–21 received special 
education services under IDEA (USDOE, 2022). This includes 
students with intermittent support needs (e.g., a student with 
a speech-language impairment) or limited support needs 
(e.g., a student with a learning disability), as well as those with 
extensive and pervasive support needs (e.g., a student with an 
intellectual disability and autism spectrum disorder). According 
to IDEA regulation 300.116(e), a student with a disability 
cannot be removed from education in age-appropriate regular 
classrooms solely because of needed modification in the general 
education curriculum (Sabia et al., 2020). Thus, the percentage 
of students with disabilities continues to increase, as does the 
percentage of students with disabilities who are served in the 
least restrictive environment, or the general education classroom. 
In 2019, 64.8% of students with disabilities ages 6–21 were 

fully included in classrooms with their same-age peers without 
disabilities, an increase from 60.5% in 2010 (USDOE, 2022).

Inclusive classrooms are the preferred educational setting 
for students with disabilities for several reasons. First, federal 
legislation requires that individualized education program (IEP) 
teams consider the least restrictive environment (LRE) appropriate 
for the student (IDEA, 2004). Access to inclusive education leads 
to improved academic outcomes. For example, Cole et al. (2023) 
compared reading and mathematics scores for students in high-
inclusion settings versus those in low-inclusion settings and 
found that students in high-inclusion settings achieved higher 
reading and mathematics scores on state assessments and were 
better prepared for post-high school environments. In addition 
to the academic outcomes, inclusion in the general education 
classroom leads to improved social outcomes. In self-contained 
settings, students with disabilities have few opportunities to 
interact with their peers. Inclusive environments allow students 
with and without disabilities the opportunity to engage with 
and learn from one another (Jameson et al., 2022). Finally, 
inclusion in classrooms with students with disabilities is beneficial 
to students without disabilities as well, improving academic 
and social outcomes, as well as preparing them to become 
accepting members of their community (Hehir et al., 2016).

Although access to inclusive environments is key to the success 
of students with and without disabilities, it is not sufficient. To 
make progress in the general curriculum, teachers must possess 
the skills necessary to adapt their instruction to meet the diverse 
needs of all students. Unfortunately, many general education 
teachers report feeling unprepared to include students with 
disabilities in their classrooms, particularly those with the most 
extensive support needs (Gesel et al., 2022; Zagona et al., 2017). 
One conceptual framework that may help teachers meet the needs 
of all students is high-leverage practices (HLPs). Windschitl et al. 
(2012) defined HLPs as “a set of practices that are fundamental to 
support K-12 student learning, and that can be taught, learned, 
and implemented by those entering the profession” (p. 880).

In 2017, the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC, i.e., the 
premier professional organization of special education teachers), 
along with the Collaboration for Effective Educator Development, 
Accountability and Reform (CEEDAR), identified 22 practices 
that, when implemented by teachers, lead to im proved student 
outcomes (McLeskey et al., 2017). A full explanation of these 
practices is beyond the scope of this article, but interested readers 
can learn more by visiting highleveragepractices.org. Briefly, these 
22 practices are organized into four categories: collaboration, 
assessment, social/emotional/behavioral, and instruction. In a 
recent update to HLPs, Aceves and Kennedy (2024) reorganized 
the HLPs to focus on “pillar practices,” within which the remaining 
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practices are embedded. These six HLPs (HLP#1, HLP#3, HLP#6, 
HLP#7, HLP#16, and HLP#20) are the most essential for educators 
to implement. They represent a framework that can significantly 
impact student learning through an emphasis on meeting the 
needs of the broadest range of students. Although these HLPs were 
designed with special education teachers and teacher educators 
in mind, they can and should be applied to general education 
inclusive settings (Clausen et al., 2020; McLeskey et al., 2022). The 
purpose of this article is to serve as a model for applying the six 
HLP pillars in the inclusive classroom during literacy instruction, 
with the goal of extending their use to various content areas.

The examples below are fictional vignettes designed to 
illustrate the practical application of the specific HLP and 
corresponding strategies outlined in this article. These vignettes 
model how educators can implement evidence-based practices 

to ensure that students with a wide range of abilities and support 
needs, including those with intermittent, limited, and extensive 
support needs, can meaningfully access and participate in the 
general education curriculum. We recognize that the strategies 
detailed in this manuscript—such as engaging in purposeful 
collaboration among special education teachers, general 
education teachers, and other service providers, coordinating 
efforts through team teaching, and maintaining regular home-
school communication—rely heavily on the availability of 
sufficient personnel, allocated planning time, and school-provided 
resources (Solis et al., 2012). We acknowledge that educators 
must often adapt evidence-based practices to fit the realities 
of crowded classrooms and limited capacity, while striving 
to meet the goal of ensuring that all students can participate 
meaningfully and make progress in the general curriculum.

HLP #1: Collaborate with Professionals
For inclusion to be successful, purposeful collaboration 

is necessary—between general and special education 
teachers, as well as among other educational team members, 
including paraeducators, speech-language pathologists, 
vision teachers, and others. Specifically, all those who work 
with students with disabilities must coordinate their efforts 

to provide seamless support, which includes examining 
essential needs within the classroom, determining how IEP 
objectives can be met through the delivery of the curriculum, 
and identifying the most appropriate accommodations to 
ensure access (Spooner et al., 2012; Wolfe & Hall, 2003).

Strategy Practice Inter-Professional Collaboration 

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with moderate disabilities, students with learning disabilities

What is It and How Does it Work? General education teachers, special education teachers, and other service providers (e.g., speech-
language pathologists, reading specialists) utilize their expertise to recognize common language 
and instruction, working together to create mutually beneficial goals and objectives for students 
with disabilities (Gosselin & Sundeen, 2019; Wolfe & Hall, 2003).

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom 

A 5th-grade classroom is reading “Esperanza Rising.” One student, Jamal, has a moderate intellectual 
disability and receives special education services for reading and writing. The team agrees to use a 
simplified version of the novel with visual supports, and the speech language pathologist suggests 
adding picture cues for key vocabulary. Prior to the lesson, the special education teacher plans to 
work with Jamal in a small group to pre-teach key vocabulary using a word map, and will also 
follow the general education teacher’s whole group discussion on character traits, by pulling him 
along with a few other students to use their sentence starters and word bank to respond to the 
question, “How does Esperanza show resilience?” (Bryant et al., 2003).

Strategy Engage in Team Teaching (One Teach, One Assist)

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with autism spectrum disorder, students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder

What is It and How Does it Work? One teacher leads the whole-class instruction, while the other circulates to provide individualized 
support, monitor behavior, or clarify content. This ensures the least restrictive environment for 
students, especially those who require social cues, behavioral prompts, and scaffolding during 
instruction (Friend & Cook, 2016; Gosselin & Sundeen, 2019; Goulet et al., 2003).

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

In a 7th-grade English Language Arts class, students are analyzing the theme of a nonfiction article 
about climate change. One student, Liam, has autism. He often struggles with interpreting abstract 
concepts, managing anxiety in group discussions, and staying on task without prompts. As the 
general education teacher delivers the main lesson, the special education teacher clarifies 
references to figurative language and uses visual cues to redirect his attention. When students 
transition to independent work, she checks in to ensure that they understand the task and helps 
them locate a quote that supports the theme (Liang et al., 2024). 
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Strategy Schedule Home-School Literacy Planning Meetings

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with traumatic brain injury, students recovering from medical challenges 

What is It and How Does it Work? Home-School Literacy Planning Meetings are regular, collaborative check-ins (e.g., biweekly or 
monthly) between teachers and families to align literacy goals, accommodations, and progress 
monitoring for students with complex learning needs. These meetings serve to share insights 
about the student’s performance across settings, co-develop literacy strategies that are 
consistent at home and school, and adjust routines and expectations as the child’s cognitive and 
emotional needs evolve (Ylvisaker et al., 2005).

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

Ms. Rivera teaches a kindergarten class. One of her students, Maya, is recovering from a moderate 
traumatic brain injury (TBI) sustained six months ago. Maya has difficulty sustaining attention 
during whole-group read-alouds and often struggles to recall story events. To support Maya, Ms. 
Rivera schedules a monthly literacy planning meeting with Maya’s parents and the school’s 
occupational therapist. During the meetings, they:

•	 Review Maya’s reading readiness goals (e.g., identifying characters, using picture cues)

•	 Discuss strategies that work well at home, such as using a picture schedule or repeated reading 
of the same book.

•	 Share progress data and adjust accommodations, like allowing Maya to listen to the book in 
short segments.

•	 Develop home activities, such as story retelling using picture cards or digital books read aloud 
by her parents (Watter et al., 2016).

Strategy Schedule Home-School Literacy Planning Meetings

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students who use assistive technology or alternative communication methods, such as students 
with cerebral palsy.

What is It and How Does it Work? This tool supports ongoing collaboration between teachers and families. It includes daily or 
weekly notes on literacy activities, student progress, and areas that need reinforcement. Families 
contribute updates on reading done at home, observations of engagement, or difficulties the 
student is having (Turnbull et al., 2015). 

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

Mrs. Brown, a 6th-grade teacher, uses a literacy communication notebook with the parents of 
Elijah, a student with cerebral palsy who uses a speech-to-text device for written assignments and 
requires extra time for reading.

Each Friday, the teacher writes in the notebook:

•	 A summary of the week’s reading selections (e.g., The Giver by Lois Lowry)

•	 Notes on Elijah’s participation in group discussions

•	 Adjustments made (e.g., providing audio versions of the text)

•	 Specific vocabulary words or reading strategies (like identifying main ideas) that were targeted.

Elijah’s parents respond over the weekend, noting:

•	 How he used his tablet to re-listen to chapters

•	 Challenges with certain words or concepts

This information helps the teacher modify instruction the following week, such as previewing key 
vocabulary or assigning partners for text discussion (Graham-Clay, 2025).

HLP #3: Collaborate with Families
Collaborating with families supports student learning 

and well-being, particularly for students with disabilities. 
Effective family collaboration fosters trust, improves 
communication, and creates consistency between home and 
school environments (Aceves & Kennedy, 2024). Teachers 
who actively engage families gain valuable insights into 

students’ strengths, needs, and cultural backgrounds, leading 
to more individualized and effective instruction (Epstein, 
2018). Ongoing communication, shared decision-making, 
and culturally responsive practices are key components of 
successful family-school partnerships (Sanders, 2001).
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HLP #6: Use Assessment Data to Improve Instruction
Making data-based decisions is a critical skill required by 

general and special education teachers. HLP #6 states that 
effective teachers “use student assessment data, analyze 
instructional practices, and make necessary adjustments 
that improve student outcomes” (Aceves & Kennedy, 
2024, p. 49). Within this pillar practice are the embedded 

practices of developing a comprehensive student profile 
based on multiple data sources (HLP #4), interpreting and 
sharing data with key stakeholders (HLP #5), developing 
short- and long-term goals (HLP #11), and systematically 
designing instruction (HLP #12; Aceves & Kennedy, 2024). 

Strategy Make Data-Based Decisions

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with reading disabilities, particularly those who are not responding to high-quality Tier I 
instruction. 

What is It and How Does it Work? Teachers should collect regular progress monitoring data (e.g., weekly) for students who are not 
meeting grade-level expectations. By graphing this data, they can make instructional decisions 
based on the student’s progress. For example, if the student is making progress as expected, the 
teacher should continue their instruction. If the student is making slow progress but not at the 
expected rate, they should intensify instruction by increasing the dosage (from two to five times a 
week) or by reducing the group size (from a group of 10 to a small group of three students). If the 
student exhibits variable performance (i.e., the graph fluctuates), consider the student’s 
motivation level and incorporate reinforcing stimuli, such as student choice, self-monitoring, and 
access to high-quality reinforcers (e.g., extra recess; Browder et al., 2020). 

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom 

Jonah is an eight-year-old with Down syndrome. He is currently reading at a kindergarten level. 
His teacher collaborates with him and two other students for 10 minutes each day on literacy. 
After graphing his data from the past two weeks, she notices that his performance fluctuates 
frequently. She decides to add a self-monitoring component. After each session, Jonah graphs 
his own data now, by coloring in a bar graph. He gets so excited when his graph is taller than 
the day before, and over the next two weeks, his teacher notices that his trends are on the up 
(Jones et al., 2018).

Strategy Select Short- and Long-Term Goals

Examples of Who Can Benefit All students with IEPs

What is It and How Does it Work? Selecting short- and long-term goals based on assessment data is critical to student success. The 
general education teacher has the most significant role in the IEP team meeting. They are the 
team members who not only have the student’s data, but also the data of others in the class to 
provide context. Teachers review student data and consider grade-level expectations to set 
rigorous and attainable goals for their students. 

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

Zoe is an eighth-grade student with a learning disability. She requires additional support for 
written composition. Her teacher expects students to draft two-to three-page essays, but Zoe 
typically only writes a paragraph or two. With this data in mind, her teacher creates a series of 
short-term goals that Zoe can reach with moderate support. Using graphic organizers and 
sentence starters, she methodically increases the length expectation until Zoe meets the 
standards and succeeds independently (Diehm, 2017). 
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HLP #7: Establish a Consistent, Organized,  
and Responsive Learning Environment 

Effective teachers establish a consistent, organized, and 
responsive learning environment. Within this pillar practice 
are the embedded practices of teaching social behaviors 
(HLP #9), teaching cognitive and metacognitive strategies to 

support learning and independence (HLP #14), and teaching 
students to maintain and generalize new learning across 
time and settings (HLP #21; Aceves & Kennedy, 2024). 

Strategy Design Instructional Routines

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with autism, all students

What is It and How Does it Work? Instructional routines provide students with predictability and stability, enabling them to focus 
on the content at hand rather than wondering what is coming next. These routines maximize 
instructional time, reduce confusion, and support all learners, especially those with diverse needs, 
by providing clear expectations and structure (Ball & Forzani, 2011) 

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

Each day in Mrs. Bailey’s 3rd-grade class, when it is time for reading, students know exactly what 
to do without needing to be prompted. They retrieve their red reading notebooks and focus on 
the daily warm-up activity displayed on the board—a sentence that needs editing. After working 
individually for a few minutes, students pair up with their “elbow partner” to compare edits and 
discuss any differences. Mr. Bailey reinforces this environment through positive feedback and 
providing timely support (Hume, 2007).

Strategy Teach Self-Monitoring

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with attention deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD), Students with emotional-behavioral 
disorders

What is It and How Does it Work? Self-monitoring is a practical strategy that provides students with feedback. It has been 
successfully used by students with limited to extensive support needs for increasing on-task 
behaviors. In using this strategy, students have concrete goals that they are to achieve, utilizing 
self-regulation as a means of accomplishing them (Li, 2019).

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom 

In a 12th-grade English class, Marcus, a student with ADHD, struggles to stay focused during 
independent reading and written reflection activities. Before independent work begins, Mr. Belkin 
reminds Marcus to set a goal (e.g., “Stay on task during all three intervals”). He then provides him 
with a "Check and Reflect Chart” with three columns labeled: Time, What I’m doing?, and Am I on 
task? (Yes/No). Every 10 minutes when the timer goes off, Marcus quickly logs what he is doing 
and reflects on whether he is on task (Rafferty, 2010).
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HLP #16: Use Explicit Instruction 
HLP #16 focuses on using explicit instruction to promote skill 

acquisition and mastery. This approach involves clearly modeling 
skills, providing guided practice, and offering immediate, specific 
feedback to help students internalize new concepts (Archer & 
Hughes, 2011). Explicit instruction is structured, sequenced, 

and designed to reduce cognitive overload, making it especially 
effective for struggling learners (McLeskey et al., 2017). It supports 
the gradual release of responsibility, empowering students to apply 
skills independently and confidently over time (Rosenshine, 2012).

Strategy Adapt Curriculum

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with a wide variety of disabilities.

What is It and How Does it Work? Adapting the curriculum involves adjusting the content, strategies, instructional delivery, and/or 
assessments that students encounter each day. Teachers determine, in advance, the needs of 
their students with disabilities in order to create instructional experiences that ensure the 
greatest possible engagement (Kaur, 2013).

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

In Ms. Simms' 9th-grade English Language Arts class, students are learning how to interpret an 
emotional response to demonstrate their understanding of character. To support Aubriel, who 
has Down Syndrome, Ms. Simms has created visual representations (faces on a card) of the seven 
emotions under study. Aubriel has one set of cards at her desk, and Ms. Simms has another. As 
she discusses each emotion, Ms. Simms holds up the corresponding card, directs Aubriel to touch 
her matching card, and asks her to imitate the specific facial expression (Kurth & Keegan, 2014).

Strategy Incorporate e-Texts

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with visual impairments, struggling readers, and students with attention deficit 
hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)

What is It and How Does it Work? An e-text is any document that is text and available in a digital format. This material can be 
displayed in custom color combinations, in various fonts, in larger sizes, or in any combination of 
these options. E-texts may include features that allow the text to be highlighted as it is read, 
enable an entire page to be read automatically, and offer study skills features such as word 
lookup and highlighting. Students access e-texts independently or through their school system 
and download these materials to a digital device. Websites that offer e-texts include: www.
ebooks.com, www.amazon.com, www.openlibrary.org, www.getepic.com, as well as your local 
public library (Ciampa, 2017; Puckett & Brozo, 2004; Stanberry & Raskind, 2009). Students with 
visual impairments or other print disabilities can also access e-texts through the Digital Accessible 
Information System (DAISY) consortium (daisy.org).

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

In a 6th-grade English Language Arts class, teachers can use the Epic! platform to reinforce the 
topic of The Space Race. Within this platform, there are designated interactive books called ‘Read 
to Me’ that enable students to actively engage with the text as they listen to the selection. To 
activate prior knowledge about the Space Race, the teacher identifies the spotlight words from 
the piece and uses those to create a Knowledge Rating Survey to determine how much students 
know about each word. Students use signals or response cards (e.g., paddles) to determine their 
level of knowledge. After this introductory activity, the teacher teaches a 10-minute lesson on the 
topic. Following the instructions, students read a text to delve more deeply into the topic. 
Christina, who is reading 1.5 grades below level, listens to the text while looking at the screen. As 
she follows along, the words are enlarged as they are being read, interesting facts are provided 
on each page, questions are asked along the way, and an optional quiz is given at the end to 
measure her level of understanding (Stetter & Hughes, 2010).
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HLP #20: Provide Intensive Instruction for Academics and Behavior
Teaching using high-quality, evidence-based practices is 

critical to the success of the classroom. However, even with quality 
instruction, not all students will make progress at the rate that 
we expect them to. Certain students, often those with disabilities 
or those being evaluated for special education services, require 
a more individualized approach to instruction, in addition to the 

quality group instruction already being delivered in the classroom, 
sometimes referred to as Tier III support (The IRIS Center, 2008). 
HLP #20 states that teachers should provide intensive instruction 
for academics and behavior, which includes conducting 
functional behavioral assessments to develop individual 
student behavior plans (HLP #10; Aceves & Kennedy, 2024). 

Strategy Provide Intensive Reading Intervention 

Examples of Who Can Benefit Striving readers

What is It and How Does it Work? When students are falling behind their peers in reading, even after receiving high-quality 
instruction, intensive intervention may be warranted. The teacher meets with one to three 
students who have similar support needs. Often, they will use a scripted curriculum that helps 
them to ensure they are delivering evidence-based intervention effectively and efficiently. 

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

Max, Abdul, and Katherine are not yet making progress toward their second-grade reading goals. 
While the rest of the class is working on independent reading, Mr. Carson pulls these three 
students to the kidney table to work with them using the University of Florida Literacy Institute 
(UFLI) Foundations curriculum. After six weeks of intervention, Abdul and Katherine have made 
sufficient progress to “graduate” from the intervention. Mr. Carson meets with Ms. Jericka, the 
special education teacher, to review the data and make appropriate adjustments to the 
intervention so that Max can continue to make progress (Fuchs et al., 2012). 

Strategy Implement Functional Behavior Assessment & Behavior Intervention Plans

Examples of Who Can Benefit Students with behavioral support needs

What is It and How Does it Work? A functional behavior assessment is a data-driven assessment that determines the function (the 
reason) a student is engaging in a challenging behavior. Once determined, the team can create a 
behavior intervention plan, a series of strategies to support the student in achieving success 
(Carpenter et al., 2024). 

Literacy Instruction in the 
Inclusive Classroom

Jakob is a first-grade student with oppositional defiance disorder. He loves to make his friends 
laugh and purposefully says the wrong words during choral reading. After conducting a 
functional behavior assessment (FBA), his teacher determines that he is reinforced by peer 
attention, so he creates a behavior intervention plan (BIP) that gives Jakob time at the beginning 
of class to tell jokes so he can get the peer attention he is looking for (Simonsen, 2008). 

Conclusion
With the increase in inclusive practices for students with 

disabilities in the general education classroom, as evidenced by 
the rising percentage of students served in the least restrictive 
environment, teachers must continuously consider ways to 
ensure this population has meaningful access to the general 
curriculum. Despite this increased mandate, many general 
education teachers report feeling unprepared to meet the diverse 
needs of students with disabilities, particularly those requiring 
the most extensive support. Thus, HLPs provide a framework for 
equipping teachers with concrete, research-based strategies for 
supporting all learners. This article models the application of 
the six HLP pillars through specific literacy instruction examples, 

including intensive reading intervention, functional behavior 
assessments, collaborative team teaching, adapting curriculum 
with visual representations, and utilizing accessible technologies 
such as e-texts. We acknowledge that the strategies shared 
here are not exhaustive of all possible accommodations and 
instructional supports. Because a full explanation of the 22 
core HLPs is beyond the scope of this article, interested readers 
can learn more by consulting foundational resources on the 
CEEDAR website at https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu or by directly 
visiting the HLP website at www.highleveragepractices.org.

https://ceedar.education.ufl.edu
http://www.highleveragepractices.org.
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When early childhood educator Matt Glover asked four-
year-old Lily, “Let’s see what you have so far,” as she worked on 
her book about a Build-A-Bear experience, his simple prompt 
encouraged her to revisit her work. As Lily shared her story, she 
realized that the illustration on her second page showed fully 
created bears—a piece of her story she had intended to save for 
the big reveal at the end (Ray & Glover, 2008, p. 166). Concerned 
about the sequence of her book, Lily appeared frustrated. 
Sensing this, Matt offered options to help her solve the problem. 
Together, they removed the staples from her pre-made book, 
moved the bear illustration to the final page, and added blank 
pages in between so she could create the middle of her story. 
It was Matt’s subtle invitation to share her work aloud that 
brought this issue to light and led to a meaningful revision.

Similarly, while sitting at the writing center with four-
year-old Aaron, a Head Start preschooler making a book, I 
asked him what his book was about. He stopped and eagerly 
responded, “It is about werewolves!” As he shared what he 
had so far, flipping through to his third page, he described 
his illustration as a daddy werewolf playing and yelling in 
the snow. Before continuing, he paused for a moment and 
suddenly exclaimed, “Oh! I forgot to make the mouth.” Without 
hesitation, he picked up a blue colored pencil, added a mouth 
to the illustration, and enthusiastically said, “I make the 
mouth! He goes, AHHHH!” My simple question, along with his 
willingness to read through his book, sparked his revision.

In both scenarios, adult interaction and feedback played 
a crucial role in helping these young authors recognize and 
problem-solve the challenges they encountered in their writing. 
My exchange with Aaron was just one of many experiences I had 
as a researcher interacting with preschoolers while they voluntarily 
created books on self-chosen topics at the writing center. While the 
data presented in this article is drawn from a broader investigation 
into children’s composing processes and products (Friddle, 2023), 
this discussion centers on observations from the writing center and 
how adult interaction helped reveal children’s original ideas and 
complex thinking. However, these conversations did not emerge 
out of the blue in this Head Start classroom; rather, the teacher, 
Andrea, and I intentionally created the conditions that made them 
possible. For example, we purposefully added making books (Ray 
& Glover, 2008) to the writing center, which not only inspired 
children to write about topics that held personal meaning, but also 
sparked their motivation to participate in the first place (Friddle & 
Ivey, 2023). Furthermore, opportunities to engage in multimodal 
composing—such as drawing, talking, gesturing (Rowe, 2019), and 
using words and letters (Harste et al., 1984)—were essential not 
only to support meaning-making but also for driving conversation. 

Why Should We Care? 
To begin with, in today’s early childhood classrooms, the 

science of reading movement has driven the adoption of 
curricula that prescribe both what and how to teach children. 
While these programs often emphasize structured and scripted 
instruction, this approach overlooks two critical considerations: 
how children learn, and the role teachers might play in fostering 
literacy learning through unscripted, in-the-moment instructional 
opportunities within children’s zone of proximal development 
(Vygotsky, 1978). Furthermore, when we consider compositional 
writing with older children, our instructional time tends to 
focus on supporting the compositional writing process (e.g., 
planning, brainstorming, and revising); tools and strategies 
designed to make writing more coherent and comprehensible. 
Yet, in my conversations with young children as they created 
books, I observed that when adults respond “in the moment” 
to children’s decisions and actions, children naturally begin to 
enact these teachable strategies on their own. Strategies that 
are often reserved for more experienced writers. But why wait to 
reserve more complex and strategic thinking for the later years 
in school?  In this article, I highlight simple, intentional questions 
and feedback (e.g., Johnston, 2024; Ray & Glover, 2008) that can 
be seamlessly integrated into preschool writing time to support 
and extend children’s literate and compositional development.

Different Types of Teacher Feedback  
to Support Preschoolers’  
Compositional Processes

We have ample evidence that suggests writing for young 
children supports their developing assumptions about literacy 
(Campbell et al., 2019), knowledge of print concepts (Otake et 
al., 2018), and rudimentary literacy skills (Diamond et al., 2008). 
The benefits of compositional writing, however, allow children 
to problem-solve, develop an understanding of audience and 
purpose (Dyson, 2003), and how they want their writing to 
be presented (Ray & Glover, 2008). In other words, it requires 
deep thinking! It is no secret that adults play an essential 
role in children’s literacy learning (Hall et al., 2015; Rowe et 
al., 2023; Vygotsky, 1978). In fact, when adults (e.g., teachers) 
are situated next to children when writing, this interaction 
can help nudge them along in their compositional skills and 
literate knowledge, simultaneously. However, if adults are not 
present to hear three-, four-, and five-year-olds explain the 
marks, it can appear as unintentional lines on a page. A teacher’s 
presence during children’s writing is essential for supporting 
and extending their thinking. Thus, what does this feedback 
sound like when adults are sitting alongside preschoolers? 

Adult Feedback as a Tool to Support 
Preschoolers’ Composing Processes 

by Karole-Ann Friddle
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Feedback that 
Prompts Planning  
and Revision

When adults ask children open-
ended questions while composing, 
they are often prompted to think 
through their innovative ideas 
and planning (Ray & Glover, 2008). 
For example, when I asked four-
year-old Avery, “What is your book 
going to be about today?” she 
responded, “Cinderella!” I quickly 
reacted by asking her what colors 
she might need to represent Cinderella, in which she voiced her 
plans for the first page of her book: “Cinderella has sparkles and 
needs a blue dress. My name is up here. And she needs fireworks!” 
When I asked why she was adding fireworks, she explained that 
Cinderella’s castle has fireworks. These plans came to fruition, as 
shown on the front cover of her Cinderella book (Figure 1), as she 
later read it as: “This is my name (points to letters up top). This 
is the fireworks (points to the three circles and lines above the 
head), this is Cinderella, she has sparkles (points to the head).”

In addition to planning, as Aaron 
did, children often voluntarily 
revised their books when asked 
clarifying questions while reading 
their book in its entirety (e.g., 
Kissel et al., 2011). For instance, 
when I asked four-year-old Fiona 
to read what she had so far in her 
book, she arrived at a page that 
she described as a picture of me, 
happy that I was in a spaceship. 
When I asked a confirming 
question, “I am happy in this 
picture?” She stopped and realized, 

“Oh, I forgot something.” As she added two dots in the circle 
and an arched line, she continued, pointing to the visible smiley 
face. “This is you in a spaceship! You are happy!” (Figure 2).  

These accounts of feedback focusing on Avery 
and Fiona’s thinking processes (e.g., Johnston, 2012) 
encouraged both of them to reflect on their own thinking 
and planning, and in Fiona’s case, prompted a revision in 
a way that supported her illustration and narrative.

Figure 1
Avery's Cinderella Book

Figure 2

Figure 3
Henry’s “H” and Tornado 

Figure 4
Elle’s Car

Feedback That Draws 
Attention to Children’s 
Strategic Thinking

In addition to feedback that 
supports the planning process, naming 
and noticing what children do during 
their composing activities underscores 
young children’s strategic thinking 
(Johnston, 2024).  For example, one 
day, as Henry read his book to me, 
he turned to a page that visibly had 
the letter H on one side and a black 
scribble-like form on the other side. 
When I pointed out that he included 
a letter and illustration (Figure 3), he responded, “That’s a tornado 
(points to the right). That’s my name.” This moment was especially 
significant because, until that moment, Henry had not formed 
any letter shapes resembling conventional writing. It was the 
first time he made a mark on the page to represent his name. 
From that point forward, after simply recognizing that he had 
included an H and an illustration, Henry consistently included 
an “H” in his books as a way to identify himself as the author.

Similarly, as Elle read her book 
about driving to different places with 
her family members, I noticed she 
had an illustration and different marks 
below it. During our conversation, 
she made it clear she was displaying 
her newfound knowledge of 
understanding the difference 
between pictures and words: 

Karole-Ann: What do you 
have on this page?

Elle: It’s a car that is tall. And that 
is Bubba (her brother), Mama, Me. I am on the bottom.

Karole-Ann: I notice you have something 
different down here; what is this?

Elle: (She placed her index finger all the way to 
the left, moved it along the marks at the bottom, 
and read) This is us riding in the car.

Karole-Ann: You have a picture and words!

Elle: I need words in all my books!

In both cases, Henry and Ella continued to apply their 
developing knowledge of print at a very fundamental level in 
their books. 

Example Questions
“What is your book going to be about today?”
“Let’s see what you have so far [in your book].”
“What are you going to put on the next page?
“What colors are you going to use today?”

Note. Adapted from Johnston (2024) and Ray & Glover (2008).

Table 1
Feedback that Supports Process and Planning
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Feedback that Prompts 
Why and How

Like naming what children do, 
when we ask questions that begin 
with “How” and “Why,” we emphasize 
their ability to make decisions. For 
example, while sitting at the writing 
table, Gavin shared unprompted that 
he had included a Ghostbuster (Figure 
5) in his book, to which I said, “Wow, a 
Ghostbuster! How did you decide to 
add a word on the page?” He proceeded 
to move his finger across the letters he 
had written and responded, “That says 

Ghostbusters.” When I dug deeper and asked how he decided to 
use those letters, he answered, “Ghostbusters. Ghostbusters has 
[an] O.” He proceeded to explain that both letters “A” and “G” were 
letters that he knew. However, from an outside view, the “G” on 
paper resembled more of a “B.” Gavin’s willingness to explain what 
he had written offered not only insight into his letter knowledge 
but also an opportunity to talk about how to form a “G.” 

Sometimes, simply 
helping children recognize 
their decision-making 
and connecting those 
actions to real authors 
and illustrators not only 
strengthens their writer’s 
identity but also highlights 
a resource they can use 
again in the future. For 
example, I found that 
children try out things they 
have seen in published books. In this Head Start class, one of the 
books shared was I Want My Hat Back (Jon Klassen, 2012), and a 
conversation took place about a particular page that featured 
the use of the color red to represent the main character’s anger 
upon realizing who had stolen his hat. While Micah read his 
book to me, it appeared that he used a similar strategy (Figure 
6) in one of his transformer books. When I asked him why he 
decided to add red to his transformer, he responded, “[This is a] 
black transformer. Red means he is mad and scary.” I responded,” 
Wow, you are just like Jon Klassen!” drawing attention to his 
illustration choices that were similar to a published author. 

Example Teacher Prompts
“Tell me how you got the idea to...”
“Why did you decide...?”
“What are you thinking about?”
“How did you do that?”

Note. Adapted from Johnston (2024) and Ray & Glover (2008).

Table 3
Teacher Feedback That Prompts Why and How

Example Teacher Prompts
“I noticed you wrote some letters you know.”
“I noticed that you have pictures and words in your book.”
“I noticed you have chosen to make to _____   
          just like Mo Willem's did in his book!”
“I noticed you have a few different color choices on this page.”

Note. Adapted from Johnston (2024) and Ray & Cleaveland (2018).

Table 2
Feedback That Draws Attention to Strategic Activity

Figure 5
Gavin's Ghostbuster

Figure 6
Michah's Mad Transformer

When children have opportunities to explain their 
decision-making and strategies to a listening ear, even if the 
listener does not respond, they are more likely to try out their 
strategies again in a different context (Rittle-Johnson, 2006).

Tips for Feedback in  
Preschool Classrooms

Before describing how to arrange for productive teacher 
feedback, we must first consider the kind of learning environment 
that influenced the children’s willingness to participate in 
conversation in this classroom. From the very first day of school, 
Andrea established a learning environment that was student-
led, nurtured independence, and encouraged children to 
problem-solve with their peers. However, to enhance the already 
rich social environment, we implemented several impactful 
changes to the writing center’s setup and activity. From a 
physical standpoint, initially, the writing table was a small desk 
pushed against a wall, intended for two or three children. It 
offered only basic materials (e.g., scrap paper and a few writing 
tools) and, as predicted (e.g., Quinn et al., 2022), it did little to 
spark children’s motivation to write, as it was often empty.

Therefore, we first relocated the writing center to a larger 
table placed in the middle of the classroom. This allowed children 
to sit across from one another, encouraging conversation 
as they worked. Second, as previously mentioned, to make 
writing more appealing, we included pre-stapled blank books 
and a variety of writing supplies (e.g., markers, crayons, and 
pencils), so children could create their own books (e.g., Ray & 
Glover, 2008) on topics of their choice. Third, because there 
was a need for adult presence at the writing center, I joined 
the conversation at the writing table three times a week to 
ask children questions about their compositions, and nudge 
them along in their thinking and literate development.

These simple yet strategic changes—rearranging furniture, 
incorporating a child-led, motivating literate activity, providing 
accessible writing supplies, and adult interaction—transformed 
the writing center into a vibrant hub of creativity, strategic actions, 
and a space for building confident and competent young authors.

Supporting Productive Adult Feedback
During this experience, I discovered that when adults engage 

in conversation with children during their composing process, 
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the interactions can plant important seeds by noticing, naming, 
and highlighting children’s thinking and decision-making—tools 
they can draw on in the future (Johnston, 2024). To make the 
most of this feedback throughout the school week in preschool 
classrooms, there are a few key strategies worth considering:

1.	 Dedicate time, a few times a week, for an adult 
to locate themselves at the writing center. 
Sitting in on the action allows for impromptu 
feedback that makes sense “in the moment”.

2.	 Allow children to share their products, whether 
completed or in progress, with the entire class, 
facilitating a conversation between peers and adults 
that prompts feedback and commentary. 

3.	 Create a system that works for you to record what children 
say about their books. For example, keep a chart of 
children’s names with notes about their writing, strategies, 

and thoughts. Then, where appropriate, integrate this 
information into classroom conversations, read-aloud time, 
or when creating a morning message with the entire class.

Your Words Matter 
In reflection, unscripted and unplanned teacher feedback 

requires a solid understanding of how children learn and how 
literacy development occurs.  Although this type of instructional 
practice is rarely incorporated into scripted curricula, it is worth 
considering because of its potential to promote meaningful 
learning. Feedback in the form of open-ended questioning and 
comments not only supports children’s metacognition but, as 
adults, we can be intentional in our language, to nudge children’s 
compositional growth and literacy development at an appropriate 
pace. Teachers should never underestimate the power of their 
words! They can nurture young authors’ confidence, literate 
identity, and literacy development, all at the same time.
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In South Carolina, implementing structured literacy is not just 
about changing teaching methods or programs; it represents 
a paradigm shift in education (Readability, 2023), requiring 
many elementary-level teachers to consider new pedagogies. 
Many districts used a balanced literacy approach before the 
recent adoption of new reading legislation for the 2024-2025 
school year. Exploring the differences in theory and practice 
between balanced and structured literacy approaches will 
promote a positive transformation in reading instruction. Guided 
Reading, Fountas and Pinnell, and Reading Recovery fall into 
the balanced literacy approach. Structured Literacy follows the 
Science of Reading (SOR) approach, including LETRS (Moats 2021, 
Vols. 1 & 2). This article explores three pivotal shifts in reading 
paradigms and teaching practices that educators must grasp 
to implement meaningful reforms: theoretical foundations, 
instructional approaches, and assessment strategies.

Theory
The Developmental Lens of Reading, as outlined by Tracey 

and Morrow (2024), includes Clay’s (2016) Emergent Literacy 
Theory, Ehri’s (2020) Stage Model, Scarborough’s (2001) Reading 
Rope, and Gough’s Simple View of Reading (SVR) (Moats, 2021, 
Vols. 1 & 2). These theories describe reading as a progressive 
developmental process, beginning with foundational skills 
in kindergarten and first grade and progressing through 
increasingly more complex texts. Foundational skills include 
phonics (the predictable patterns where letters represent sounds), 
decoding (applying known graphemes to sound out words), 
and phonemic awareness (hearing and manipulating individual 
sounds) (South Carolina Department of Education, 2024a). 
Each approach begins with phonics and phonemic awareness. 
However, the difference is how and when to teach language 
comprehension skills, and the role of phonics in reading fluency. 

Examining at Scarborough’s Rope (2001), balanced literacy is a 
top-down, student-centered approach that begins with language 
comprehension. Multiple word recognition skills can be introduced 
and applied by connecting a text to a student’s language skills 
and background knowledge. Students read independently, 
integrating various strategies as the teacher scaffolds instruction 
tailored to their needs. Phonology is embedded and reviewed 
in leveled readers, increasing in text complexity as the reader 
learns and applies new skills (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 

In contrast, structured literacy is a bottom-up approach that 
begins at the base of Scarborough’s Rope (2001) with word 
recognition (including phonics, phonemic awareness, and 
sight words) taught in an isolated sequence before language 
comprehension, without overlapping instruction between 

the two (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). Decodable readers are 
recommended to reinforce targeted skills in text (Ehri, 2020). 

Deeply rooted in the phonemes of our language, structured 
literacy systematically introduces letter sounds and the 
corresponding letters and patterns, with some programs 
starting with sounds initially (Lorimor-Easley & Reed, 2019; 
Tracey & Morrow, 2024). Prioritizing word recognition skills 
first allows the students to become proficient with phonemic 
awareness, decoding, and sight words before integrating 
language comprehension into independent reading. 	
The SVR is often cited as a theoretical base to explain how 
word recognition and language comprehension are separate 
components necessary for reading (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; 
Rowe et al., 2025). In his research, Gough identifies dyslexia (a 
type of reading disability) as a deficit in decoding processes, 
thus providing a theoretical foundation for implementing the 
SOR in school reading curricula (Duke & Cartwright, 2021).

The Science of Reading (SOR) framework is built upon Gough’s 
SVR, Ehri’s Phases of Reading and Writing, and Scarborough’s 
Reading Rope (Burkins & Yates, 2021; Moats, 2021, Vol. 1). Using 
a structured literacy approach, the teacher explicitly teaches 
foundational skills in a prescribed sequence for all students, 
ensuring that all phonemic and phonological skills are taught 
and assessed before students are responsible for applying 
language comprehension to their independent reading (Compton-
Lilly et al., 2020; Lexia Learning, 2025; Lorimor-Easley & Reed, 
2019). Structured literacy theories, like the SVR, emphasize 
that phonics should be explicit, systematic, and reinforced to 
target grade-appropriate phonology skills in isolation before 
language comprehension is introduced as a skill students 
need to read independently (Duke & Cartwright, 2021).

According to LETRS (Moats, 2021, Vol. 2), students typically 
transition into authentic text once they demonstrate strong 
word recognition and fluency. Both structured and balanced 
literacy approaches teach within the strands of Scarborough’s 
Reading Rope (2001). However, structured literacy explicitly 
teaches the bottom strands first, while a balanced approach 
integrates the strands and teaches students to use multiple 
strategies to read text (Compton-Lilly et al., 2020). 

Emergent Literacy (Clay, 2016), a foundational theory of 
balanced literacy, encompasses a broader scope of abilities 
that begin at birth, incorporating background knowledge, oral 
language development, and listening comprehension (Tracey 
& Morrow, 2024). From a Constructivist perspective, balanced 
literacy theories emphasize that learning is an active process, 
where students generate knowledge through hypothesis-testing 

Changing Paradigms and Pedagogies to 
Transition into the Science of Reading 

 Miranda Dickson
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experiences, integrating listening, speaking, reading, and writing 
as interconnected skills (Tracey & Morrow, 2024). The strands 
of Scarborough’s Reading Rope (2001) are also represented in 
balanced literacy, but are taught intertwined with the language 
comprehension strands, assisting with word recognition. 

Rumelhart’s (1977) Interactive Model posits that as children 
interact with text, they simultaneously engage higher-level 
cognitive skills, such as semantics, vocabulary knowledge, 
and syntax, to assist with lower-level processes as they read. 
Balanced literacy practitioners refer to the strands as Meaning 
(background knowledge, vocabulary, verbal reasoning), Structure 
(literacy knowledge, print concepts, grammar), and Visual (word 
recognition) to represent the complex processes used in reading 
(Clay, 2016; Compton-Lilly et al., 2023; Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). 
Teachers also consider bridging factors, such as engagement, 
executive functioning skills, inferencing, and flexibility, as a 
part of the reading process (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). 

Balanced literacy instruction integrates multiple word 
recognition and language comprehension skills, teaching 
readers to access multiple sources of information, with reading 
comprehension as the goal of decoding. Reading instruction 
begins teaching these processes as early as kindergarten to 
assist with decoding and word recognition as students learn 
to read independently, while monitoring and self-correcting 
in predictable, leveled text (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996).

In contrast, structured literacy is a non-binary approach 
with explicit phonics instruction as the primary instructional 
focus in lower grades (Rowe et al., 2025). SOR advocates, such 
as podcaster Emily Hanford, stress the importance of teaching 
phonics first, claiming that integrating language comprehension 
with word recognition skills teaches children to guess at words 
they cannot decode (Hanford, 2020; Rowe et al., 2025).

Considering the paradigms of foundational reading, educators 
need to shift their reading pedagogies for instruction and 
assessment. Understanding the theories of structured literacy 
means first focusing on the bottom strands of Scarborough’s 
Rope (2001), making the explicit teaching of phonics skills 
and phonemic awareness a priority until students are ready 
for a deeper comprehension of the text they read.

Instruction
Educators adjusting to a paradigm shift rooted in Gough’s 

SVR must consider the instructional modifications necessary in 
reading instruction (Lexia Learning, 2025; Moats, 2021, Vols. 1 & 2). 
This bottom-up approach emphasizes explicit phonics instruction 
and decoding practice until mastery, as students move into the 
Full Alphabetic stage (Ehri, 2020). As a whole class, students 
are exposed to language comprehension through read-alouds, 
choral reading stories, and shared reading with vocabulary 
instruction (HMH Education Company, 2025; Moats, 2021). 

Following a structured literacy approach means adjusting 
the texts used to teach reading and the way word recognition 

and comprehension are taught to beginning readers. To ensure 
instruction fidelity, teachers follow the sequence of skills and 
scripted procedures from the curriculum, no longer searching 
for text to match the levels and interests of individual students 
(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Teachers save time planning because 
the reading process is standardized across classrooms, with 
universal assessments designed to assess skills. Teachers are no 
longer responsible for differentiating lessons based on student 
culture, background knowledge, or interest (Lindo, 2024). 

Another instructional shift involves teaching for independence 
through problem solving in early literacy (Fountas & Pinnell, 
1996) to a structured skills mastery approach (Rowe et al., 2025). 
Lessons focus on explicit instruction and practice of phonology, 
before expecting students to incorporate multiple decoding 
and comprehension strategies in early reading. “A carefully 
designed scope and sequence of skills is essential for systematic 
phonics instruction. This process ensures all phonics patterns 
are explicitly taught and assists teachers with expectations for 
which patterns should be mastered by a certain grade” (South 
Carolina Department of Education, 2024a, p.7). According to 
Reading Rockets, the English language has approximately 
250 graphemes (letter combinations) representing its 44 
phonemes (Dyslexia Reading Well, 2025), which should be 
explicitly taught by the end of third grade (Moats, 2021, Vol.1). 
Decodable readers are recommended at the beginning of 
reading instruction to control the phonological skills required 
to read the text, which builds foundational skills faster than 
leveled texts (International Literacy Association, 2019). 

Higher-level comprehension skills, such as text analysis and 
inferencing, begin in later grades, when students are cognitively 
ready to apply these skills along with decoding (Moats, 2021, 
Vol.2). Students need to be confidence in foundational skills 
(phonemic awareness, phonics, and decoding) before focusing on 
deeper comprehension as they read independently, to prevent 
the cognitive overload that integrating processes causes. Small 
groups are designed for targeted instruction for students with 
deficits in previously taught skills, eliminating guided reading 
groups based on a student’s reading level (Burkins & Yates, 2021).

Utilizing the “I do,” “we do,” then “you do” method supports 
reading instruction, allowing students to rehearse the text they are 
reading multiple times (South Carolina Department of Education, 
2024a). This practice reduces the amount of information a student 
attends to during reading, reducing the cognitive overload which 
implementing language comprehension can cause (Moats, 2021, 
Vol. 2). “Students will struggle to comprehend what they cannot 
decode” (South Carolina Department of Education, 2024b, p. 
2). Language comprehension in kindergarten until mid-second 
grade is not integrated into student practice, as whole-group 
phonics instruction becomes the primary focus (HMH Education 
Company, 2025; Lexia Learning, 2025; Rowe et al., 2025).

In a structured literacy approach, students are taught the 
rules of the English language, along a continuum beginning 
with sounds and letters, progressing to simple patterns, and 
then to multisyllabic words and morphemes beginning in third 
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grade (Ehri, 2014; HMH Education Company, 2025; Moats, 2021, 
Vol.1). This is a pedagogical shift from teaching morphology and 
word analogies early and applying multiple phonetic structures 
through leveled text to focused, controlled decodable reading 
passages. Students are taught the etymology (word origins) 
for words that have irregular spellings, and hearts are used to 
indicate the irregular spelling patterns in high-frequency words 
(Burkins & Yates, 2021; HMH Education Company, 2025; Moats, 
2021, Vol. 1). This reflects the separation of word recognition and 
language comprehension in the SVR (Duke & Cartwright, 2021). 

Assessment
Another aspect of pedagogy involves how to evaluate reading. 

Balanced literacy approaches assess reading and writing using 
authentic assessments such as running records and journal writing 
(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). These unconstrained assessments are 
process-based and focus on the long-term outcomes. Assessments 
centered on students’ problem-solving strategies for reading 
and writing include re-reading, fluency, decoding, sight-word 
use, comprehension, and self-monitoring strategies. Authentic 
assessments are difficult to quantify because they assess the 
interaction of multiple codependent skills (Dougherty Stahl, 2011). 

For example, using background knowledge of a subject or 
context to assist with decoding, or self-correcting an unknown 
word that does not fit the sentence structure or phonics rule, 
demonstrates the integration of multiple co-dependent strategies 
(Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Due to subjectivity, assessments of 
this holistic approach cause difficulties in targeting specific 
skills deficits, and there is a lack of uniform data on how we 
assess reading. Balanced literacy approaches assess reading and 
writing using authentic assessments such as running records 
and journal writing (Fountas & Pinnell, 1996). Unconstrained 
assessments emphasize processes and prioritize long-term 
outcomes. They evaluate how students approach problem-solving 
in reading and writing, drawing on strategies such as re-reading, 
fluency, decoding, sight-word recognition, comprehension, 
and self-monitoring. Because authentic assessments measure 
the interplay of multiple interdependent skills, they are 
inherently challenging to quantify (Dougherty Stahl, 2011). 

Structured literacy assessments are highly constrained 
and universal (Dougherty Stahl, 2011). They are designed to 
assess the ability to use specific skills in isolation. Results are 
quantifiable and easily measured, such as words per minute, 
which measure fluency and correct responses in a limited time. 
For example, Ehri (2020) used nonsense words to assess phoneme 
blending. This isolates the skill of letter/sound relationships in 
CVC combinations from the student’s lexicon of known words. 
This data represents the automaticity of an individual’s recall of 
sounds represented by letters in a CVC pattern. Highly constrained 
assessments are simple to administer and easily reveal deficits 
uniformly and objectively (Dougherty Stahl, 2011). Guided 
Reading levels are no longer used for formative assessments 
and have been replaced by frequent skills assessments.

Because schools rely on uniform data and assessments, the 
pedagogical shift from teaching reading for meaning to teaching 
foundational reading skills in early literacy must be considered. 
When language comprehension is separated from word reading, 
assessments can concentrate on item knowledge and automaticity 
without being affected by factors like background knowledge, 
oral language, culture, vocabulary, or other elements that can 
hinder reading fluency (Duke & Cartwright, 2021; Ehri, 2020). 
In a structured literacy approach, students practice explicitly 
taught skills in controlled texts or isolated drills before applying 
language comprehension strategies without support. 	

Based on skills assessments of phonemic awareness and 
phonics, teachers can quickly identify deficits and provide the 
explicit practice of targeted skills each student needs. Providing 
structured, explicit instruction and assessments of specific skills in 
isolation from context ensures that each student receives the same 
reading instruction, remediation, and assessments with fidelity 
across the state. Informed instructional leadership can support 
the adjustments needed in paradigms and teaching pedagogies. 

Conclusion
As the state of South Carolina transitions into a Science of 

Reading-based approach, teachers need ongoing support as 
adjustments in instruction continue. Leaders who seek a deeper 
understanding of the curriculum content and what is required 
of teachers and students can find mismatches between theory 
and practice (DeWitt, 2020). Conversations with teachers and 
instructional coaches can align new pedagogies with SOR research 
for a smooth transition of reading instruction and assessment 
approaches. Everyone needs a clear understanding of goals 
and outcomes as teachers implement uniform instruction and 
assessments across the state. Confusion and misinformation cause 
cognitive barriers and frustration (Wladar, 2022). Understanding 
and addressing these concerns and acknowledging the difficult 
modifications of paradigms and pedagogy are crucial to 
ensure everyone feels heard and respected in this process. 
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Introduction
Artificial Intelligence (AI) is a tool that has become deeply 

integrated into our daily lives, often going unnoticed—from facial 
recognition that unlocks smartphones to virtual assistants that 
perform tasks through voice commands, to online platforms that 
make shopping and reading recommendations based on user 
habits. Just as AI has become seamlessly woven into everyday 
life, students are no exception, immersed in a world where 
AI is constantly accessible (Ho & Scadding, 2019). No longer 
relegated to out-of-school use, AI is increasingly being integrated 
into learning tools in schools, offering significant potential for 
both students and teachers within the literacy classroom.

At its most fundamental level, AI refers to computer systems 
capable of processing vast amounts of information and data, 
typically trained through exposure to extensive textual inputs 
(Bauld, 2023). For instance, ChatGPT, which is supported by 
the school district where I work in upstate South Carolina, 
represents a type of AI known as a large language model. It 
is trained on data from websites, tweets, and news stories to 
understand how humans interpret words and phrases, enabling 
it to generate responses that resemble human language.

Considering AI’s potential in the literacy classroom, its 
capacity to process vast amounts of information and generate 
personalized reading recommendations can help students 
discover books they will likely enjoy, as well as titles they might 
not have encountered otherwise. This is particularly beneficial 
for students who struggle to choose books due to limited 
background knowledge about authors or genres, or uncertainty 
about finding texts that resonate with them. By empowering 
students to make their own reading choices, teachers can 
alleviate anxiety, foster competence, and build confidence in 
discovering texts that truly engage them (Miller & Kelley, 2014).

However, it is equally important to consider both the 
positive and negative consequences of integrating AI into 
literacy instruction. While AI can broaden access to books, 
enhance engagement, and support student autonomy, 
over-reliance on its recommendations may hinder critical 
thinking, restrict student choice, or conflict with school 
library holdings and curricular guidelines (Holmes et al., 
2019; Zawacki-Richter et al., 2019). This paper examines 
the thoughtful integration of AI, specifically ChatGPT, into 
student-centered reading conferences, highlighting both its 
potential to enhance reading engagement and the challenges 
educators must navigate to harness its benefits effectively.

Conferring: The Heart of  
Reading Workshop 

As an elementary literacy specialist, I met with Mary 
(pseudonym), an avid reader, for a regular reading conference. 
During these conferences, I model authentic conversations about 
reading practices, expecting students to engage in the type of 
work proficient readers do (Allington, 2013). To develop reading 
habits, students need time for productive practice supported by 
instructional tools (Miller & Moss, 2013). Engaging students in 
these practices fosters ownership of learning, motivating them 
to read and make informed decisions about their choices.

During this conference, Mary asked, “I’ve read the Harry 
Potter, Hunger Games series, Divergent series, The Giver, 
and I want to read more books like these. What should I read 
next?” My usual recommendations had been exhausted. To 
provide her with new options, I used ChatGPT to generate a 
customized list of books aligned with her interests. Research 
has shown that choice is a key motivator in supporting student 
engagement, enhancing interest, effort, persistence, and 
performance (Mouratidis et al., 2011; Reed et al., 2004).

Feeling stumped, I turned to ChatGPT to search for 
recommendations and leverage its vast resources to help 
her find her next read. Mouratidis et al. (2011) explained that 
the most prevalent recommendation for supporting student 
motivation is providing choices. A user’s quick request can 
generate customized materials relevant to their learners’ 
interests. Furthermore, providing choice can enhance 
interest, enjoyment, effort, persistence, and performance. 
As Reed et al. (2004) noted, “When it comes to addressing 
specifically the motivational process of adolescents in literacy-
focused classrooms, the single, most powerful suggestion 
we can make is to encourage teachers to develop learning 
environments that are autonomy-supportive” (p. 274). 

Narrowing Down the Input  
through a Sentence Frame

Student ownership of self-selected reading builds self-
efficacy, decision-making skills, confidence, and motivation, 
while promoting lifelong reading habits (Johnson & Blair, 
2003). Using the sentence stem, “I liked the Hunger Games 
series, Divergent, and The Giver. What book/series should I 
read next?” ChatGPT generated a list of dystopian-themed 
texts (see Figures 1 and 2). Mary ranked the books she wanted 
to read next, beginning with Matched (Condie, 2010), a title 
that resonated with the themes she enjoyed (see Figure 3).

“What Should I Read Next?”: Using Artificial 
Intelligence in Reading Conferences 

by Marie Havran
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Figure 2
Recommendations for Student’s Next Read from ChatGPT

Figure 1
Using ChatGPT to Search for Student's Next Read

Figure 3
Ranking ChatGPT’s Recommended Books with the Student 

Through this list (see Figure 2), we discussed what dystopian theme she wanted to explore more (see Figure 3). 

 



Li
te

ra
cy

 M
at

te
rs

  T
ec

hn
ol

og
y 

M
at

te
rs

CLICK HERE TO RETURN TO TABLE OF CONTENTS 	 Literacy Matters | Volume 26 • Winter 2026 |53|  

Figure 4
Teacher-Student Created Query for the Next Read in ChatGPT

Conferring Around the Generated List 
and Summaries

Reading motivation is diverse, encompassing the values, beliefs, 
and behaviors surrounding reading. The motivators that drive 
students’ reading are their interests, dedication, and confidence 
(Morrow et al., 2023). While some students may possess all three 
motivations, others may have only one or be weaker in the others. 
According to Morrow et al. (2023), a reader who is interested in 
reading enjoys it, a dedicated reader believes it is important, 
and a confident reader feels efficacious about it. Mary, a very 
self-aware and motivated reader, received the list generated 
by ChatGPT. After reading the printed reviews, she ranked the 
books she wanted to read next (see Figure 3). She then brought 
her top five choices to our next conference, where we discussed 
and finalized her next read. The following conversation took 
place while she was reviewing the list generated by ChatGPT: 

Teacher: Are there any books on this list 
you have read or heard of before? 

Mary: No, I’ve never heard of any of them. 

Teacher: What is it that you liked about The Giver? 
Mary: I liked the problems the main characters 
had. I liked reading about 
characters with problems that 
were different than my own. 

Teacher: Looking at this list - What do 
you think you’d like to start with?

Mary: I’d like to read Matched (Condie, 
2010) because it sounds a lot like the 
other books I’ve read and enjoyed. 

Teacher: Go ahead and rank the other 
books, with Matched (Condie, 2010) 
being the first book you’d like to 
read. Then, we’ll proceed from there 
so I can see what we can locate. 

The book Matched (Condie, 2010) was 
chosen because it explored the idea of love 
being removed from the decision of marriage and being something 
that was assigned instead. The list of remaining books was ranked 
in the order she would like to read them. She explained, “This 
book seems really good. It reminds me of The Giver (Lowry, 1993) 
so much of that book, which is why I think I might like to read it. 

Sentence Stems
Following up with Mary at our next reading conference, she was 

very pleased with her choice and looked forward to reading the 
books on the list after she finished. She viewed the list as a reading 
stack, which gave her a sense of direction for her subsequent 
reads. She asked if there was another book in the series, admitting 
that she enjoyed the series and became more invested in a book 

when she knew there were more to come. I took note of this as 
another component to add to a future ChatGPT search to further 
assist her with choosing her next book, including books in a series. 
This would be easy to incorporate into a future sentence stem. 

In discussing what sentence stems she could use independently 
with ChatGPT, we agreed that the sentence stem we used, 
which generated the list of books she is currently working with, 
produced a list of books she is satisfied with for now. However, 
we discussed her using this search feature independently and 
her desire for the results to be more specific to her queries. 

Mary: When I finish reading these books, I’m not sure what I can 
type and message ChatGPT to get another book I want to read. 

Teacher: How about “I liked the book ________ by ______. 
What should I read next? I would like a summary of each book.”

Mary: Can we try it? 

Teacher: Let’s try it with Matched, as that’s what 
you’re reading and seem to really like it. 

We jointly entered the co-created sentence 
stem into ChatGPT (see Figure 4). 

Creating a future sentence stem for her next read 
addressed the concern of what she would read next if 
she really enjoyed a title from the list and wanted to 
explore similar books further. By creating a generic stem, 
future reads can be easily searched using this stem. 

Conclusion
AI tools like ChatGPT offer valuable support in recommending 

books, but the most meaningful recommendations still 
come from well-read teachers who engage students in 
personalized, reflective conversations about reading. AI 
can expand access to diverse titles, fill gaps in teacher 
knowledge, and foster student autonomy in selecting texts.
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The positive consequences of using AI include increased 
reading engagement, motivation, and confidence in choosing 
books. Students may discover new genres, authors, or topics they 
might not have explored otherwise, broadening their literary 
experiences and supporting lifelong reading habits. Additionally, 
AI enables efficient and personalized recommendations, 
giving students ownership of their reading journeys and 
potentially reducing anxiety about choosing their next read.

Negative consequences may include over-reliance on 
AI recommendations, where students or teachers rely too 
heavily on algorithms rather than critically evaluating texts. 
AI suggestions may unintentionally limit student choice if 
recommendations are biased or constrained by the dataset used 
to train the AI. Additionally, AI-generated lists may not align 
with school library holdings, approved reading lists, or cultural 

considerations, requiring extra steps for teachers to curate suitable 
options. Students may also miss out on rich, human-centered 
discussions that arise from teacher-guided book conferences.

Looking ahead, AI has the potential to enhance literacy 
instruction beyond merely recommending books. Innovative 
approaches, such as AI-driven reading analytics, interactive 
story generators, and tools that support comprehension or 
discussion, can foster deeper engagement and personalized 
learning experiences (Holmes et al., 2019; Chen et al., 2020). 
However, while AI can complement instruction and support 
student choice, it is ultimately the teacher’s responsibility 
to ensure that students’ reading lives are enriched 
thoughtfully and responsibly, striking a balance between 
autonomy and guidance, as well as critical reflection.
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Bi/multilingual children face distinctive challenges in literacy 
development as they strive to become proficient in multiple 
languages. These challenges often include difficulties with 
reading comprehension, summarizing information, and grasping 
the nuanced meanings of texts across diverse linguistic and 
cultural contexts (Koda, 2005). Traditional literacy interventions—
such as phonics-based programs, comprehension drills, and 
teacher-led small group instruction—have long served as 
foundational approaches to addressing these difficulties. 
Empirical evidence has shown these methods to be effective in 
improving reading outcomes. For example, systematic phonics 
instruction significantly enhances early reading skills, particularly 
for struggling readers (National Reading Panel, 2000; Ehri et al., 
2001). Comprehension strategies and small group instruction 
have also been demonstrated to increase students’ engagement 
and reading achievement (Guthrie & Wigfield, 2000; Vaughn & 
Wanzek, 2014). However, these conventional approaches may not 
fully account for the complex interplay of language acquisition, 
cultural knowledge, and cognitive diversity that defines the 
learning profiles of bi/multilingual students (Iannone, 2023). In 
particular, traditional interventions often fall short in providing 
personalized, culturally responsive instruction that reflects the lived 
realities of students navigating more than one language system.

In recent years, advances in artificial intelligence (AI)—especially 
generative and predictive technologies—have introduced new 
opportunities to support literacy development through more 
adaptive, learner-centered approaches. Generative AI systems 
can produce human-like text, simulate conversation, and tailor 
tasks to an individual’s language proficiency and cultural context 
(Solari et al., 2021). Predictive AI, on the other hand, leverages 
machine learning to analyze learner performance and offer real-
time feedback, scaffolded support, or targeted interventions. 
Together, these technologies have the potential to transform 
literacy instruction by addressing the limitations of one-size-
fits-all models. For bi/multilingual learners, these AI-driven 
tools provide opportunities to bridge persistent gaps in literacy 
development. Generative AI can support expressive language 
and writing through tools like paraphrasers, conversation 
simulators, and content generators. Predictive AI can enhance 
receptive language and comprehension through grammar 
checkers, adaptive reading platforms, and intelligent translation 
services. Both types of AI offer pathways for fostering cultural 
responsiveness and learner autonomy (Arciuli & Bailey, 2021). 
This analysis is informed by sociocultural theories of language 
learning (Vygotsky, 1978) and the principles of translanguaging 
pedagogy (García & Wei, 2014), which emphasize the role of social 
interaction, language fluidity, and culturally responsive teaching 

in multilingual learners’ development. Additionally, the use of AI 
aligns with Universal Design for Learning (CAST, 2018), offering 
flexible and adaptive pathways to support diverse learners.

Despite these promising developments, empirical research on 
the use of AI—particularly generative AI—with bi/multilingual 
learners remains limited. Most current studies focus on 
monolingual contexts or general education populations, leaving 
a gap in our understanding of how these technologies can 
equitably and effectively serve linguistically diverse students (Yim, 
2024). Furthermore, ongoing concerns about algorithmic bias, 
linguistic accuracy, and cultural representation raise important 
questions about the ethical deployment of AI in multilingual 
learning environments (Li et al., 2024). This paper explores the 
potential of AI tools to enhance literacy development in bi/
multilingual learners. In the following sections, I will first review 
the existing literature on traditional literacy interventions and 
their limitations in the context of bi/multilingual learners. 
Next, I will provide an overview of generative and predictive 
AI, exploring its theoretical foundations and applications in 
education. I will then discuss my experience using AI tools for 
my bi/multilingual students’ literacy development. The paper 
will also discuss the challenges of implementing generative and 
predictive AI in educational settings, including concerns related 
to equity and bias. Finally, I will offer recommendations for 
various stakeholders, future research, and practice in integrating 
AI to support bi/multilingual learners’ literacy development.

AI in Practice
As a speech-language pathologist (SLP) and adjunct professor 

with extensive experience working with bilingual and multilingual 
learners, I am deeply committed to improving literacy outcomes 
for these students, whose unique needs often require specialized 
approaches. Throughout my career, I have worked with a wide 
range of students, including both early childhood learners (ages 
3-5), elementary-aged students (ages 6-10), and undergraduate 
students. These individuals come from diverse linguistic 
backgrounds, with many speaking Spanish, Mandarin, Arabic, 
or other languages in addition to English. In both classroom 
and small group settings, I have seen firsthand the challenges 
they face in acquiring literacy skills in both their first and second 
languages. These challenges are often intensified by language 
processing difficulties, cultural differences, and limited access 
to adaptive learning resources. The intersection of these factors 
creates a complex web of barriers that impacts their learning 
experiences, from early literacy foundations to more advanced 
reading comprehension and writing skills. For early childhood 
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students, my focus is on developing foundational literacy skills 
such as letter recognition, phonological awareness, and early 
vocabulary development. For elementary-aged students, I work 
with more complex literacy tasks such as reading comprehension, 
summarization, and written expression. In all cases, language 
processing difficulties may inhibit students' ability to grasp 
meaning from text, even when they recognize individual words. 
Cultural differences may also limit their ability to apply context 
to literacy tasks. For instance, a preschooler learning English as a 
second language may struggle to identify objects in a story that 
are unfamiliar to their cultural context, while an older student 
may have difficulty understanding idiomatic phrases in English.

 Throughout my therapy sessions,  I have incorporated 
generative and predictive AI tools to support students’ literacy 
development. For example, I use AI-driven language models 
to create personalized reading passages tailored to students' 
language levels and cultural backgrounds. These AI tools can 
adjust text complexity, provide real-time feedback, and even 
engage students in interactive dialogues to deepen their 
understanding of the material. For early childhood students, AI 
tools can also assist in providing interactive stories and games 
that enhance vocabulary acquisition and phonemic awareness in 
an engaging, dynamic way. Despite the challenges my students 
encounter, I see significant potential for growth in their literacy 
skills, particularly when provided with the right tools and 
support. The integration of generative AI into my practice has 
been transformative, aligning with my goal of implementing 
innovative, research-informed strategies that honor and reflect 
students’ linguistic and cultural identities. My work isn’t just 
about delivering interventions; it’s about creating tailored, 
affirming learning experiences that empower bi/multilingual 
learners to thrive. By exploring the efficacy of AI tools in 
supporting literacy development, I aim to contribute insights 
that can inform the creation of more effective interventions and 
support systems for these learners. This work is deeply personal 
and professionally meaningful, as it brings together my clinical 
expertise and my passion for advancing educational equity.

Literature Review
Bi/multilingual learners represent a growing demographic 

in educational settings, bringing diverse linguistic and cultural 
assets that enrich learning environments. However, this population 
often faces unique challenges in literacy development because 
they must navigate multiple linguistic systems and sociocultural 
expectations. Traditional literacy instruction frequently overlooks 
the intersection of language acquisition, cultural identity, and 
cognitive diversity, creating a need for instructional approaches 
that are both inclusive and adaptive (Zoeller, 2024). As generative 
and predictive AI tools gain traction in education, understanding 
their potential to support these learners is increasingly important.

Challenges in Literacy Development 
for Bi/Multilingual Learners

Bi/multilingual learners encounter a range of challenges in 
literacy development, influenced by factors such as proficiency 
in each language, the linguistic distance between languages, and 

the sociocultural contexts in which they learn (Babayiğit, 2012). 
For example, students whose home languages differ significantly 
in structure or orthography from the language of instruction 
may struggle with foundational literacy skills such as phonemic 
awareness, decoding, and vocabulary acquisition. These linguistic 
differences can create obstacles in learning to read and write 
in a second language, especially when instruction assumes 
monolingual norms. Cultural dissonance between home and school 
literacy practices can also hinder student engagement. Wren et al. 
(2012) found that bi/multilingual students often engage with texts 
that do not reflect their lived experiences, limiting their ability to 
connect with and comprehend academic material. This highlights 
the importance of culturally relevant pedagogy alongside 
language instruction. While traditional literacy interventions 
such as phonics-based programs are effective in teaching 
decoding, they often fail to address the full linguistic and cultural 
profiles of bi/multilingual learners (Friesen et al., 2022). Similarly, 
comprehension drills may not accommodate diverse language 
processing strategies, especially when students’ background 
knowledge or vocabulary differs from that assumed in the 
curriculum. This gap underscores the need for instructional models 
that recognize and leverage students’ full linguistic repertoires.

AI in Education: Generative and Predictive Tools
Generative and predictive AI tools have opened new pathways 

for literacy development among bi/multilingual learners by offering 
personalized, context-aware, and linguistically adaptive support. 
These tools differ in functionality: generative AI creates original 
content, while predictive AI analyzes data to make suggestions, 
corrections, or decisions based on likely outcomes (Kaplan & 
Haenlein, 2019). Generative AI tools can respond dynamically to 
learners’ inputs and produce text or speech tailored to the user’s 
linguistic background. For instance, ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude 
can generate explanations, summaries, and narratives in multiple 
languages, supporting both comprehension and expression. 
QuillBot and Wordtune help learners rephrase or rewrite sentences 
to enhance clarity or adjust complexity—an especially valuable 
function for language learners needing support with academic 
writing. Talkpal AI, Speak, and ELSA Speak use speech recognition 
and AI to generate conversation-based feedback, helping students 
practice oral language in real time. Tools like Canva’s Magic 
Write allow for multilingual content creation, including posters, 
infographics, and story elements, enabling culturally responsive 
learning materials to be designed quickly and creatively.

On the other hand, predictive AI tools offer scaffolding by 
identifying patterns in student input and making corrections 
or recommendations based on these patterns. Grammarly 
and Microsoft Editor suggest edits for grammar, spelling, and 
syntax, helping students refine their writing. Language-learning 
platforms such as Duolingo and Babbel employ predictive 
algorithms to personalize lesson paths, adjusting content to 
learners’ strengths and weaknesses over time. Google Translate, 
DeepL, and Microsoft Translator, while sometimes resembling 
generative tools, primarily rely on predictive modeling to translate 
and interpret meaning based on large multilingual corpora. 
Tools like Immersive Reader and Rewordify simplify complex 
text, predicting more accessible vocabulary and formatting for 
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struggling readers. Otter.ai and Google use predictive speech 
recognition to transcribe spoken language accurately, helping 
bi/multilingual learners revisit academic content at their own 
pace. These AI systems, when thoughtfully integrated, have the 
potential to complement traditional instruction with real-time, 
adaptive, and culturally relevant literacy support. However, their 
implementation must be guided by an understanding of how each 
tool aligns with learners’ linguistic profiles and literacy goals.

Potential Applications for Bi/
Multilingual Learners

The applications of generative and predictive AI tools in 
literacy instruction are particularly promising for bi/multilingual 
learners navigating multiple language systems. These technologies 
offer scalable ways to personalize instruction, scaffold language 
learning, and provide culturally relevant materials. Generative 
AI tools such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Claude can be used to 
generate customized reading passages, scaffolded summaries, 
or writing prompts that reflect a student’s cultural background 
and language proficiency. This supports both engagement 
and comprehension by providing learners with content that is 
familiar, meaningful, and appropriately challenging. QuillBot and 
Wordtune enhance students’ writing by offering simplified or 
enriched versions of their sentences, helping them grasp syntactic 
structures and improve clarity without removing their voice. Tools 
like Talkpal AI, Speak, and ELSA Speak provide conversational 
practice and pronunciation feedback, helping learners develop 
oral fluency in safe, low-pressure environments. Canva’s Magic 
Write empowers students and educators to create visually rich, 
multilingual materials that incorporate both text and image, 
making abstract concepts more concrete and accessible.

Predictive AI tools further extend these benefits by 
identifying student needs in real time and offering just-in-
time support. For example, Grammarly and Microsoft Editor 
analyze students’ writing and suggest corrections tailored to 
their individual error patterns, which is especially beneficial 
for addressing issues like language transfer or code-switching. 
Duolingo and Babbel personalize lesson sequences based 
on user performance, reinforcing vocabulary, grammar, and 
reading skills through repetition and adaptive feedback. 
Tools like Immersive Reader and Rewordify simplify text by 
predicting vocabulary substitutions and highlighting key 
structures, supporting reading comprehension for learners at 
different proficiency levels. Google Translate and DeepL serve 
as linguistic bridges, enabling students to access academic 
content in their home languages while developing English 
literacy skills. Otter.ai and Google Speech-to-Text help students 
revisit spoken content, such as lectures or discussions, by 
accurately transcribing them—allowing for multiple exposures 
and processing time in both English and their first language. 
Together, these generative and predictive tools support 
differentiated, linguistically responsive literacy instruction that 
can be tailored to the diverse profiles of bi/multilingual learners. 
They not only bridge gaps in traditional instructional approaches 
but also open up opportunities for students to engage with 
language in multimodal, interactive, and personalized ways.

Ethical Considerations and 
Implementation Challenges

While AI holds tremendous potential for improving literacy 
outcomes for bi/multilingual learners, its implementation 
raises several ethical and practical concerns. One significant 
issue is the presence of biases embedded in AI algorithms. 
These biases often result from the data used to train AI models, 
which may underrepresent or misrepresent the linguistic and 
cultural diversity of bi/multilingual learners. For instance, AI tools 
trained primarily on Standard English corpora may struggle to 
accurately process or respond to non-standard dialects or other 
languages, thereby inadvertently disadvantaging learners who 
use these forms (Blodgett et al., 2020; Li et al., 2024). This issue 
highlights the need for more diverse datasets to ensure that AI 
systems are equitable in their interactions with bi/multilingual 
students. Another critical concern is the accessibility of AI 
tools. The costs associated with advanced technologies, along 
with the infrastructure required for their implementation (e.g., 
reliable internet access, up-to-date devices), may exacerbate 
educational inequities. Learners in under-resourced schools 
or from economically disadvantaged backgrounds may have 
limited access to these technologies, widening achievement 
gaps and creating further disparities in educational outcomes 
(Holmes et al., 2022; Luckin et al., 2016). Addressing these gaps 
requires careful consideration of equitable access to ensure 
that all students benefit from AI-driven learning tools.

However, perhaps the most pressing ethical concern is the 
privacy and security of student data. AI tools rely on collecting 
vast amounts of data about students to determine their learning 
profiles, including linguistic capabilities, academic progress, and 
personal preferences. As these tools become more integrated into 
educational settings, the security of this data is paramount. There are 
significant concerns regarding the collection and sharing of personal 
student information with AI systems, especially as many AI platforms 
require access to sensitive data in order to deliver personalized 
instruction (Radanliev, 2025). Data security and student privacy 
are critical issues that must be addressed to ensure the safe use of 
AI tools in classrooms. Educational institutions and AI developers 
must work together to establish robust s afeguards to protect 
student data and adhere to regulations like the Family Educational 
Rights and Privacy Act (FERPA) and other privacy laws. Moreover, 
transparency is crucial, as students and parents must be informed 
about how their data is being used and have the ability to consent 
to its collection. Without these protections, there is a risk that 
student data could be misused, sold, or shared with third parties, 
undermining trust in AI tools and compromising students’ privacy.

Another important challenge is the phenomenon of AI 
“hallucinations,” where generative AI tools produce confident 
but factually inaccurate or misleading responses (Ji et al., 2023). 
These hallucinations arise when AI models generate content 
based on statistical patterns rather than verified knowledge, 
which can be particularly problematic in educational contexts. 
For bi/multilingual learners, exposure to incorrect language 
usage, false cultural references, or inaccurate information may 
reinforce misconceptions or lead to confusion. Educators must 
be aware of these risks and teach students critical evaluation 
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skills when using AI-generated content. Cross-checking 
outputs with trusted sources and using human oversight are 
essential strategies to mitigate this issue in the classroom.

Additionally, the absence of long-term empirical research on 
the efficacy of AI tools in literacy instruction remains a significant 
gap. Although initial findings are promising, further investigation 
is needed to understand how these tools can be most effectively 
integrated into diverse classroom settings. Concerns such as over-
reliance on AI, the need for teacher training in effectively using 
these technologies, and maintaining data privacy and security 
must be carefully addressed to ensure that AI tools enhance, 
rather than replace, traditional teaching practices (Huang, 2023). 
Addressing these challenges requires a concerted effort to design 
AI-driven interventions that are equitable, inclusive, and aligned 
with the best practices of culturally responsive pedagogy. As 
AI continues to play a larger role in education, it is essential to 
engage with these ethical concerns and work towards solutions 
that ensure the responsible, secure, and effective use of AI in 
supporting the literacy development of bi/multilingual learners.

A Speech-Language Pathologist’s 
Perspective on the Application of AI 
Tools in Education

In this section, I will further discuss the application of 
generative and predictive AI tools in literacy development 
for bi/multilingual learners. The following examples illustrate 
how various AI-powered tools were used to support language 
acquisition, vocabulary, comprehension, fluency, and writing skills 
in a variety of contexts. The interventions described here include 
a combination of generative AI tools (such as ChatGPT, Gemini, 
Wordtune, and Talkpal AI) and predictive AI tools (including 
Grammarly, Otter.ai, and Duolingo), each tailored to meet the 
unique challenges bi/multilingual students face in their academic 
learning. While formal research data is not presented here, the 
examples discussed are based on my observations and the trends 
I have noticed in my work with students, along with informal 
conversations with teachers and parents, which help to illustrate 
the potential impact AI has on learners’ language growth.

Language Acquisition and Vocabulary Building
Generative AI tools such as ChatGPT, Gemini, and Talkpal AI 

have been particularly useful in supporting language acquisition 
and vocabulary development. One specific intervention I 
implemented involved using ChatGPT to generate tailored reading 
passages and vocabulary exercises for bi/multilingual students. 
For instance, a student who is a Spanish-English bilingual was 
given a set of texts on the topic of “environmental science.” I used 
ChatGPT to create passages in both English and Spanish, allowing 
the student to compare the vocabulary in both languages side 
by side. This not only reinforced the target vocabulary but also 
supported the learner in understanding the contextual use of 
words in both languages. By generating text at varying levels 
of complexity, I was able to gradually introduce more advanced 
vocabulary without overwhelming the student. Talkpal AI, which 
offers real-time feedback during conversational practice, has also 
been a key tool in enhancing oral vocabulary acquisition. One of 

my early childhood bilingual students, who was learning English 
as a second language, was able to practice simple greetings and 
expressions using the app. The AI provided instant corrections on 
pronunciation and word choice, giving the student immediate 
reinforcement and boosting confidence in their spoken language 
use. Studies have shown that real-time corrective feedback in 
digital language tools significantly enhances vocabulary retention 
and promotes autonomous learning (Li & Hafner, 2022).

Comprehension Support
Predictive AI tools like Microsoft, Google, and Otter.ai 

have significantly aided students in overcoming barriers to 
comprehension. For example, I worked with a middle school 
student who was struggling to keep up with lessons in science 
and history due to language processing difficulties. Otter.ai’s 
real-time transcription allowed this student to follow along with 
classroom discussions more effectively. By transcribing spoken 
content during lectures and group activities, the student could 
refer back to the text at their own pace, ensuring better retention 
and understanding of the material. This also helped the student 
bridge gaps between the spoken language in class and written 
content in textbooks, particularly when there were complex 
terms in English that were challenging to grasp. The ability to 
switch between transcriptions in both English and their native 
language (via Google) was an additional advantage, as it helped 
the student navigate academic content more independently. 
Additionally, Microsoft Editor and Immersive Reader has been a 
helpful tool in simplifying complex texts. I used it with a group of 
elementary-aged students who were struggling to understand 
academic articles. By inputting the text into Immersive Reader, 
I could adjust the reading level, highlight key vocabulary, and 
break the content into smaller, more manageable sections. The 
visual and auditory features of the tool made it easier for students 
to focus on critical aspects of the material, improving their 
comprehension without feeling overwhelmed. Research supports 
the use of multimodal comprehension tools, especially those with 
simplified language and interactive components, for promoting 
reading understanding in multilingual contexts (Kormos, 2017). 

Writing Skills Development
Grammarly, Wordtune, and QuillBot were essential tools in 

supporting students’ writing development. I used Grammarly 
with students to help them review and refine their essays, short 
stories, and reports. For instance, one high school student who 
was a Mandarin-English bilingual used Grammarly to check for 
errors in grammar, sentence structure, and punctuation. The 
tool provided real-time feedback, which the student used to 
correct their writing while learning about the nuances of English 
grammar. This immediate feedback loop enabled the student 
to understand specific errors and strengthen their writing over 
time. Wordtune was employed to help students rephrase and 
restructure their sentences, making their writing clearer and 
concise. One specific instance was with a bilingual student whose 
first language was Arabic. This student often struggled with 
sentence length and word order in English. By using Wordtune, 
we explored alternative ways to express ideas, giving the 
student a better sense of how to organize thoughts in a more 
fluent and grammatically correct manner. For a group of early 
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intermediate learners, I used QuillBot to paraphrase their written 
responses, encouraging them to find synonyms and explore more 
sophisticated vocabulary. This tool was especially helpful for 
students trying to expand their academic vocabulary and reduce 
reliance on repetitive word choices, which is common in second 
language writing. These AI writing tools function as scaffolds, 
offering targeted support that enhances learners’ metalinguistic 
awareness and syntactic accuracy (Wang et al., 2020).

Fluency and Speaking Practice
To promote fluency and speaking practice, I integrated 

Talkpal AI and ELSA Speak into my sessions. Talkpal AI was 
particularly effective with a group of high school students who 
were practicing conversational English. Each student received 
a conversation prompt and interacted with AI by typing or 
speaking their responses. AI provided immediate feedback on 
language use, offering suggestions for improvement. This iterative 
process helped students develop confidence in using English 
conversationally, a skill that is crucial for both social and academic 
settings. ELSA Speak, a tool that focuses on pronunciation, also 
benefited younger learners who were working on improving 
their spoken fluency. I used this tool with a student whose 
native language was Spanish, and they used ELSA Speak to 
practice individual phonemes that were difficult to produce 
in English. The app’s immediate feedback allowed the student 
to adjust their pronunciation in real-time, making incremental 
improvements over time. Research confirms that AI-based 
pronunciation tools improve articulation and self-correction 
habits in L2 learners (Derwing & Munro, 2015; Neri et al., 2008). 

Personalized Learning and Adaptive Support
The combination of predictive tools like Duolingo with 

generative tools like ChatGPT offered personalized learning 
experiences for bi/multilingual students. For example, I used 
Duolingo to create a language learning routine for a student 
learning English as a second language. Duolingo’s adaptive 
algorithms adjusted the lesson difficulty based on the student’s 
progress, helping them move at their own pace while reinforcing 
vocabulary, grammar, and sentence structures. Simultaneously, 
I integrated ChatGPT into the students’ routine to generate 
conversations on topics they were studying in class, such as 
math or history. By discussing these topics in both their home 
language and English, the student could internalize academic 
content in a more holistic way, which supported language 
retention and comprehension in both languages. Adaptive 
learning technologies like these have been shown to effectively 
individualize instruction and increase learner autonomy and 
engagement, especially in L2 education (Woo & Choi, 2021).

Discussion 
Incorporating AI tools into literacy interventions for bilingual 

and multilingual learners has great potential to improve literacy 
outcomes by addressing the unique challenges these students 
face in language development. Unlike traditional literacy strategies 
that rely on fixed materials and teacher-driven instruction, AI 
tools provide personalized, adaptive learning experiences tailored 
to the individual linguistic profiles of students. This aligns with 

evidence-based practices (EBPs) such as direct instruction and 
scaffolded learning, which gradually increase in complexity 
as students master each step (Wang et al., 2020). AI tools that 
incorporate speech recognition and writing feedback directly 
support literacy goals by reducing the cognitive load associated 
with handwriting and offering real-time corrective feedback. These 
tools are particularly beneficial for bilingual learners, as they help 
navigate the complexities of writing in multiple languages and 
support fluency development. Research supports the effectiveness 
of error correction strategies, including real-time feedback, in 
improving writing skills (Svensson et al., 2019). Additionally, AI 
tools assist multilingual learners in overcoming language transfer 
issues, where skills from one language may interfere with another.

AI tools offer dynamic, contextually relevant prompts that 
encourage creative writing and critical thinking, fostering language 
development across various linguistic contexts. These tools support 
the EBP of active student response, engaging students with 
immediate prompts and feedback that require active participation 
with the material—an essential strategy for improving reading 
comprehension, vocabulary acquisition, and language fluency in 
both languages. Research consistently supports the effectiveness 
of these AI systems in fostering engagement and improving 
literacy outcomes for bilingual and multilingual learners, especially 
in reading fluency and writing skills (Al-Bogami & Alahmadi, 2025; 
Gayed et al., 2022). As multilingual learners face unique challenges 
such as vocabulary gaps and code-switching between languages, 
AI tools offer individualized support, assisting learners in building 
vocabulary and improving syntactic accuracy in both languages.

However, to achieve optimal outcomes, stakeholders must select 
AI tools that align with each student’s linguistic needs and literacy 
goals, following evidence-based guidelines for their integration. 
While AI tools show great promise, they must be used in conjunction 
with traditional literacy interventions—such as direct teacher 
involvement, peer collaboration, and explicit instruction in language 
mechanics—to ensure a comprehensive and balanced approach to 
literacy development for bilingual and multilingual learners. Future 
research should explore the long-term impact of AI tools on literacy 
development across different age groups, linguistic backgrounds, 
and learning environments. Further studies should also examine 
the effectiveness of AI interventions in addressing non-cognitive 
barriers, such as motivation and emotional regulation, which are 
crucial for language learners. Additionally, research is needed to 
explore the integration of culturally responsive AI tools that are 
sensitive to the diverse cultural and linguistic needs of multilingual 
learners. Understanding how these tools can be adapted to meet 
the specific contexts of various educational settings will be crucial 
for maximizing their potential and ensuring equitable outcomes.

Leveraging AI for Enhanced Learning: 
An SLP’s Action Plan

Based on my experiences, Table 1 offers 
recommendations to ensure that generative and 
predictive AI tools are effectively utilized in supporting 
literacy development for bi/multilingual learners:
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Recommendation AI Tools Grade-Level Applications How It Supports 
Literacy Development

1. Leverage AI for 
Differentiated 
Learning

Duolingo, 
Babbel

Elementary: Vocabulary & pronunciation practice 
Middle: Grammar & sentence construction

High School: Conversational skills 
& complex structures

Provides leveled, personalized 
language instruction tailored 
to learner proficiency.

2. Integrate AI for 
Language Support & 
Scaffolded Learning

ChatGPT, 
Talkpal AI, 
Canva Magic 
Write

Elementary:Interactive prompts 
for vocabulary and writing

Middle:  Dialogue simulations, paragraph writing-

High School:  Essay generation, 
vocabulary expansion

Offers personalized prompts 
and scaffolds to build language 
confidence and fluency.

3. Use AI for Immediate, 
Personalized Feedback

QuillBot, 
Grammarly, 
Wordtune

Elementary: Sentence rephrasing, 
vocabulary building

Middle: Clarity and fluency improvement

High School:  Academic writing refinement

Provides instant, actionable 
writing feedback to support 
grammar, syntax, and style.

4. Incorporate AI-
Powered Note-
Taking Tools

Otter.ai, 
Microsoft Word 
Dictation

Elementary:Transcribe readings, bilingual review- 
Middle: Transcribe group discussions for review

High School:  Lecture transcription for 
comprehension and critical thinking

Enhances listening 
comprehension and vocabulary 
through multilingual transcription.

5. Utilize AI to Encourage 
Independent Learning

ChatGPT Elementary: Ask questions, generate simple stories- 

Middle: Research in multiple languages

High School: Essay/topic idea 
generation, self-directed inquiry

Fosters curiosity, self-learning, and 
bilingual language development 
across content areas.

6. Combine AI with 
Collaborative Learning

ChatGPT, 
Canva 
Magic Write, 
Wordtune

Elementary:Group storytelling projects

Middle:  Peer feedback on writing with AI

High School: Collaborative revisions and peer review

Encourages teamwork and 
enhances peer learning while 
refining language use.

7. Promote Ethical Use of 
AI & Digital Literacy

N/A (general 
AI tools used 
ethically)

Elementary: Intro to AI, privacy awareness

Middle: Ethical discussions, media literacy

High School:  Critical evaluation 
of AI, data privacy debates

Builds critical awareness of AI 
tools, including bias, accuracy, 
and ethical considerations.

8. Regularly Assess and 
Adjust AI Tool Usage

Varies based 
on tools used 
(Duolingo, 
ChatGPT, etc.)

All levels: Feedback collection & adjustment 
of tools mid-year and end-of-year

Ensures tools remain relevant, 
effective, and responsive to 
student needs over time.

Table 1
Recommendations for Using AI to Support Bi/Multilingual Learners

Implications
The information presented in this paper carries 

important implications for various stakeholders who 
are involved in supporting bilingual and multilingual 
learners. Using AI-powered tools in education provides 
exciting opportunities to enhance literacy development 
and address the diverse linguistic needs of students.

Implications for Educators
For both general and special education teachers, using AI 

tools offers an opportunity to develop more personalized and 
responsive learning environments. AI tools can provide real-time, 

individualized feedback, helping educators adapt lessons to 
meet the specific needs of bilingual and multilingual students. 
This personalization allows for the dynamic adjustment of 
teaching strategies, ensuring students receive targeted support 
in both their native language and second language. Teachers 
should explore how to effectively integrate these tools into 
their instruction, while continually assessing the impact of 
these tools on student progress. By embracing AI, educators 
can foster a more inclusive classroom environment that 
empowers students to engage more deeply with the content.

Implications for Parents and Caregivers
AI tools offer parents and caregivers a unique opportunity 
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to reinforce literacy development outside the classroom. These 
tools provide accessible, interactive ways for parents to track their 
child’s progress, strengthen their language skills in both languages, 
and participate in active learning at home. Parents should 
become familiar with AI-powered resources, such as language 
learning apps and tools that support reading and writing, and 
use them to create a supportive learning environment at home. 
Consistent reinforcement of literacy skills in a second language 
can build students’ confidence and fluency, complementing their 
formal education. Active parental involvement can significantly 
contribute to their children’s success in both languages.

Implications for Therapists and Specialists
For therapists working with bilingual and multilingual learners, 

AI tools provide valuable support in clinical practice. SLPs, English 
for Speakers of Other Languages (ESOL) specialists,  and other 
professionals can use AI to deliver targeted interventions that are 
specifically tailored to a student’s linguistic needs. These tools 
enable therapists to monitor progress more closely, make real-time 
adjustments to interventions, and ensure that students receive 
appropriate support. Therapists should consider integrating AI 
tools into their practice as a supplement to traditional approaches, 
ensuring that interventions remain personalized and responsive 
to the learner’s evolving needs. Collaboration between therapists, 
educators, and parents will be key to ensuring consistency 
and effectiveness across different learning environments.

Implications for Policymakers
Policymakers play a crucial role in ensuring equitable access 

to AI tools across educational settings. The evidence from this 
paper highlights the potential of AI to address the literacy 
challenges faced by bilingual and multilingual learners, making 
it an essential part of modern educational policy. Policymakers 
should prioritize funding for the integration of AI tools within 
educational frameworks, ensuring that both students and 
educators have access to the necessary resources. Moreover, 
continued research into the efficacy of AI in diverse linguistic 
contexts is vital. Policymakers should allocate funds for continuous 
studies to measure the effectiveness of these tools in promoting 
literacy development and closing achievement gaps among 
bilingual and multilingual learners. Supporting the widespread 
implementation of AI technologies in schools will be essential 
for ensuring that all students have the opportunity to succeed.

Broad Implications for the Future of Education
AI’s ability to analyze large amounts of data and adapt 

instruction in real-time marks a significant change from 
traditional educational methods. The data-driven, personalized 
approach AI offers aligns well with the diverse learning needs of 
bilingual and multilingual students, providing new pathways for 
improving educational outcomes. As AI tools continue to evolve, 
their potential to support individualized learning experiences, 

enhance language acquisition, and promote literacy development 
should not be underestimated. This paradigm shift towards AI-
assisted learning opens up possibilities for more equitable and 
effective educational systems that cater to the varied needs of 
all learners, particularly those from multilingual backgrounds.

Ending Thoughts 
In conclusion, integrating AI tools into literacy interventions 

for bilingual and multilingual learners offers immense promise 
for improving literacy development outcomes. I believe AI tools 
can play a crucial role in addressing specific challenges faced 
by multilingual learners, such as language transfer, vocabulary 
development, and reading comprehension. These tools offer 
personalized and engaging learning experiences that can 
significantly enhance essential literacy skills like reading fluency, 
vocabulary acquisition, and comprehension across multiple 
languages. However, it is important to emphasize that AI tools 
should complement, not replace, traditional intervention methods. 
As previously mentioned, conventional approaches, such as 
one-on-one therapy, teacher-led instruction, and evidence-based 
teaching strategies, remain indispensable. These methods provide 
the personalized, contextualized support that AI tools, on their 
own, cannot fully replicate. When combined with AI tools, these 
traditional strategies can help create a more comprehensive, 
individualized learning environment that offers both scalability and 
personalized support for bilingual and multilingual learners. The 
success of AI in improving literacy outcomes is largely dependent 
on how these tools are integrated into existing educational 
practices. While AI can provide real-time feedback, foster student 
engagement, and offer adaptive learning experiences, these tools 
must be used in conjunction with human interaction, cultural 
sensitivity, and ongoing assessment. Given the diverse linguistic 
profiles of bilingual and multilingual learners, no single AI tool will 
be universally effective. Therefore, interventions must be tailored 
to each learner’s linguistic strengths, challenges, and cultural 
context. Research and evidence-based practices advocate for 
the use of AI tools, but it is crucial for educators and therapists 
to continually evaluate their effectiveness to ensure AI serves 
as a beneficial supplement to traditional methods. By carefully 
selecting and adapting AI tools to meet the needs of individual 
learners, we can maximize their positive impact on literacy 
development. Ultimately, combining AI tools with traditional 
interventions presents a holistic, equitable, and inclusive approach 
to supporting bilingual and multilingual learners. These tools 
have the potential to bridge the literacy gap between bilingual 
students and their monolingual peers, leading to long-term 
academic success and improved quality of life. As we continue 
to refine and expand the use of AI in literacy instruction, we can 
build educational environments that cater to the diverse needs 
of all learners, fostering greater accessibility, engagement, and 
success in literacy development across multiple languages.
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Mobile Device Use and Effects on Literacy 
Among 4- and 5-Year-Olds 

by Madison Pruitt

During the early stages of life, children’s learning occurs 
through their exploration of the environment (Piaget & Inhelder, 
1972). However, over the past two decades, mobile devices 
have become the primary source of information for people of 
all ages, including young children. As far back as a decade ago, 
researchers found that mobile devices had become popular 
among young children (Kabali et al., 2015). More recent data 
from 2020 found that 98% of children from birth through 8 years 
of age had access to a mobile device in their home, and 48% 
possessed their own mobile device (Rideout & Robb, 2020). 

Research from around the world indicates that this situation 
is not limited to the United States. Studies from numerous 
countries, including Canada (Rai et al., 2021), France (Collet et 
al., 2019), Turkey (Gülbetekin & Yildirim, 2023; Tezol et al., 2022; 
Topan & Ayyildiz, 2021), United Arab Emirates (Al Hosani et al., 
2023), Taiwan (Lin et al., 2020), and The Philippines (Dy et al., 
2023) have identified problems associated with children’s mobile 
device use, such as language delays, inattention/hyperactivity, 
behavior problems, emotional problems, sleep deprivation, 
poor physical well-being, and relationship problems.  

The purpose of this study was to investigate the use 
of mobile devices among young children in a small, rural 
community in South Carolina, where research on this topic 
has been limited. I also wanted to understand the beliefs 
of parents and teachers about the effects of mobile device 
use on young children’s learning and development.

Literature Review
Al Hosani et al. (2023) conducted a study in the United Arab 

Emirates (UAE) on the effects of personal electronic device use 
on the language and speech development of preschool children. 
They administered questionnaires to 227 caregivers of 1- to 
4-year-old children with language delays who were first-time 
patients at a pediatric clinic, where they were assessed due to 
suspected language delays and speech disorders. Compared 
to a comparison group of 227 children without language 
delays, it was found that a higher proportion of students with 
language delays owned their own mobile device and began 
using devices at an earlier age, between 12 and 24 months.

Similarly, Collet et al. (2019) examined early device exposure 
in France to investigate its association with language delays. 
They administered questionnaires to 169 parents of 3- to 
6-year-old children with language disorders to study their 
exposure to digital screens. The children were matched with 
a control group who did not have a language disorder. The 
researchers’ findings revealed that children who used their 

devices before starting school were three times more likely to 
develop a language disorder. However, when combined with 
not discussing the content they were viewing on their devices 
with parents, this likelihood increased to six times more likely. 

In another study on device use and early development, Dy 
et al. (2023) investigated the impact of screen time on adaptive 
behavior in Filipino children aged 2-3 years without prior diagnoses 
of developmental delays. Data collected from 419 caregivers 
indicated that children who used devices for more than two hours 
per day had an increased likelihood of experiencing difficulties with 
expressive and receptive language. If children used devices for more 
than four or five hours, they were more likely to have difficulties 
with personal care, interpersonal skills, and play and leisure skills. 
Overall, if the children’s screen activities were not monitored, 
they were more likely to have difficulties with all of these skills.

Building on this emerging body of research, the purpose of this 
study was to determine the way mobile devices were used among 
4- and 5-year-olds and their parents’ and teachers’ perspectives 
about their device use. In this article, I focus specifically on findings 
related to children’s language and literacy development.

Method
Before collecting data, I obtained permission from the 

superintendent of the school district, the principal of the school, 
and the Institutional Review Board to gather data from parents 
and teachers in one preschool serving students aged 3 to 5 years. 

Parent* Survey
I created an 11-question parent questionnaire with six closed-

ended questions, four checklists, and one open-ended question. 
The closed-ended questions focused on their child’s age when 
they began using a mobile device, whether they owned their 
own device, and whether the parents monitored their child 
while using the device. Checklists were provided for parents to 
indicate how often their child used a device, the amount of time 
their child spent on a device, and the activities the child engaged 
in (e.g., watching movies, playing games, listening to music). In 
the open-ended question, parents were asked to identify any 
benefits or concerns they had regarding their child’s device use.

*I use the term “parent” to refer to any adult caregiver in the home.   

Data Collection
Teachers were given the parent questionnaires (N = 140) 

to send home with their students. A total of 46 questionnaires 
were returned for a 33% response rate. I also sent an email 
to all teachers in the school and the speech-language 
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pathologist, explaining the topic of my research and 
asking if they would be willing to participate in an 
interview. All educators agreed to participate. 

Interviews				  
I created three sets of structured interview questions: 

one for teachers who had been teaching for more than five 
years, one for teachers who had been teaching for less than 
five years, and one for the speech-language pathologist. 
The questions addressed educators’ opinions about 
children’s device use outside of school and any behavior 
or learning characteristics they attributed to this use.

Data Analysis
Questionnaires were returned for three 3-year-olds, 

21 4-year-olds, and 22 5-year-olds. To analyze the data, I 
calculated the number of children who possessed their 
own mobile device or had access to a device owned by 
someone else, as well as the frequency of their device 
use and the amount of time spent on it. I then counted 
the most popular platforms that children used and the 
most common online activities they engaged in. I also 
compared results by age (4 or 5 years). I 
categorized parents’ open-ended responses 
about the benefits and concerns they 
had regarding their children’s device use 
according to similarities in their comments.

After I transcribed all five interviews 
verbatim, I read through the transcripts as a 
whole to familiarize myself with the content. 
I then reread the transcripts to identify 
patterns in the participants’ responses 
and color-coded relevant portions of 
the text to classify similar observations, 
views, and ideas. I then combined similar 
statements and reread and rearranged 
the content to identify themes. 

Results
Parent Survey

Children’s device ownership or their access to a device, as well 
as the age at which children began using a device are shown in 
Figure 1. The figure also shows children’s daily device use by age.

The most popular online activity among students was 
video streaming, with YouTube being the most widely used 
platform. Other ways children used their devices included 
playing games, posting videos, video chatting, text messaging, 
taking pictures, listening to music, and reading books. 

Students used a variety of educational websites and apps. 
The three most frequently used are shown in Table 1. Other 
websites and video channels that taught educational content 
such as math, letters, counting, or languages (e.g., English, 
Spanish, Sign) included: ABC Kids, A for Adley, Cocomelon, 
Dora the Explorer, Duolingo ABC, Gracie’s Corner, Jack 

Figure 1
Children's Device Ownership and Usage by Age

Hartman, Khan Academy Kids, Learning with Ms. Houston, 
Ms. Rachel, Steve and Maggie, and Teach your Monster. 

Overall, 24 parents (52%) described the benefits of their child’s 
technology use, with 16 (35%) citing specific educational benefits. 
The educational benefits described by parents are shown in Table 2.

Other benefits that parents described involved their child’s 
ability to use technology, with parents stating things such as, “She 
knows how to fully operate her tablet.” Parents provided specific 
examples of things their child could do on their device, such as 
“scroll and choose her own videos,” “skip the ads when they pop 
up,” and “set the timer.” Only ten parents expressed concerns 
about their child’s device usage. These are shown in Table 3. 

Although not all parents were in favor of the amount of 
time their children spent using technology, they felt that it was 
necessary for their children to be able to function in today’s 
society. One parent stated, “I do see some benefit with kids using 
technology as it is so prevalent in today’s society… the reward 

Website Description

ABC Mouse 
https://www.abcmouse.com/abc/

Teaches basic math and reading skills for 
students in preschool through second 
grade (Age of Learning, 2007). 

Blippi 
https://blippi.com/

Addresses a variety of information about 
the world, ranging from riding a rickshaw in 
India and visiting a reindeer farm, to learning 
about shapes and colors (Blippi, n.d.).

PBS Kids 
https://pbskids.org/

Provides a broadcasting service for children ages 
2 through 8 as well as a variety of educational 
games and videos (PBS KIDS, n.d.). 

Table 1
Most Popular Educational Websites Used by Children

https://www.abcmouse.com/abc/
https://blippi.com/
https://pbskids.org/
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outweighs the risk for us.” Other parents felt that using devices 
at a young age had become the “norm,” with one parent stating, 
“cell phones are taking over kids nowadays, when you’re out, all 
you really see is younger children with a phone in their hand.”  

Educator Interviews 
Although students did not bring mobile devices to school, all 

teachers discussed students talking about using tablets and cell 
phones. They also observed children’s use of devices in a variety 
of settings, such as in the car when they were dropped off and 
picked up at school. One of the teachers stated, “When the car 
door opens, they hand their device to their mom, and then when 
they get back in the car, their mom hands it back to them, and it’s 
sad.” Educators discussed how excessive device use led to missed 
opportunities for language development. They also discussed other 
adverse effects of technology and the age-appropriate activities 
that students should engage in, as well as the appropriate uses 
of devices. These themes are discussed in the following section.

Missed Opportunities for 
Language Development

Educators expressed concern that students being on their 
devices while traveling to and from school resulted in many missed 
opportunities for conversations between parents and children. 

They acknowledged that even though there 
were specific skills, such as learning letters and 
counting, that could be practiced on devices, it 
would be more beneficial for parents to embed 
new vocabulary and other skills into their daily 
lives, such as counting Cheerios when making 
cereal, as it was more meaningful for children to 
learn from their personal experiences than from 
a tablet. One teacher stated that parents should: 

Ask directed questions such as ‘What center 
did you play in? What story did you hear at 
school today? What song did you sing at 
school today?’ Those will get the ball rolling 
and they’re great conversations to have but 
for parents it’s so much easier to hand them 
the phone and then there’s nothing. Yes, they 
are getting vocabulary from a device, but it’s 
not high-quality, and it’s not building that 
connection with their caregiver.

Another teacher discussed how 
children’s speech and language were 
not as developed as they should be 
“because they’ve grown up listening 
to cartoon characters and not 
genuine, authentic conversations.” 

One educator clarified, “Birth 
through 3 years are the most 
critical years in terms of brain 
development and exposure, and 
with kids who are on devices all 

the time, that’s in place of interaction with caregivers or friends, 
and so they’re not being exposed to the daily conversations, 
the intonation that parents use, and the vocabulary.”

Adverse Effects of Technology
Educators also described how the use of technology was 

hindering students’ development of other age-appropriate skills. 
They specifically discussed changes they had observed throughout 
their years of teaching in students’ abilities to communicate 
with others, use specific words or make specific sounds, and 
use their imagination. Teachers believed that children had not 
developed these skills due to the way technology had affected 
their brain development. One teacher stated, “their brain hasn’t 
fully developed and they are trying to develop those social and 
emotional skills; they can’t do that through the use of social 
media,” while another teacher stated, “...it’s sad because one of the 
ways children’s brains develop is through creative play so when 
everything is done for you it doesn’t challenge your brain as much.” 

Educators also described adverse effects on other behavior and 
learning characteristics. One teacher noted the effects of mobile 
device use on students’ writing abilities, stating, “I have seen a huge 
downfall in students’ abilities to use their pincer grasp. They have 
very weak hands, their penmanship, even the weight, the pressure 
that they are putting on is just not there; they struggle greatly.”

Educational Benefits
Speech/Language Skills
•	 Language development
•	 Improved speech
•	 Learning new words
•	 Learning helpful phrases

	
•	 Phonics skills 
•	 Pronouncing sounds
•	 Learning songs

Math Skills
•	 Identifying numbers
•	 Counting 
•	 Knowing shapes

	
•	 Sequencing skills       •	 Rotational skills
•	 Matching skills            •	 Math concepts
•	 Spatial problem-solving skills

Cognitive Skills
•	 Learning animal names
•	 Facts about animals

	
•	 Identifying colors
•	 Identifying letters

General Educational Benefits
•	 Wanting to learn more 
•	 Learning new things 

at their own pace

	
•	 Increased interest in a variety of books
•	 Watching videos on topics they are learning 

at school to help understand concepts better

Table 2
Educational Benefits of Mobile Device Use

Category of Concern # of Parents Example Quote
Negative behaviors 
when restricted

4 “(My child) asks a lot for (the) phone 
and cries when (they) can’t get (it).”

Inappropriate/unsafe 
online content

3 “It’s very disturbing what’s posted 
online for kids to possibly run into!”

Developmental impact 3 “I feel they are too young and it 
takes away from natural play.”

Table 3
Parental Concerns of Child’s Device Usage
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Age-Appropriate Learning Activities
According to the teachers, the ages of four and five are a critical 

time for students’ learning, and they felt that students were not 
receiving the necessary experiences from their devices. Preferred 
teacher activities for children at this age are shown in Table 4. 

All teachers chose not to use tablets or laptops in the classroom. 
Most of them said that they had used tablets in their classrooms 

in the past, but did not use them now because students were 
reluctant to engage in other activities when tablets were 
available. Others expressed that they had never used devices 
in their classroom because they believed that students did not 
need them at such a young age. They also felt that students 
spent a lot of time on devices at home, so they should not also 
be spending time on them at school. One teacher explained: 

I do not use any devices with them because I believe they 
spend far too much time on them at home, and I believe 
they need an environment where they learn how to play, 
learn how to do a puzzle, or build a tower with blocks, so 
personally, I don’t provide them with any devices to use. 
A few years ago, I had iPads out in my literacy center, and 
that would be the only thing they consistently wanted to 
go to and use, and it frustrated me because I had puppets, 
and you know, different manipulatives, and they never 
would go to it if the iPads were available. 

Appropriate Use of Devices
Although teachers discussed many adverse effects 

of device use on children’s development, they believed 
that there were also appropriate ways devices could 
be implemented. These are shown in Table 5.

Due to the students’ young age, teachers believed that, 
although there were some benefits to using devices, students 
should not spend excessive time on them. One teacher stated, 

“Moderation is key, especially with this young preschool 
population. Regardless of how valuable the programs and things 
are, I still strongly believe they should be extremely limited.” 

Discussion
This study examined the use of mobile devices by 4- and 

5-year-olds through a parent questionnaire and interviews 
with educators. The findings showed that 44 out of 46 
parents reported that their children used mobile devices. 
While parents expressed the benefits of their children using 
mobile devices, teachers expressed more concerns. 

The parent questionnaire results indicated that the top 
educational platform used by children was ABC Mouse. 
Given that parents stated more benefits than concerns with 
their children’s device use, ABC Mouse could be seen as one 
of those benefits. According to the ABC Mouse website, 
the company has received numerous awards, received 
encouraging feedback from parents and teachers, and has even 
partnered with several organizations for research purposes. 
These recognitions would be convincing for parents that this 
website is a credible educational website for children.

According to the educators interviewed, children who used 
mobile devices were less likely to have opportunities for developing 
their speech and language skills than students who did not use 
mobile devices. Educators believed that children were not having 
face-to-face conversations with their parents and were not learning 
the enunciation of words or acquiring new vocabulary due to the 
use of devices. Previous studies revealed similar results, linking 
device use with speech and language delays. A study in the United 
Arab Emirates found that children aged 1-2 years who owned their 
own device were more likely to have delayed language abilities 
than those who did not (Al Hosani et al., 2023). Two other studies 
found that children who did not communicate their device use 
to their parents and used their devices before school (Collet et 
al., 2019) or used a device for more than two hours at a time 
(Dy et al., 2023) were more likely to develop language delays. 

Educators in my study believed that face-to-face interactions 
were vital for children’s development. Rai et al. (2021) found that 
even when parents and children were engaging in conversations, 
these were often disrupted due to a device interrupting. Educators 
in my study also reported that devices had caused interruptions 
in classroom interactions. Educators discussed how, when they 
did have devices in their classroom, children were less likely to 

interact with each other and tended to be “glued” to 
the devices when using them. They discussed how 
even when there were toys to play with, students 
always wanted to use the devices instead. As children 
were not playing with actual toys and not involved 
in creative play, educators believed that their 
development was being stunted because they were 
not using their imagination. Interestingly, only one 
parent mentioned a lack of imagination and creativity 
as a concern related to their child’s device use.  

Activity Type Examples

Play-based learning Toys, puppets, manipulatives

Going outdoors Technology-free environment

Peer interaction Cooperative play, group tasks

Hands-on centers Building blocks, puzzles

Table 4
Teacher-Recommended Activities

Category Examples

Language & literacy Speech-sound modeling, alphabet reinforcement

Math skills Counting activities, number practice, problem-solving

Educational songs The Alphabet Song

Specific programs Ms. Rachel, Daniel Tiger, Khan Academy Kids

Table 5
Teacher's Views of Appropriate Device Use
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Conclusion
This study revealed that children began using mobile devices 

as young as a year old, with some children spending up to 6 
hours a day on them. Out of the 46 parents who responded 
to the questionnaire, only 2 had children who did not use any 
devices. Out of the four teachers and the speech-language 
pathologist interviewed, all had more negative perspectives 
on children using mobile devices than parents, who generally 
had positive perspectives. Educators discussed concerns that 
mobile devices limit children’s speech-language development, 
social skills, imaginative play, and writing skills. At the same time, 
parents highlighted benefits such as improved speech, language, 
math, and cognitive skills, as well as overall educational benefits. 
However, because of educators’ perceptions of the adverse effects 
of device use among young children, they felt the need to ban it 
altogether from the classroom. A more moderate response would 
be to use educational apps within allotted time frames, such 
as during “brain breaks,” while ensuring daily screen time limits 
are met. It would also be beneficial for teachers to collaborate 
with parents to create guidelines for screen time at home and 
school, and to share educational apps used in the classroom.

Although this study did reveal important findings, a 
limitation was that some parents may have not responded to the 
questionnaire due to the second and third questions that asked 
“Does your child have their own personal mobile device, such as 
a cell phone, tablet, or Nintendo Switch?” and “If your child does 
not have their own personal device, do they use a device owned 
by someone else?” If parents responded ‘no’ to either of these 
questions, they were likely to have not completed the rest of the 
survey, as their child did not use a device. That may be the reason 
there were only two respondents out of 46 whose children did 
not use a device. Another limitation that may account for parents’ 
positive views of their children’s device use is that those who 
completed the survey would likely support their child’s device use 
and see its benefits, rather than its potential adverse consequences. 

As this research was conducted in a single rural community 
in South Carolina, and I did not collect personal information 
from participants, it would be beneficial for future research 
to be conducted in multiple geographical locations 
and to gather information about family demographics, 
such as race/ethnicity and socioeconomic status.
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The intense deterioration of teachers’ well-being and the severe 
rise in teacher attrition across the nation, particularly after the 
COVID-19 pandemic, have garnered the attention of educators, 
policymakers, and researchers alike. This content analysis 
explores teacher well-being through educators’ expressions and 
reflections on the increasingly widespread medium of podcasts, 
episodic digital audio programs, during which hosts engage in 
a discussion about a recent or relevant topic. In recent years, 
podcasts have become a common means of communication to 
share information and stories and connect millions of people. 
To answer the question of how educators express themselves 
within the literacy tool of podcasts as a means to foster well-
being, five episodes of the popular Teachers Off Duty Podcasts, 
depicted as a space where “relatable stories and laugh-out-
loud experiences from the classroom and beyond” are shared, 
were analyzed for teacher expression (Bored Teachers, 2025).

Theoretical Framework
The pertinent theoretical framework that guides this study is 

the Positive Psychology Framework’s PERMA Model, a framework 
for understanding and improving well-being. Developed by 
psychologist Seligman (2011), this framework is based on the 
idea that well-being can be improved by focusing on five key 
areas: Positive Emotion, Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, 
and Achievement. This model is an apt lens for this research 
because all five elements are needed for individuals to find 
satisfaction within their work life, which can help mitigate stress, 
burnout, and attrition that the education field is facing on a 
mass scale. Through the practice of using the PERMA model 
as foundational building blocks, teacher mental health and 
personal well-being have the potential to improve significantly. 
The findings of this content analysis showcase a particular 
gravitation toward the first three elements of the PERMA model. 

Literature Review 
The ultimate aim of this research is to provide educators with 

an additional tool to fight stress and burnout. To do this, we must 
first analyze the factors that increase work dissatisfaction and 
the coping strategies teachers currently use. This foundational 
work will then allow us to explore how podcasts can be an 
effective tool for improving teacher well-being—defined here as 
the state of being comfortable, healthy, and happy within the 

Examining Teacher Discontent
For several decades, there have been rumblings of discontent 

among teachers within the world of education (Zhang et al., 

2023). Teachers have reported a combination of reasons for their 
feelings of dissatisfaction with their professions, such as work/life 
imbalance (An & Tao, 2024; Westphal et al., 2024), limited resources 
(Burton, 2024; Gempler, 2024), lack of support from administrators 
and parents (Memiş & Tabancal, 2024), and physical and mental 
health (Memiş & Tabancal, 2024; Rumschlag, 2017). Based on these 
teacher reports, it is apparent that there is a considerable lack of 
PERMA’s criteria being met for teacher well-being. The COVID-19 
pandemic and lockdown can be traced as one of the impetuses to 
inflame these rumblings to unapologetic rage against the system 
(Zhang et al., 2023). With the continuation of educators’ loss of 
autonomy due to restrictive legislative policies (Burton, 2024; 
Lefebvre & Thomas, 2024) and teacher apprehension and unrest 
resulting from the current political administration (Kaka et al., 
2024; Salajan & Jules, 2025), there is a need for further research 
and interventions to assist in maintaining teacher well-being. 

Teacher Reported Coping Strategies
In 2021, one year after the COVID-19 pandemic, there 

was an upsurge in studies on teacher stress and coping 
strategies. Considering the gauge PERMA provides, it would 
stand to reason that constructive coping mechanisms 
would include its five elements, to some degree.

Aulén et al. (2021) classified which teacher-reported coping 
strategies (e.g., working longer hours, collaborating, unburdening 
oneself to someone, expressing emotions, humor, etc.) were 
measured as beneficial and potential risk profiles (Aulén et al., 
2021). Also categorizing various coping mechanisms, Wang et al. 
(2021) found that there were several types of coping strategies 
that they labeled as adaptive copers, social-withdrawal copers, and 
problem-avoidant copers (Wang et al., 2021). Wang and Hall (2021) 
simultaneously researched “the relationships between teachers’ 
emotions, coping strategies, and quitting intentions,” finding that 
programs that allow teachers to emotionally express themselves 
are more likely to support struggling teachers (Wang & Hall, 2021). 

Based on this literature, effectual coping strategies 
include programs or opportunities to express emotions 
in a problem-focused manner, share work-based stressors 
with others, and engage in positive emotions, like humor 
and finding meaningfulness. A salient tool to accomplish 
this task might be found in the format of podcasts.

Podcasts as a Vehicle to Educator Well-Being
Understanding teachers’ reasons for engaging with 

podcasts is essential before assessing how this activity affects 
their lives. McNamara and Min (2023) explored what factors 

On This Week’s Episode: An Exploration of 
Teacher Expression to Promote Well-Being on 
the Teachers Off Duty Podcast 

by Chelsea Prater Looper
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motivate educational professionals to utilize podcasts for 
the dissemination of information, using their instrument 
Educational Podcasts Motivation Scale (EPMS). The EPMS 
instrument revealed that educators use podcasts to learn 
and gather knowledge through the heightened cognitive 
stimulation the format of podcasts provides, and that 
educators are less likely than the general public to engage in 
podcasts for entertainment value (McNamara & Min, 2023). 

Knowing that teachers are prone to gaining new knowledge 
through podcasts, not simply for entertainment reasons 
(McNamara & Min, 2023), Cutler et al. (2023) saw a need to 
research teachers’ well-being in the wake of the COVID-19 
pandemic. Studying Australian early-career teachers (ECTs), 
Cutler et al. (2023) found that creating collaborative and 
interactive podcasts, focused on the rapid and drastic changes 
in education (e.g., remote learning, parent relationships) due 
to the COVID-19 pandemic, provided ECTs with a sense of 
camaraderie and stability during rough, unprecedented times 
(Cutler et al., 2023). Even before the COVID-19 pandemic, 
Kokores et al. (2017) recognized the pressures overwhelming 
educators. The International Positive Education Network (IPEN) 
formed a program, using a podcast-based approach as an 
intervention tool for teacher well-being and resiliency as a way 
for educators to cope with and overcome the daily challenges 
that seem to be ever prevalent and ever worsening (Kokores 
et al., 2017). Podcasts were chosen for their affordability, 
accessibility, and collaborative nature. Similarly, Dreer (2021) 
implemented a podcast-based intervention and studied what 
effects listening to podcasts had on German student teachers’ 
well-being, with small, yet statistically significant, gains in their 
life satisfaction and happiness, though no significant change in 
career satisfaction and engagement was observed (Dreer, 2021). 

Given the pervasive hardships educators regularly experience, 
the literature indicates a need for interventions; educator-
centered podcasts present one potential way to meet this need.

Notable populations missing within the published research 
studies are mid-career and veteran teachers located within 
the United States. Given the current political environment 
and governmental attacks on education —such as efforts to 
eliminate the Department of Education and impose funding/
hiring freezes (Handelman, 2024; Klein, 2025; Economic Policy 
Institute, 2025; Turner, 2025)—podcasts may be a vital platform 
for teachers to connect, unite, and organize resistance.

Methods
Context 

Due to their rise in popularity among the general public, 
especially during and after the COVID-19 pandemic (Bajaj & Singh, 
2022), podcasts were chosen as the primary content to analyze 
for this study. Additionally, this research comes during a time of 
mass teacher reports on the steep decrease in well-being and 
exacerbated work conditions due to the COVID-19 pandemic (An & 
Tao, 2024; Gülmez & Ordu, 2022; Herrmann et al., 2021), and current 
legislation’s attack on education (Handelman, 2024; Klein, 2025). 

The five studied podcast episodes included a variety of 
educational professionals, including elementary and middle 
school teachers, current and former teachers, and a principal. 
Each episode centers on a different group of educators 
from the last. Furthermore, the selected episodes featured 
a variety of races, genders, ages, and experiences within 
the classroom settings. In this way, diverse perspectives 
were brought to the table and heard through the mic.

Data Collection
Data was gathered by listening to five podcasts from Off Duty 

Teachers while simultaneously reading the recorded transcripts. 
From each transcript, phrases or snippets of conversations were 
recorded into a master list of codes for teacher expression. 

Since the research question entails analyzing how teachers 
use podcasts to express themselves, their experiences, and 
their thoughts, podcasts that were either teacher-centered, 
featured teachers, or hosted by teachers were perused. The 
three initial podcasts reviewed - The Resilient Teacher Podcast, 
Teacher Wellbeing Podcast, and Teachers Off Duty Podcast - were 
first analyzed to glean codes. Because I wanted to get authentic 
teacher stories and expressions of feelings and opinions, Teachers 
Off Duty was chosen over the other two. Teacher Wellbeing 
and The Resilient Teacher podcasts were primarily focused 
on providing strategies, specific self-care opportunities, and 
positive mindsets. While these are meaningful and pertinent 
approaches, for the purpose of this research, I wanted to focus 
on honest and unfettered conversations among the guest 
teachers and hosts of teacher-comedians; therefore, Teachers 
Off Duty was the most fitting podcast to analyze for this study. 

Five salient episodes from the hundreds of Teachers Off Duty 
podcast episodes were chosen to analyze and code for teacher 
expression. These episodes align with what the current landscape 
of literature cites as major reasons teachers give for experiencing 
accelerated burnout and stress, and provide for quitting and leaving 
the profession altogether. These reasons include: lack of support 
from parents and administrators, lack of resources (e.g., time), work/
life imbalance (overstimulation), and mental health (An & Tao, 2024; 
Burton, 2024; Choi, 2024; Gempler, 2024; Kaka et al., 2024; Lefebvre 
& Thomas, 2024; Memiş & Tabancal, 2024; Rumschlag, 2017; Sutcher 
et al., 2016; Westphal et al., 2024). The episodes chosen to analyze 
and code for this study are titled: Crazy Parent Requests: The Things 
Teachers Get Asked to Do (Teachers Off Duty, 2025), Horrible Admin 
Stories With Principal Lamb! (Teachers Off Duty, 2025), Nothing 
Wastes Teachers’ Time More Than This… (Teachers Off Duty, 2025), 
Teacher Overstimulation is REAL! (Teachers Off Duty, 2024), and 
Teachers’ Mental Health: A Silent Crisis (Teachers Off Duty, 2025). In 
addition to these podcast episodes aligning with the published 
literature on teacher attrition, these episodes also showcase a 
variety of educational professionals, including one administrator 
who is a former teacher, current teachers, and former teachers, 
who demonstrate an array of personalities and expressive habits.

Data Analysis
To begin the data analysis process, open coding was 

initiated. The 363 open codes were based on the question 
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of how educators express themselves within the podcast 
episodes, through the PERMA lens, which seeks to support 
well-being via the five key elements of Positive Emotion, 
Engagement, Relationships, Meaning, and Achievement. When 
a host or guest expressed emotions, engaged in storytelling, 
built or strengthened a relationship with a counterpart, or 
found powerful meaning or achievement within their work, 
an open code was recorded in a spreadsheet. Examples of 
the open codes are included in Table 1 of the Appendix. 

From these open codes, focus codes were gleaned based on 
the recurring patterns and connections of the recorded transcribed 
data (Boyatzis, 1998; Clarke & Braun, 2017; Denzin, 2008; Glaser & 
Strauss, 1998). The focus codes comprised the following categories: 
issues teachers face, common classroom occurrences, coping 
mechanisms, expression of sadness, expression of anger, expression 
of fatigue, positive expression, friendly banter, analogies, 
hyperbole/exaggeration, creating fake scenarios, sarcasm, self-
deprecation, and masking. From these focus codes, three notable 
themes materialized: anecdotes, emotional expression, and humor.

Findings
The five selected podcast episodes showcased similar 

formulas in which, after the introductory component, an 
educational professional would share an example or an 
anecdote of a common, or at times uniquely significant, 
occurrence, which was then followed by the other hosts’ or 
guests’ reactions, typically exhibited through an emotional 
expression (e.g. mutual annoyance, frustration, support, or 
admiration) or humor (e.g. analogies, hyperbole, sarcasm, or 
creating a fake scenario). Because of the prevalence of anecdotes, 
emotional expressions, and humor embedded within the 
nature of the Teachers Off Duty podcast episodes, these were 
the three themes that emerged during the data analysis.

Anecdotes
Podcasts are first and foremost a mode for storytelling and 

sharing information, knowledge, and ideas. Because of the 
narrative nature of podcasts, educational professionals in the 
analyzed episodes were organically drawn to sharing stories and 
anecdotes of common occurrences within schools, examples 
of real issues that educators face, and coping mechanisms to 
manage the struggles encountered routinely within the current 
education system. As cited in published literature, several of the 
teachers on the analyzed Teachers Off Duty episodes discussed 
the demoralizing feelings of parents devaluing their expertise, of 
administration undermining them as professionals (Burton, 2024; 
Gempler, 2024; Kaka et al., 2024; Memiş & Tabancal, 2024), of the 
imbalance between the demands of their work lives and needs 
of their social lives (An & Tao, 2024; Burton, 2024; Gempler, 2024; 
Memiş & Tabancal, 2024; Westphal et al., 2024), and of the anxiety 
caused by overstimulation of behaviors within the classroom 
and school building (Burton, 2024; Choi, 2024; Gempler, 2024; 
Memiş & Tabancal, 2024; Rumschlag, 2017; Westphal et al., 2024). 

When an educator shared a particularly disheartening 
or frustrating anecdote, the hosts or guests responded with 

support or solidarity. Throughout the five episodes, it was 
typical to hear phrases of understanding and agreement, 
such as “I’m with you,” “I’m not going to blame you for that,” 
“Same,” “That’s what I’m saying, yeah, yeah,” and “I agree with 
you on that.” In one particular instance, when a teacher shared 
the sentiment that he had not known what he was doing his 
first year teaching, one of the hosts replied that, “I don’t think 
any of us do, so yeah,” showing a sense of camaraderie.  

The present participants are not the only ones engaging in 
the collaborative structure of the podcast platform. Another 
facet of the Teachers Off Duty podcasts is a segment during which 
a few messages from the podcast’s listeners sent in ahead of 
time are read aloud for the podcasters to hear, react to, analyze, 
and dissect. In this way, audience members are asynchronously 
engaging in the narrative nature of the podcast as well. 

Through the interactive anecdotes of both podcasters and 
audience members, we see the PERMA model being represented 
via several criteria for fostering well-being and job satisfaction. 
Positive emotions are expressed through mutual agreement and 
companionship. Hosts, guests, and listeners alike are engaging with 
one another through their shared experiences. Relationships are 
built, cultivated, and strengthened among those engaging with the 
platform through validation and the freedom to express genuine 
frustrations and hardships without work or administrative backlash. 
Supported by Aulén et al. (2021), Wang et al. (2021), and Wang and 
Hall (2021), the modality of podcasts is an adaptive coping strategy 
in which teachers can engage to support their work stresses.

Emotional Expressions
Because of the emotive nature of teaching and education, 

the educational professionals on the analyzed Teachers Off 
Duty podcast episodes exhibited a wide range of emotional 
expressions in varying degrees. From sadness to defeat, from 
annoyance to dissent, from lethargy to exhaustion, and from 
fondness to empowerment, the teachers and other educators 
did not hold back when expressing their genuine and innermost 
thoughts and opinions about the state of affairs in schools.

During the conversations of these five episodic podcasts, the 
teachers and staff expressed a myriad of emotional responses 
to the anecdotes shared and dissected by the trios hosting the 
episodes. As displayed in Table 2 of the Appendix, these emotions 
ranged from negative (e.g. vexation, shock, fear) to positive (e.g. 
fondness, admiration, empowerment) and from mild (e.g. lethargy, 
sadness, annoyance) to severe (e.g. defeat, dissent, exhaustion). 

When individuals share their very real and negative emotions 
with others facing similar struggles, the resulting support and 
guidance can significantly boost mental and emotional health. This 
same engagement also provides validation for remote listeners.

In this way, as Positive Psychology Framework’s PERMA 
Model suggests, teacher well-being can be fostered and 
improved by engaging in meaningful and supportive 
relationships, a key element to job satisfaction that 
can alleviate the pressures of stress and burnout.
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Humor
A unifying force that not only lightens the mood but also brings 

people together is comedy. The podcasters in these episodes 
of Teachers Off Duty employed an array of comedic devices to 
engage their audience as well as create an atmosphere of levity 
and unification. Some of their uniting humor included friendly 
banter and analogies (i.e., references and connections to pop 
culture, media, and technology). Friendly banter was prevalent 
throughout the five episodes in terms of poking fun at one 
another, jokingly calling one another out, and playfully correcting 
each other. For example, one host declared to her co-host, “Man, 
um, I can’t take it when you trying to get serious like this at 
the end of the episode cuz I know you going to say something 
foolish,” (see Table 3 in the Appendix), demonstrating the duo’s 
close-knit relationship and capacity to tease one another.

The educators also engaged in hyperbolic hilarity and 
the creation of fake scenarios. These comedic elements 
either enhanced the professional discussion—for example, 
by connecting morale to efficiency of printers —or offered 
a means of emotional redress by reclaiming power through 
imagined actions, such as a sarcastic response to a parent’s 
unrealistic request to switch their child from PE to gym 
class (both detailed in Table 3 of the Appendix).

These exaggerations and fantasy scenarios served the 
dual purpose of allowing the educator-podcasters to exercise 
their creative schemas while also buffering the underlying 
sentiments of negative emotions, like frustration and 
disheartenment. From the perspective of the PERMA framework, 
these teachers are spinning the negativity they regularly 
face within the school systems into the positive emotions of 
exaggerated humor and dream scenarios, bonding together 
and forming stronger relationships with one another.

The final comedic aspects in which the hosts and guests 
participated could be perceived as counterproductive to advocacy 
or possibly damaging to self-esteem. Many of the humorous 
jokes included sarcasm, self-deprecation, and masking. These 
types of jokes made throughout the five podcast episodes 
serve as camouflage to veil the intensifying problematic issues 
the education field is continuing to face. Similar to how the 
teachers’ use of exaggeration and fake scenarios created a buffer 
to cushion their genuine vexations and grievances about their 
treatment as educators, the podcasters also utilized sarcasm 
and masking to soften the severity of their negative emotional 
expressions. The term ‘masking’ here refers to teachers’ tendency 
to conceal their true discomfort or anger behind a layer of humor, 
making their feelings more acceptable to the general public. For 
example, when discussing the need to dissociate in the parking 
lot after a day of work, one teacher, seemingly jokingly, stated, 
“teachers should not drive in that condition” (see Table 3 in the 
Appendix). While the intonation and tone of voice suggest this 
declaration to be comedic, there is a very real truth imbued in 
the concern for the deterioration of teachers’ mental health, 
as also evinced with the quick-witted, sarcastic comment of 
“we can compare meds later” (see Table 3 in the Appendix). 

While sarcasm and masking may hinder progress toward 
institutional change, the self-deprecating humor might be 
damaging for the individual user’s self-esteem. Though these 
comments were made to add light-heartedness to the episode’s 
tone, there may be underlying insecurities found within the 
statements. For instance, “here’s the kicker, I wasn’t even a very 
good teacher” and “by the end of this episode, people are going to 
hate me: keeping duties, breaking copy machines” might very well 
reveal the speakers’ real self-doubts (see Table 3 in the Appendix).

Discussion
The findings of this study illuminate the nuanced ways in 

which the Teachers Off Duty podcast serves as a communal, 
restorative, and empowering space for educators navigating 
the complexities of the modern education system. 

The narrative format of podcasting organically invites 
interactive anecdotes, which function as both a cathartic release 
and a vehicle for solidarity. Educators used stories to voice 
frustrations about feeling devalued by parents, undermined by 
administrators, and overwhelmed by behavioral and emotional 
demands in schools—issues well-documented in recent literature 
(Burton, 2024; Gempler, 2024; Kaka et al., 2024; Memiş & Tabancal, 
2024). These natural anecdotal expressions align with the PERMA 
model’s emphasis on meaningful engagement and relationships, 
highlighting the value of shared and expressed lived experiences 
in fostering educator well-being. This cathartic expression 
also serves to build a support network, both in-person for the 
podcast participants and virtually for the podcast’s audience, 
reflecting the therapeutic value of community in combating 
professional burnout and stress, consequently increasing teacher 
retention and allaying teacher attrition (Wang et al., 2021).

The heartfelt narratives shared within the examined 
episodes were heavily imbued with a myriad and a spectrum of 
emotional expressions. The emotional transparency throughout 
these episodes was striking; teachers did not hesitate to 
express vulnerability, ranging from exhaustion and sadness to 
empowerment and admiration. These unfiltered expressions serve 
as an adaptive coping mechanism and promote psychological 
resilience (Wang et al., 2021). As the PERMA model posits, 
emotional honesty, especially when received with empathy 
and met with compassion, nurtures authentic relationships 
and positive emotions, both of which are crucial for workplace 
satisfaction and mental health. Perhaps most compelling of 
the findings on these educators’ emotional expressions is how 
passionately and intensely they expressed themselves. It seems 
that the out-of-workplace setting of the podcast permitted 
the educators a sense of freedom to unreservedly share their 
most vulnerable, most caustic, and most exuberant feelings. 

This freedom was similarly evinced through the various 
styles of humor the podcast participants exhibited. Not merely 
an instrument for entertainment, humor in these episodes 
also functioned as both a bridge and a shield. Humor was 
utilized to bridge connections among the participants and 
deepen their relationships, but also it acted as a defense to 
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shield, or mask, underlying issues and insecurities. Whether 
through playful banter, exaggerated scenarios, or sarcastic 
quips, comedy was deployed to defuse tension and regain 
control over often demoralizing circumstances. While some 
humor veiled deeper frustrations, its strategic placement served 
to create a more palatable discourse around painful, even 
traumatic, events. This aligns with recent findings that humor 
can function as an adaptive coping strategy (Aulén et al., 2021). 

However, it is essential to be wary of the weaponization of 
comedy. Humor’s double-edged nature is that, though it can 
provide emotional relief and social bonding, for which the 
PERMA model advocates, self-deprecation and sharp sarcasm 
may inadvertently cement negative self-concepts or trivialize 
systemic issues. While the intention of these self-effacing and 
sardonic statements was to serve a comedic purpose, they 
might also reveal the erosion of control and professionalism 
that many teachers face, demonstrating a need for further 
inquiry into how these rhetorical expressions may influence 
advocacy for educator mental health and well-being.

Overall, the Teachers Off Duty podcast acts as more 
than a platform for sharing; it is a space where anecdotes, 
emotional expressions, and humor coalesce to promote 
educator well-being. By participating in this unique 
dialogue, educators engage in a form of labor that both 
reveals and relieves the hardships of their profession.

Implications
This work showcases the need for educators to have a 

supportive and understanding community as well as a space to 
share stories from their daily work lives, especially in the era of 
post-COVID and current divisive legislation. When teachers feel 
supported and possess the capacity to maintain their mental 
and physical well-being, the effects are felt within and beyond. 
The literacies of podcasts provide teachers with the means and 
the space to feel supported and connected to an understanding 
community, potentially extending into their work and home lives.

In addition to acting as a supportive outlet, podcasts also 
promote teacher well-being by spreading awareness to the 
general public and other educators. Without sharing stories, 
individuals may never know if their situation is uniquely 
problematic, traumatic, or toxic. With the shared conversations 
and expressions of opinions, an educator may come to learn that 
her or his situation could be improved, whether that be taking a 
stand within the work building or by removing oneself from the 
situation altogether by switching positions, placements, or careers.

Lastly, the connection felt among a podcast’s hosts and 
listeners has the potential to reduce feelings of isolation, 
which can exacerbate stress and fear among educators and 
researchers alike. Hearing other educators share stories, 
express emotions, and display humor on podcasts can 
cultivate connections within the community of education, 
improving well-being through the PERMA model. 

Limitations & Future Research
This content analysis is limited by two factors: a small sample 

size and a lack of diverse educational backgrounds. While the 
casts of hosts in the five analyzed episodes were diverse in 
genders, races, and ages, there could be more diversity in their 
school settings. More diverse representation of rural schools, 
metropolitan schools, large schools, small schools, language 
schools, private schools, and public schools would allow for 
more holistic perspectives, experiences, and stories to be shared. 
Additionally, future research may analyze a larger sample size 
of podcast episodes to gather a more comprehensive view 
of teacher expressions through the medium of podcasts. 

A limitation of this study is its exclusive use of content analysis. 
Future research could overcome this by using focus groups or 
questionnaires with hosts and guests to gather richer, more 
personal data on their use of the podcast as an expressive outlet. 
Furthermore, interviews with podcast participants could be 
conducted to gain a more in-depth understanding of how this 
strategy affected their perception of workplace well-being.

This research could also lead to studying other forms of 
communication and information dissemination for teacher 
expression with the aim of promoting and fostering educator 
well-being.

Conclusion
Throughout this content analysis of five topical and salient 

Teachers Off Duty podcast episodes, educational professionals 
shared their experiences through anecdotal stories, a myriad 
of emotional expressions, and a range of humorous styles, 
usually with the intent to support and understand, activating 
several elements of the PERMA framework to foster well-
being. While this study itself reveals a wealth of information 
about the lived experiences of teachers, it is but a peek 
into the window of the education world and the systems in 
which educators must navigate. This research is a stepping 
stone in the path of creating an environment that fosters 
teachers’ emotional, mental, and physical well-being.
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Appendix

Table 1
Overview of Coding

Podcast Theme Focus Code Open Code Representative Quotes
Crazy Parent Requests Anecdote Issues teachers face Example of real issue 

teachers face of parents/
admin attacking teachers

You get an email from the principal later, and they're 
like, “So this parent came to us and complained,” 
and it's like that didn't happen…so the real 
trick is having the principal that's got your back, 
you know, because sometimes they just believe 
whatever the heck the parent said, yeah, and the 
level of exaggeration that some parents make…

Crazy Parent Requests Anecdote Issues teachers face Anecdote of being firm, 
being attacked by parents/
admin. "undermined"

One time that I did was, like, sticking up for a 
grade for a student that didn't put any work into 
the project, and I put him down for a 50 and ‘cuz 
he didn't do any of the work, and he was there; 
he just didn't do any of it. So uh uh the parents 
emailed my principal, and um my principal 
made me change his grade. That happens a lot, 
so, like, that was, like, the one time that I had 
stood up for myself with parents, and then I was, 
like, undermined, and I was like well, like, that's 
why I don't do it. That's why I don't do this.

Crazy Parent Requests Emotional Expression Expression of anger Expression of shock/disbelief Parents have some crazy things that they actually 
say out loud to teachers and ask. For some of these, 
I cannot believe that parents would actually say 
these things out loud. Um I like, I'm a parent, and 
and I could be crazy, like, crazy thoughts come 
in my brain, but I never say them out loud.

Crazy Parent Requests Emotional Expression Expression of sadness Expression of sadness 
/ disheartened

We went to a parent-teacher conference and we 
sat in the room and we listened to 30 minutes of 
lies, and I could tell. You know, I listened to the 
parent, and I was like, I'm listening, and nothing 
is true. Yeah, and and all the teachers you could 
tell, we all had this, like, disheartened look.

Crazy Parent Requests Humor Analogies Connection to pop culture media 
(March of the Penguins), humor

I get it. It's a blizzard, and you're in sandals. You're 
like, I'm so sorry. Coming. I'm coming. You're 
waddling out, like March of the Penguins.

continued…
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Crazy Parent Requests Humor Creating fake scenario Humor, creating fake scenario Like you're you're laying in bed surrounded 
by roses, like how will this affect my third 
graders? I don't know. Uh wait wait wait wait 
wait ah my students, sorry, we can't do this.

Horrible Admin Stories Anecdote Issues teachers face Description of poor scenario 
between teacher and admin

The worst is going back and forth with admin 
because the kid is now seeing, yeah, see look right 
you know. It creates a whole another attitude 
that did not need to happen because the student 
then loses further respect for the teacher and 
then he could lose further respect for the admin. 
They’re like, “I got him where I want him,” or, you 
know, even with the teacher, like “Oh, she thinks 
she going to get me in trouble, but she didn't.”

Horrible Admin Stories Anecdote Positive Expression Anecdotal narrative of admin 
not supporting teacher

I was really excited that admin is, like, literally 
talking to the parent, advocating for me. They're 
like, “Miss Rob, don't you worry, we got it.” I 
walk out, I get down the hallway. I don't think 
the admin realized I didn't shut the door the 
whole way, and I heard the principal telling the 
mom, “Now we know she could be a bit much.” 
Uhhuh. “We know she could be a bit much.”

Horrible Admin Stories Emotional Expression Positive expression Expression of admiration I love that, yeah, I think you have unlocked the 
code, legit. I, but, like, honestly, like, thinking as 
a teacher and thinking about, like, coming in first 
thing in the morning and having the principal of 
your school teach an eighth grade lesson…

Horrible Admin Stories Emotional Expression Positive expression Expression of empowerment I think the most empowering thing teachers can do 
for admin too is remember that they're human.

Horrible Admin Stories Humor Friendly banter Humor, friendly banter Teachers, please, do not turn off this 
episode because you heard an admin 
was on this, please, do not do this!

Horrible Admin Stories Humor Sarcasm Humor/sarcasm What our schools need is actually, uh, 
administrators who are there to support teachers 
and the staff and the students and uh–

Revolutionary step over here; that is amazing. 

Wastes Teachers Time Anecdote Issues teachers face Narrative example, 
imbued with humor

I write what page we're reading on the board, yes, 
and they still say, “What page is it?” Yeah, do you 
think that they're reading the…long objective 
or standard that's on the board? Ain't no way.

Wastes Teachers Time Anecdote Issues teachers face Truthful, genuine expression 
of self-awareness of abilities

When I first started teaching, I was not very 
good, and students didn't really listen to 
me, and I didn't know what I was doing.

Wastes Teachers Time Emotional Expression Expression of anger Expression of shock/indignation Administrator comes in the room and dings 
them for not having it posted on the board, 
and I'm like that's crazy, that's crazy.

Wastes Teachers Time Emotional Expression Expression of anger Expression of scorn/disapproval It's ridiculous; It's absolutely ridiculous.

Wastes Teachers Time Humor Hyperbole / exaggeration Exaggerated humor (hyperbolic) Staff morale is closely linked to the reliability of the 
copier. I'm not joking. I really think there is like is a, 
you show me a school where the copier is flowing 
like a river, and you are going to have joyful teachers; 
you show me one where it's jamming repeatedly, 
and there you probably got multiple resignations. 
That's a mess, that's a mess, it's the truth.

Table 1 (continued)
Overview of Coding

continued…
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Wastes Teachers Time Humor Self-deprecation Self-deprecating humor I remember just, you know, people telling 
me to prepare for for the first day of teacher: 
“Oh you need to have all these systems and 
class management,” and I was like, “No, I'm 
just going to smile and love students,” and 
uh that that really it blew up in my face.

Overstimulation Anecdote Common classroom 
occurrences

Description of common classroom 
occurrence; expression of defeat

It's just loud and chaotic. The noise and the 
screaming is just out of control all day.

Overstimulation Anecdote Common classroom 
occurrences

Description of common 
classroom occurrence

I have students too who act like they're in, 
like, a major league soccer game. After class, 
they'll take their water and dump it over 
their head, and then they'll just be standing 
there in a puddle, and I'm like, “No, you're 
cleaning that up; I'm not cleaning that up.”

Overstimulation Emotional Expression Expression of fatigue Expression of fatigue/exhaustion [Sigh] I'm tired just thinking about 
the overstimulation.

Overstimulation Emotional Expression Expression of anger Expression of annoyance What's getting on everybody's nerves is 
they're playing Family Feud... all you hear 
now is ding ding ding ding ding.

Overstimulation Humor Masking Inventing metaphoric 
comedic scenario; sarcasm; 
truth masked with humor

In the teacher town? Sounds like a miserable 
place.  I don't want to go there. Somewhere where 
admin just makes us do observations all the time.

Overstimulation Humor Masking Hyperbolic, truth masked 
with humor

I can't sit in the parking lot too long ‘cuz now 
I'm looking at the thing that's causing me 
the most trauma. I got to get out of there.

Mental Health Anecdote Coping mechanism Personal anecdote, 
advice for teachers

I give them 10 minutes. I know it's terrible, 
probably a little too long, but I give them 10 
minutes to just settle…then that gives them 
a chance to and for me to figure out, okay, 
especially because each class is different, let 
me figure out what we're doing, like reset.

Mental Health Anecdote Issues teachers face Anecdotal, difficulty 
of mental health

That's what's hard about working in at risk or Title 
One schools is it's, like, and especially in, like, not the 
best neighborhoods, the things that the kids take 
on, you end up taking it on because you're like, you 
know, you start to think that kid has to go home to 
this, and then that plays on your mental health.

Mental Health Emotional Expression Positive expression Emotional response, expression 
of admiration, solidarity

That is literally where I'm at, yeah, it's 
beautiful. I didn't want to tear up.

Mental Health Emotional Expression Expression of anger Anger That stuff makes me so mad. It makes me so mad, 
yeah, this whole concept of it has to be your whole 
life and put everything else to the side, put yourself 
to the side, all this stuff. Nothing makes me angrier 
than that, like, it's such a disservice, it's it's it's, like, 
it's cruel, yeah, like, it's not okay, that toxic positivity.

Mental Health Humor Creating a fake scenario Humor, creating a fake scenario “You're a rockstar.” Shut up, yeah, shut up right 
now. If I'm a rockstar, I'm, I should be allowed 
to do drugs at work, like. That's my number one, 
touring the world? Making millions of dollars? 
Cool. I just mainly want to to do drugs.

Mental Health Humor Creaking a fake scenario Coping mechanism, advice 
for teachers, humor, 
creating a fake scenario

It's okay to, like, take a break from the day, even 
if you're told it's not to. Yes, even if you're told 
it's not to. If someone tells you it's not to, tell 
them the Teachers Off Duty podcast sent you, 
and they, they’ll be like, “Okay, you're good.”

Table 1 (continued)
Overview of Coding
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Sadness Disheartenment Hopelessness Fear Defeat
Sadly, not the first time I’ve 
heard of coming to school sick. 

I got vocal, and things did change, 
and uh then the kid got removed 
from my class at the parents’ 
requests, so then I couldn’t even 
keep track. And then it it’s it’s 
disheartening because you’re, 
like, “That’s the move? That’s that 
was the solution for this? Is is 
pull the problem out of my face 
so that you can continue to treat 
the problem the way you want?”

I can’t sleep at night if I leave this. 
If I leave this, and I go home, I’m 
I’m going to sit and I’m going to 
stare at the ceiling, going should 
have, would have, could have.

I’m not authoritarian. I literally, 
like, back down, like, little uh, 
you know, tiny person inside. 

It was an uphill battle every 
single year. I finally just gave up.

Annoyance Vexation Frustration Shock / 
Indignation

Disbelief Anger Dissent

My last informal 
observation was the 
day after Halloween. 
Why do they do 
that? Like please!

They feel so entitled, 
and these are the 
types of students that 
drive me insane.

That's frustrating. 
Lunch duty, for sure. 
That's, like, I don't 
know why lunch duty 
bugs me so much.

I’m sorry, what? This year, a few weeks 
ago, a kid doodoo-
ed all on the walls 
in the bathroom.

Like, straight out of a 
movie, but it was true. 
I was so mad. I go, 
“I don't believe you,” 
and and then they 
were, like, “What?”

No, I ain’t.

Lethargy Tiredness Fatigue Exhaustion
I was struggling to get through the 
last class period... Then we have a 
staff meeting after school. I’m, like, I I 
can’t pay attention. My brain is tired. I 
can’t, like, I I don’t know. I want to go 
home. This hour that we’re sitting in 
here, I’m not hearing anything you’re 
saying ‘cuz I, like, I checked out.

She said that drives them crazy, 
and she–I hear ding ding ding in 
my sleep. I just, she said, “I’m tired 
of it. I’m just tired of hearing it.”

You have, like, PTSD. When you get 
home, I don’t want to hear any noises, 
yeah, and, like, you know, like, my 
wife will ask me, “What do you want 
to do for dinner?” I’m like, “I can’t. 
Don’t ask me.” Decision fatigue!

You feel exhausted at the end of 
the day, even if you didn’t, like, 
move a whole lot. It takes a toll on 
your brain. You don’t realize it until 
you’re completely exhausted.

Fondness Admiration Empowerment
That was sweet. Thinking as a teacher, I would 

absolutely immediately buy-in.
I think one of the most, um, the 
most empowering things that an 
administrator ever did for me…I was 
like really, really struggling through, 
like, the last trimester of my pregnancy, 
and I remember her coming to me 
and be like, “Whatever you need. If 
you need to leave early, if you need to 
take your maternity leave early, go. 
Like, we've got you, like, it's fine.” 
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Friendly Banter

I'm, like, so happy that you felt that this was a safe space. I'm judging you a 
lot, but, like, to be able to be this brave and to say it out loud.

That cover sheet came out so fast. We would not have been friends.

They're, like, he's living up to his angry gym teacher name. He just clotheslined that kid into vomit.

You're a villain in that kid's story.

I'm sick of both y'all already.

Man, um, I can't take it when you trying to get serious like this at the end 
of the episode ‘cuz I know you going to say something foolish.

Analogies

Like in the movie Mulan, when the little dragon is is talking, and he looks like this big dragon, and he 
comes out, and he's like this small. That's literally what you made me picture. That's my life, yeah, Mushu.

You know, the whole 90s sitcom thing, when they overhear a friend talking about you that that 
that, uh, that voice-over that's going around where it's, like, [sad music imitation] yeah

What's your master plan, MegaMind?

Another teacher said with all the kids around her, she feels like, uh, 
Michael Jackson's girlfriend in the Thriller video.

In Gmail now, you can have Gemini like write a less harsh version, like, right, it's just like a literal click 
away where Gemini could be like, “Girl, don't send that. Don't do that. Don't do that to yourself.”

When I get on Survivor the game show, I'm just like practicing for that moment in 
Survivor for teachers. That'd be hilarious… I'm already out, like, y'all can just vote 
me off the island ‘cuz I jammed the copier. Voted off the island immediately.

Hyperbole / Exaggeration

They got to get their money somehow through the insurance or out of pocket, if you're freaking Rockefeller.

School should start at 3:00 p.m. and go for 1 hour. Can we get a 5 
hour work week please? One hour of school every day.

The same kid knocked over his water bottle. I was like bro. When it hits the ground, 
it sounds like a submarine missile. It sounds like a train wreck, literally.

I think that's, like, a ninth circle of Hell situation.

100 kids in in a bathroom for an hour versus the tornado? I'll take my chances with the tornado...I'm 
going to be a hero. I'm going to go fight the tornado. You kids stay here… I'm going to be like 
Thor. I'm going to start turning a hammer and just take me away...I'll see you in Valhalla, kids.

Creating Fake Scenarios

That is a Volkswagen Jetta with a princess on board sticker in the back and eyelashes on the on the headlights.

I'll be Hans… Let them think I'm on their side; I'm not am not on their 
side, like, yeah, sure, that's great, just, yeah, secretly evil. 

I would have been like, “Sure. Consider it changed. Coincidentally, this will be a very easy fix because, uh, 
gym meets in the same room at the same time with the same teacher as the PE class. In fact, you know 
what? Let's just change every kid's schedule in that class to accommodate your child's. They're all in gym 
now. You created this new gym class. We've now fixed it. We appreciate you. Problem solved. Sorry, that 
was a big error on our behalf… We were, like, we're going to educate them on physical stuff, and we 
were, like, yeah, it doesn't sound right. That's not a good idea. We should just, we should call it ‘gym.’”

You could always use “Improvement,” so maybe your principal was looking just for something to say… 
Everyone needs a growth area, yeah… Just don't get pneumonia next year apparently. He picks something 
that she can improve on.He's setting you up for success. This admin is setting you up for success. It is a 
SMART goal because next year you're going to take more vitamin C, get better sleep, 8 hours a night, 
like 70% chance that she may not have pneumonia next year, so there you go. You got your data.

Does anyone want to cover the chess club after school? *silence* It has 
a stipend. *in unison* Ooooh, okay, yeah, no problem.

I want a real RSVP, calligraphy handwriting, like a wedding invitation. They open it up and butterflies 
fly out. ‘Cuz I have to sign my name that I'm signing up for a formal eval. You miss your RSVP, and if 
they miss it, it's too late. Door locked. I'm not letting you in. Give me fours all across the board.

continued…
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implementing innovative strategies to ameliorate teacher stress, burnout, and attrition. 
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puzzling over Easter eggs within the world of Taylor Swift.

Sarcasm

We can compare meds later.

So maybe the dad wasn't that far off as trying to say these rude 
female teachers are just trying to plan around them.

We are hoping to to bridge some some gaps between admin and teachers, maybe bring some 
understanding for everybody, so I'm very glad we reluctantly opened our door to an admin.

Wow, that's amazing! So, like, you you take time out, wow, to see what it's like to be in a classroom, 
wow, that is literally genius. I don't know how you came up with that, like remembering what it's like 
to be in a classroom because so many principals seem, like, they forget, uh, yeah, so, that's awesome!

When they use the P word, I'm like, “Nope, I'm not piloting nothing. I do not 
have a license. Nope. I cannot fly a plane. I am not an Aeronautics.”

And I'm like, “Yeah, like, his grades and and behavior every single day, observations, 
like, my life, yeah, like, the fact that I'm an actual teacher that pays attention.”

Self-Deprecation

I see the two dots over the O and I'm, like, I'm not even. Is that a math? I'm I'm done, yep, I'm out.

Can you believe that the people next to me got perfect scores and you didn't? And I'm like, 
“No, I didn't, uh, I should have, I I should have looked. I should have, you know.”

Here's the kicker: I wasn't even a very good teacher, so it was, like, I was making all the 
copies, and then the kids still weren't listening to me, so, like, it was, like, not even, like, 
well-invested money, so you're, like, it's just money going out of the door literally.

You're the hero. You're, like, the rest of the faculty puts you up on this 
pedestal; I wasted my entire prep doing it. You bet.

Man, by the end of this episode, people are going to hate me, keeping duties, breaking copy machines.

Masking

Before you raise your silly hand to ask a question in a staff meeting, you 
need to ask yourself, “Does this serve the whole group?”

Teachers should not drive in that condition.

A whole country of ignorant people if we did two hours of school; 
we do eight hours of school, we still ignorant.

It just smells like depression and hot ass, yeah, mostly ass.

Please, y'all, for the love of God, please do not do a observation right before a break or the day after, 
please, like, or the day after, or like 3 days around, just, please, just don't do observation. Don't come 
in first period, yeah, the guinea pig, or last period, or right after lunch. Don't come before lunch, 
yeah, don't come in, don't come in, don't come in unless you're giving me a bathroom break.

Wherever you're going to take me is better than here.
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