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LEADER INTRODUCTION TO 
THE TOOLKIT 

Purpose 
Welcome to the Toolkit for Differentiating Reading Instruction in Grades K–3 (Toolkit)! This 
Toolkit is designed for grades K–3 teachers who provide classroom reading instruction and the 
reading specialists and educational leaders who support them. 

The purpose of this Leader Guide is to provide you with some background regarding the Toolkit and 
include excerpts of the content from the three modules designed for teachers. This information may 
help you provide ongoing support for teachers’ long-term implementation of differentiated tier 1 
reading instruction. Your leadership and support will be extremely important to the successful 
implementation and sustainability of the practices included in the Toolkit. 

 
Tier 1 reading instruction is one of the most important and complex tasks of a primary grades 
teacher. When core classroom (tier 1) instruction is strong, it increases the probability that most 
students in the classroom will master the foundational reading skills needed to become good 
readers (Fuchs & Vaughn, 2012), which helps decrease the number of students who will need 
tier 2 and 3 interventions (Gersten et al., 2008). Therefore, this Toolkit is designed to promote 
change in teacher practice and student outcomes by supporting teachers in how to differentiate 
tier 1 instruction to help improve reading instruction for ALL students. 

It is important to note that this Toolkit is not a curriculum, but a suite of professional learning 
materials designed to enhance teachers' skills and abilities to differentiate tier 1 reading 
instruction. This includes their ability to use and interpret assessment data to group students 
and to use instructional materials to meet student needs. 

Background of the Toolkit 
The content of the Toolkit is based on the What Works Clearinghouse (WWC) practice guide, 
Assisting Students Struggling with Reading: Response to Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tier 
Intervention in the Primary Grades from the Institute of Education Sciences (IES) at the U.S. 
Department of Education. A practice guide is a publication1 that presents recommendations for 
educators to address challenges in their classrooms and schools.

1 https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/How_can_the_WWC_Practice_Guides_Help_Teachers_508.pdf. 

 They are based on reviews of 
research, the experiences of practitioners, and the expert opinions of a panel of nationally 
recognized experts. Response to Intervention (RtI) is part of a Multi-tiered System of Support 
(MTSS) framework. RtI is a fluid, multistep approach to providing interventions to students who 
struggle with learning, delivered in increasing levels of intensity. The progress students make at 

 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/3
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/PracticeGuide/3
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/WWC/Docs/PracticeGuide/How_can_the_WWC_Practice_Guides_Help_Teachers_508.pdf
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each tier of intervention is closely monitored, and the results of the progress monitoring are 
used to make decisions about the need for further research-based interventions. 

There are five recommendations in this practice guide intended to help educators implement the 
components of the MTSS framework, including RtI, at a classroom level or school level. 
Improved student outcomes are expected if the recommendations included in the framework are 
enacted appropriately: 

1. Recommendation 1: Screen all students for potential reading problems at the beginning
of the year and again in the middle of the year. Regularly monitor the progress of
students who are at elevated risk of developing reading disabilities.

2. Recommendation 2: Provide differentiated reading instruction for all students based on
assessments of students’ current reading levels (tier 1, general education).

3. Recommendation 3: Provide intensive, systematic instruction on up to three
foundational reading skills in small groups to students who score below the benchmark
score on universal screening. Typically, these groups meet between three and five times
a week for 20 to 40 minutes (tier 2).

4. Recommendation 4: Monitor the progress of tier 2 students at least once a month. Use
these data to determine whether students still require intervention. For those students
still making insufficient progress, schoolwide teams should design a tier 3 intervention
plan.

5. Recommendation 5: Provide intensive instruction on a daily basis that promotes the
development of the various components of reading proficiency to students who show
minimal progress after reasonable time in tier 2 small group instruction (tier 3).

While the practice guide addresses the Multi-Tiered System of Supports (MTSS) and provides 
recommendations for that framework, this Toolkit focuses on Recommendation 2 from the 
practice guide: Provide differentiated reading instruction for all students based on 
assessments of students’ current reading levels (tier 1). Tier 1 instruction involves teachers 
meeting students’ instructional needs and abilities by using formative assessment data to 
differentiate instruction. When providing differentiated instruction, teachers determine the 
strengths and needs of students in the classroom and deliver instruction to address those 
strengths and needs. Differentiated instruction can be led by the teacher in a whole group 
setting and conducted with small groups of students. This instruction addresses grade-level 
standards (which differ from state to state) and includes foundational reading skills. 

Tier 1 instruction typically follows a core reading curriculum that guides instruction in whole and 
small group settings. Small group instruction should be differentiated to reflect the instructional 
needs of the students. Individual student needs are determined by formal screening 
assessments, progress monitoring assessments, classroom assessments, and teacher 
observations. The goal is to use assessment data to group students for teacher-led, small group 
instruction in a way that makes instruction in critical reading skills most efficient. 

The importance of tier 1 (Recommendation 2) is reflected by the panel of the practice guide, 
“Tier 1 provides the foundation for successful RtI overall, without which too many students 
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would fall below benchmarks” (Gersten et al., 2008, p. 17). The Toolkit addresses 
Recommendation 2 because virtually all primary grade teachers provide tier 1 instruction to all 
students. Effective beginning reading instruction provided to all students (tier 1) can increase 
reading abilities and reduce the need for tier 2 (Recommendation 3) and tier 3 
(Recommendation 5) interventions (Connor et. al., 2009; Coyne, 2013; Fein et. al., 2021). If 
fewer students need tiers 2 and 3, then instruction at those tiers can be more intensive and 
focused.2

2 Also, there is overlap between Recommendations 1 and 2 as the data collected from screening all students for 
potential reading problems in Recommendation 1 is used to plan for differentiated reading instruction for all students 
based on students’ current reading level noted in Recommendation 2. Therefore, while the Toolkit does not 
specifically focus on Recommendation 1, connections are made to it. 

 

It is important to consider alignment across tiers 1, 2, and 3 instruction. There is a connection 
between Recommendations 2 and 3 as classroom teachers can provide the intensive, 
systematic instruction on up to three foundational reading skills in small groups 
(Recommendation 3) during the time in which they implement differentiated instruction 
(Recommendation 2). In fact, the practice guide states, “Differentiated instruction applies to all 
students, while tier 2 instruction applies only to those at risk in key areas. The practice guide 
panel believes that, to be effective, a multi-tier approach can blur the lines between tier 1 and 
tier 2, and that sensible data-driven instruction should permeate all of the tiers of reading 
instruction” (p. 17). 

Ingredients for implementation 
This Toolkit for Differentiating Reading Instruction for Grades K–3 provides free, ready-to-use 
resources, including downloadable files for district and school leaders, facilitators, and grades 
K–3 teachers. The materials for participants are organized in K–1 and 2–3 grade bands. 
Districts and schools will need to provide personnel, materials, and other resources to 
implement the Toolkit. An overview of the ingredients for implementation is provided in table 1. 
The quantity of ingredients is based on the engagement with the entire Toolkit (up to 20 hours 
for teacher participants and facilitators, including knowledge building, team meetings, and 
application activities completed in between team meetings).3

3 The Toolkit provides 20 professional learning hours over approximately nine weeks during the school year. The Toolkit 
is designed to be implemented at any part of the school year, but implementation will be most useful near the beginning 
of the year (for example, after the first month or toward the end of the first quarter). 

 Facilitators and participants will be 
provided with opportunities to make strategic adaptations throughout the Toolkit, which may 
reduce the quantities of ingredients, particularly the time they may need to spend working in 
their facilitated team meetings or independently on knowledge building and application activities. 
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Table 1. Resources needed for full implementation of the Toolkit for Differentiating 
Reading Instruction for Grades K–3 

Resource Quantity Description 
Time for planning, professional learning, and supporting staff 
School or district 
leader time 

Per leader, 8-12 hours total for 
planning and implementation, 
which includes: 
• Identifying the facilitator and

teacher participants, meeting
with the facilitator, reviewing
the Leader Guide and
introductory videos, and
completing the Self-Reflection
Checklist for Leaders and
Facilitators

• Supporting, collaborating, and
debriefing with facilitators and
teachers

Time for leader to plan for and support 
Toolkit implementation 

Leaders could include a school principal, 
an assistant principal, a district literacy 
leader, or a district administrator.  

This planning time may include time to 
secure funding for teacher compensation 
or incentives, if Toolkit activities occur 
outside the regular school day or require 
substitute coverage for classroom visits.  

This time might be part of the leader’s 
existing role or an additional 
responsibility.  

Facilitator time Per facilitator, approximately 20 
hours total, which includes: 

• Initial planning, such as
meeting with the leader,
reviewing the Facilitator Guide
and introductory videos, and
completing the Self-Reflection
Checklist for Leaders and
Facilitators

• Planning team meetings
• Facilitating team meetings

Time for facilitator(s) to prepare for and 
lead seven team meetings 

There is an option to have two co-
facilitators. In this case, each co-
facilitator may spend less time if they 
divide up tasks. Facilitators could be 
district or school literacy/reading 
coaches, specialists, administrators, or 
lead teachers. 

This time might be part of the facilitator’s 
existing role or an added responsibility.  

For sustainability purposes, the facilitator 
will also be on call to answer teacher 
questions during and after 
implementation of the Toolkit. 

Teacher time Per teacher, approximately 20 
hours total, which includes 
approximately:  

• 10 hours for team meetings
• 10 hours for independent work

This time will be spread over 
approximately nine weeks during 
the school year. 

Time for participating reading teachers to 
attend facilitated team meetings and 
complete knowledge-building and 
application activities outside of team 
meetings 

Teachers may meet in individual grade-
level teams, within K–1 and 2–3 grade 
bands, or as a combined K–3 team. 
Meetings may take place during existing 
scheduled times—such as grade-level 
meetings, professional learning 
communities, or professional 
development days—or at other times that 
align with teachers’ availability, including 
after school. 
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Resource Quantity Description 
Materials, equipment, and facilities 

Computers or other 
devices, with internet 
connection 

One computer per participant 

Note: Not intended to indicate the 
need for a new computer; simply 
access to a computer with internet 
connection 

Facilitators, leaders, and teachers need 
internet access during meetings and 
when they are working independently (for 
example, to access downloadable 
materials and videos). 

Materials for in-
person facilitated 
team meetings 

• Meeting room with computer, 
projection device, and 
speakers to show videos 

Optional, but recommended: 

• Whiteboard or chart paper with 
markers  

• Highlighters and sticky notes  
• Binders and dividers  
• Printed versions of: 

o Leader Guide (one copy) 
o Facilitator Guide (one 

copy) 
o Participant Guide (one 

copy for facilitator and 
one copy for each 
teacher) 

Team meetings should be held in a large 
meeting room, in an area free of 
distractions, such as a classroom or 
media center. 

Facilitators may use a whiteboard or 
chart paper to post the session agendas, 
goals, norms, and other details.  

Teachers may wish to use highlighters 
and sticky notes to call attention to 
various sections of the content. 

Each leader, facilitator, and teacher may 
wish to have hard copies of the relevant 
guides placed in a binder with dividers.  

 

Role of the leader 
The Toolkit will be most successful if, as the educational leader, you instill a school culture of 
collaboration and improvement, provide the ingredients necessary for successful 
implementation, allow flexible schedules for implementation, and support changes to 
instructional practice by participants. 

● A culture of collaboration and improvement includes creating an environment where 
everyone is encouraged to share their thoughts and ideas, focusing on clear outcomes, 
and celebrating teachers’ work. 

● A key role of the leader is providing all of the necessary ingredients for implementation. 

● Flexibility in scheduling is also important, which includes collaborating with the Toolkit 
facilitator to ensure there is adequate time for teachers to collaborate in meetings and 
time for teachers to complete the Toolkit activities between team meetings. 

● As teachers progress through the Toolkit modules, they may decide to make changes to 
their instructional practice for differentiating instruction. Your support for them in building 
their skills and making instructional changes is paramount for ensuring that 
implementation of evidence-based practices for differentiating literacy instruction occurs. 
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OVERVIEW OF TOOLKIT 
COMPONENTS 

This section provides a snapshot of each component of the Toolkit. 

Toolkit components 
Administrators and literacy leaders, such as reading coaches, play an important role in 
supporting and providing teachers’ professional learning. Therefore, this Toolkit is designed for 
educational leaders, literacy leaders, and teachers. A snapshot of the Toolkit components and 
who each component was designed to support is shown in table 2. 

Table 2. Toolkit components 
Who Toolkit components 
Leaders 
(for example, 
school/district 
administrators) 

• Leader Guide
• Introductory videos: Supporting Implementation of Effective

Differentiated Instruction
• Self-Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators

Toolkit Facilitators  
(literacy leaders such as 
administrators, reading 
coaches, specialists, 
and lead teachers) 

• Facilitator Guide
• Introductory videos: Supporting Implementation of Effective

Differentiated Instruction
• Self-Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators

K–3 Teachers • Participant Guide (three professional development modules)
• Teacher Self-Reflection Checklist and Action Plan
• Teacher Interviews and Classrooms-in-Action Videos

Three professional development modules 
The Toolkit includes three professional development modules for kindergarten through grade 3 
teachers. The modules are organized by grade bands: grades K–1 and grades 2–3, with each 
grade band having its own Participant Guide. The modules are led by a facilitator who could be 
a reading coach, lead teacher, specialist, or administrator. 

Self-reflection checklists 
The Self-Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators is designed to support leaders (for 
example, school/district administrators) and literacy leaders (for example, reading coaches) in 
assessing school-level implementation of differentiated instruction (tier 1). The Self-Reflection 
Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators can be completed by school administrators or literacy 
leaders individually, or as a team, at any time to determine the aspects of differentiated 
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instruction they need to specifically support, and to create an action plan to do so. The Self-
Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators can be completed in written form if the 
Facilitator or Leader Guide is printed or on an electronic, fillable, Excel document downloaded 
from the website. 

Leader guide 
This Leader Guide was designed for educational leaders such as principals and district leaders. 
The Leader Guide is intended for use before, during, and after Toolkit implementation to provide 
ongoing support for teachers’ long-term implementation and sustainability of differentiated 
instruction. Information in this guide is aligned to the three modules for teachers and 
Recommendations from the practice guide. It contains a brief version of the participants’ self-
study reading along with considerations, guiding questions, and links to tools and resources to 
support implementation and sustainability. 

Facilitator guide 
The Facilitator Guide was designed for facilitators, such as reading coaches. The Facilitator 
Guide is intended for use before, during, and after Toolkit implementation. The information in 
the guide will support facilitators to prepare to guide teachers through the Toolkit modules, 
conduct team meetings with teachers, and provide ongoing support for teachers to deliver 
differentiated tier 1 reading instruction. 

Introductory videos: Supporting implementation 
of effective differentiated instruction 
The Toolkit includes videos to help leaders understand effective differentiated instructional 
practices and ways to support their implementation. The title, link, and duration for each video 
can be found in table 3. After table 3 are a few prompts that may help you consider important 
takeaways from the videos. 

In Video A, Dr. Russell Gersten, the panel chair for the Practice Guide, shares an overview of 
the Assisting Students Struggling with Reading: Response to Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tier 
Intervention in the Primary Grades practice guide from the Institute of Education Sciences and 
the What Works Clearinghouse. Dr. Gersten also describes the five recommendations of this 
practice guide and why educators should focus on the recommendation addressing tier 1, core 
reading instruction, on which this Toolkit is based.  

In Video B, Dr. Nicole Patton Terry, Director of the Regional Educational Laboratory (REL) 
Southeast, provides the overall purpose of the Toolkit and explains the importance of 
differentiated reading instruction in tier 1. 

In Videos C–F, principal Kim McFarland describes how she supports tier 1 differentiated reading 
instruction in the K–3 classrooms at her school. 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/3
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/3
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Table 3. Leader and facilitator videos 
Video title Duration 
Video A: Overview of Assisting Students Struggling with Reading: Response to 
Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tier Intervention in the Primary Grades Practice Guide 
https://youtu.be/SxjQ6j95io4 

4:47 

Video B: An Introduction to the Toolkit 
https://youtu.be/e4mwud3FTyM 

3:12 

Video C: A Principal’s Perspective on Supporting Teachers in Collecting and Interpreting 
Student Data 
https://youtu.be/bjEYELgbYXU 

7:10 

Video D: A Principal’s Perspective on Supporting Teachers in Planning for Small Group 
Differentiated Instruction 
https://youtu.be/rv6ln3VuRmc 

7:53 

Video E: A Principal’s Perspective on Supporting Teachers in Planning for Small Group 
Differentiated Instruction 2 
https://youtu.be/6NtTRd3WjjE 

3:07 

Video F: A Principal’s Perspective on Supporting Teachers in Implementing and 
Managing Differentiated Instruction 
https://youtu.be/lnjEhfMpy04 

9:26 

Prompts for leaders to consider 

1. As a leader, what are important considerations shared by Principal McFarland for
collecting and interpreting student data at your school?

2. What were your takeaways for supporting teachers in planning for small group
differentiated instruction?

3. What are the potential challenges for teachers in implementing and managing
differentiated instruction, and how can you support teachers in overcoming these
challenges?

Toolkit for Differentiating Reading Instruction for Grades K–3 
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PLANNING TOOLKIT IMPLEMENTATION 
Quick start guide for Toolkit implementation 
This Quick Start Guide for Toolkit Implementation is designed to support the implementation 
of the Toolkit’s three professional development modules. The guide provides a checklist to help 
prepare for and begin Toolkit implementation (table 4) and an example schedule (table 5). 

This Toolkit is intended to be led by one or two facilitators (for example, reading coach, 
specialists, lead teacher), but information contained in this quick-start guide will provide brief 
instructions to help get anyone started with the process of completing the Toolkit. Kindergarten 
through grade 3 teachers participate in the modules, which are organized by grade bands: K–1 
and 2–3. Therefore, you can adapt implementation of the modules based on your context (for 
example, by grade level, grade-level bands, or across grades K–3). 

The Toolkit is designed to be implemented at any part of the school year, but implementation 
will be most useful near the beginning of the school year (for example, after the first month or 
toward the end of the first quarter). The checklist in table 4 provides a brief list of the planning 
tasks to complete prior to beginning Toolkit implementation. As an educational leader, you may 
wish to note who should complete each task and establish a date for task completion. 

Table 4. Checklist for planning Toolkit implementation 
Task Who completes 

the task 
Date 
completed 

One month to two weeks prior to implementation 
Identify who (e.g., reading coach, lead teacher, leader) will facilitate 
Toolkit implementation. There may be one or two facilitators.  

Identify the participants and decide on the grouping of teachers (e.g., 
specific grade level, grades K–1, grades 2–3, or cross–grade level) 
that will complete the three professional development modules. 

Consider offering professional learning credits. 

One to two weeks prior to implementation 
The facilitator reads through the Toolkit materials and familiarizes 
themself with its organization. 

Watch introductory videos for leaders and facilitators on evidence-
based practices and ways to support their implementation. 

Establish schedule for PD module implementation and team 
meetings (implementation would optimally be after the first month of 
the school year or toward the end of the first nine weeks). 

Secure location for team meetings and ensure that 
hardware/materials needed are available (internet connected devices 
with audio, printed copies, etc.) 
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Task Who completes 
the task 

Date 
completed 

One week prior to implementation 
Contact the participants to establish a 60-minute meeting to provide 
an orientation to the Toolkit, prepare them for Module 1, and finalize 
the implementation schedule. Details about this are in the Facilitator 
Guide. 

The sample schedule in table 5 provides a brief outline of the three professional development 
(PD) modules for teachers and the weeks in which the components of each module will be 
implemented. 

Table 5. Example schedule for implementation of the three PD modules for teachers 
Weeks 1–3 Weeks 4–6 Weeks 7–9 
Module 1 
• Team Meeting: Orientation

to the Toolkit and Module 1
• Read Introduction to the

Toolkit Professional
Development Modules for
Teachers

• Complete the Teacher Self-
Reflection Checklist (Pre)

• Complete the Self-Study
Reading and Video-Viewing
Guide

• Team Meeting:
Collaborative Activities

• Independently complete
Classroom Application
Activities

Module 2 
• Team Meeting: Debrief

Module 1 and Prepare for
Module 2

• Complete the Self-Study
Reading and Video-Viewing
Guide

• Team Meeting:
Collaborative Activities

• Complete Classroom
Application Activities
(independently and in pairs)

Module 3 
• Team Meeting: Debrief

Module 2 and Prepare for
Module 3

• Complete the Self-Study
Reading and Video-Viewing
Guide

• Team Meeting:
Collaborative Activities

• Peer Activity
• Independently complete the

Classroom Application
Activities

• Complete the Teacher Self-
Reflection Checklist (Post)

• Team Meeting: Reflection

Teachers must be able to interpret student data on reading efficiently and reliably, determine 
data-driven rules for providing differentiated instruction, and implement differentiated instruction 
based on students’ assessed skills. It is important for facilitators and leaders to support teachers 
as they build a clear understanding of the underpinning concepts of differentiated instruction 
presented in Modules 1 and 2. This will help ensure successful implementation of the entire 
Toolkit. 

Reading leadership teams and Toolkit implementation 
Reading leadership teams include educators within a school who collaborate to plan, develop, 
create, and sustain literacy initiatives, including those focused on instruction and professional 
learning designed to increase student outcomes. These teams often include administrators, 
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reading coaches, and lead teachers. The Toolkit facilitator should be part of the reading 
leadership team. There is a great deal of variability across the nation regarding the scope of 
each reading leadership team and how they may carry out their duties; however, existing 
reading leadership teams could be very beneficial in supporting Toolkit implementation and 
sustainability. Schools may consider creating a reading leadership team if one does not exist, or 
school leaders may work directly with facilitators to support Toolkit implementation, address any 
obstacles, and sustain practices. 

Once the items on the checklist for planning Toolkit implementation (see table 4) have been 
addressed and a schedule determined, you are ready to begin implementation of the Toolkit. 
Some suggestions for how you can support implementation and sustain these practices 
are referenced in figure 1. 

Figure 1. Suggestions for supporting Toolkit implementation and sustaining practices 

• Ensure and communicate with the reading leadership team that Toolkit implementation is a priority
given other competing professional learning initiatives and that teacher participation will be
supported. (Prior to implementation)

• Collaborate with Toolkit facilitator(s) and participants to discuss differentiation of the Toolkit content
based on participants’ self-ratings on the Teacher Self-Reflection Checklist and your knowledge of
their varying skills and experience with differentiating reading instruction. (Immediately prior to
implementation)

• Collaborate with teachers during team meetings as needed using the Self-Reflection Checklist as a
basis for discussion. Create an action plan based on this discussion. (During implementation)

• Provide opportunities to celebrate successful implementation of differentiated instruction. (During
and immediately after implementation)

• Provide time for teachers to continue visiting another teacher’s classroom during small group time
to observe instructional practices or schedule these visits via videoconferencing. (Immediately after
implementation)

• Identify obstacles to implementing differentiated instruction that your teachers face and establish a
reading leadership team to support this if needed. Reading leadership teams typically collaborate to
plan, develop, create, and sustain literacy initiatives within the school. (Immediately after
implementation)

• Schedule time for teachers to analyze and interpret data and plan for instruction. It may be helpful
to support a schoolwide option for data analysis through an approach such as a SWOT analysis.
SWOT stands for strengths, weaknesses, opportunities, and threats. See page 18 of the SWOT
Analysis for a template. (Immediately after implementation)

• Charge the reading leadership team with planning ways in which to overcome obstacles. The
expert advice from the practice guide can be a starting point along with the content of this Toolkit.
(One month after implementation)

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/regions/midwest/pdf/training-and-coaching/NIC-coaching-module-2-guide-508.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/regions/midwest/pdf/training-and-coaching/NIC-coaching-module-2-guide-508.pdf
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Strategic adaptation points 
Research evidence suggests that each of the components of the Toolkit will improve both 
teachers’ knowledge and ability to differentiate instruction in the classroom (Gersten et al., 
2009). Therefore, the Toolkit was designed to be used in its entirety in sequential order. 
However, we recognize there may be conditions that limit an individual’s ability to complete the 
modules and activities as intended. For example, teams and individuals may have limited time, 
and the experience levels across team members may vary greatly. Therefore, leaders, 
facilitators, and participants may choose to strategically adapt how this Toolkit is used. 

Adaptations are a normal part of the process of implementing a tool. Educators adapt instruction 
and interventions in their classrooms all the time to suit the needs of their students (Gersten et 
al., 2009). However, it is important that these adaptations are intentional and thoughtful. 
Sometimes, adaptations are beneficial, and they can have a positive outcome on the learner. 
Other times, adaptations are detrimental, and they can have a negative outcome on the learner. 
Haphazard alterations to the design or delivery of instruction or interventions in the classroom 
can minimize their intended impact on student outcomes. They can also make it difficult to 
determine if student performance is due to the instruction that was delivered or to changes 
made to the instruction.  

The same is true for your teachers who participate in the Toolkit! To help them make informed 
decisions about their use of this Toolkit, we have created Strategic Adaptations. These 
adaptations represent decision-points, where teams or individuals can choose when to change 
the learning experience and have the ability to monitor the impact of those modifications. 
Table A1 (Appendix A) lists Strategic Adaptations that may be found throughout the Toolkit PD 
modules for teachers. 
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SELF-REFLECTION CHECKLIST FOR 
LEADERS AND FACILITATORS 

Purpose 
This Self-Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators is designed to support leaders (for 
example, school/district administrators) and literacy leaders (for example, reading coaches) in 
assessing school-level implementation of differentiated tier 1 reading instruction. The Self-
Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators can be completed by leaders and facilitators 
individually, or as a team, at any time to determine which aspects of differentiated instruction on 
which to focus support and to create an action plan to do so. Ideally, the checklist would be 
completed at the beginning of the school year, at the end of the school year, or at any time 
teachers are completing the Toolkit modules. This checklist encompasses areas that are critical 
to ensuring school-level implementation of differentiated instruction, but it does not include 
every possible support that could be beneficial to this process. As a facilitator or leader, keep in 
mind that most schools have a few teachers who need a lot of support for various reasons and 
others who just need access to new ideas and information.  

Directions 
If you prefer, you can complete this electronically using a fillable Excel file downloaded from the 
website.  

1. Consider each statement and its relation to the support your school provides 
kindergarten through grade 3 teachers to implement differentiated reading instruction 
(tier 1). The statements are aligned to the How-To Steps from Recommendation 2 of the 
practice guide (provide differentiated reading instruction for all students based on 
assessments of students’ current reading levels) and intended to encourage deeper self-
reflection about support provided to teachers. Research supporting the statements can 
be found in Appendix B. 

2. Use the example sources of evidence as a reference as you enter your sources of 
evidence in the my sources of evidence column. Keep in mind that these are only 
examples, and you most likely will have other sources to consider. Your sources of 
evidence will help you determine the rating you will record for each statement.  

3. Record your response to each statement in the my rating column using the following scale: 
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1–No evidence 
There are no examples of evidence that demonstrate my 
understanding. 

This is not in place in my school. 

2–Minimal evidence 

There are a few examples of evidence that partially demonstrate my 
understanding. 

My examples of evidence indicate that this is an area to develop or 
improve. 

3–Sufficient evidence 
There are some examples of evidence that clearly demonstrate my 
understanding. 

My examples of evidence indicate that this is in place in my school. 

4–Ample evidence 
There are many examples of evidence that demonstrate my 
understanding. 

My examples of evidence indicate that this is strong in my school. 
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Self-reflection checklist for leaders and facilitators 
The statements on this checklist are organized and aligned to the Toolkit modules. 
Module 1: Collect and Interpret Student Data 

• Understand different components of reading (phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension) that develop 
across kindergarten through grade 3 so that informed decisions can be made about appropriate assessment selection and use. 

• Understand screening and progress monitoring. 
• Interpret the data. 

 

Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M1.A. Teachers have access to 
instructional coaching or professional 
learning that is practical and aligned 
with the evidence that supports the 
process of learning to read. 

• Professional development plans for this 
school year reflect coaching or professional 
learning aligned with evidence that supports 
the process of teaching students how to read 
and an understanding of state standards 

• Coaching activity logs reflect support provided 
to teachers aligned with evidence of how to 
teach students to read 

    

M1.B. The school leadership team 
supports the implementation of tier 1 
reading instruction. 

• Schoolwide reading plan describes how tier 1 
reading instruction is implemented 

• Professional development plans focus on 
supporting teachers in differentiating tier 1 
reading instruction 

• Lesson plan template developed to include 
differentiation in tier 1 
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Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M1.C. The school has a 
comprehensive tier 1 reading 
assessment plan, allocated time to 
interpret data, and personnel to 
support the plan. 

• Reading assessment plan reflects who
administers assessments, who is assessed
and when, when teachers will review the data,
and how teachers will be supported in data
interpretation

• Reading assessment plan personnel
organizational chart

M1.D. Teachers have reliable and 
valid assessments (screening, 
progress monitoring, and diagnostic) 
to administer. 

• Reading assessment plan describes
administered screening, progress monitoring,
diagnostic, and outcome assessments

• Documentation of criteria used to select
assessments

• Documentation of assessments used to
identify students’ early literacy skills

M1.E. Teachers receive professional 
development on how to efficiently 
and reliably administer reading 
assessments. 

• Assessment training schedule for teachers on
how to efficiently and reliably administer
reading assessments

• Assessment training plans and materials
support efficiently and reliably administering
assessment

M1.F. There is an assessment plan 
that allows time for teachers or 
others to administer reliable and valid 
assessments that measure different 
components of reading and interpret 
results in a timely manner. 

• Reading assessment plan
• Assessment administration schedule
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Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M1.G. Teachers are provided access 
to reading assessment results in a 
timely manner. 

• Assessment reports/results schedule indicates
how quickly teachers can access results after
assessment administration

M1.H. Teachers receive professional 
development on how to interpret data 
to determine instructional strengths 
and needs of students. 

• Documentation that professional development
plans include how to interpret data

• Documentation from PLCs that include data
chats with teachers

• Teacher reflection and next steps based on
data review
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The statements on this checklist are organized and aligned to the Toolkit modules. 
Module 2: Determine Data-driven Decision Rules and Plan for Teacher-Led Small Group Differentiated Instruction 

• Form small groups for teacher-led instruction according to instructional strengths and needs based on data determined during Module 1.
• Plan the content, time, and level of teacher scaffolding for each teacher-led small group based on student data.
• Progress monitor and analyze data so groups are flexible based on the changing data.

Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M2.A. Teachers are provided training 
and ongoing support in examining 
and interpreting assessment data. 
Data are used to form small groups 
for tier 1 reading instruction and 
determining which skills need to be 
taught for each teacher-led small 
group. 

• Documentation that professional development
plans include ongoing support in examining
and interpreting data

• Coaching activity logs reflect that teachers
receive support in differentiating tier 1
instruction in whole group and small groups

• Rationale for student grouping submitted by
teacher

M2.B. Time is provided for grade-
level teams to meet to organize and 
schedule grade-level reading 
instruction. 

• Grade-level team meeting schedule
• Grade-level team meeting notes reflect

discussions about organizing reading
instruction

• Sign-in sheets and minutes from meetings

M2.C. Teachers have access to high 
quality/evidence-based reading 
curriculum/materials/activities to 
implement in teacher-led small 
groups. 

• School-wide reading plan, shared with
teachers, that includes evidence-based
reading curriculum and materials

• Completed rubric for materials selection
• Completed walkthrough forms documenting

use of selected curriculum and materials
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Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M2.D. Teachers have time to meet in 
grade-level teams to plan how to use 
data-based decision-making so 
groups are flexible based on the 
changing data. 

• Grade-level team meeting schedule
• Grade-level team meeting notes reflect data-

based decision-making discussions
• Sign-in sheets and minutes from meetings
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The statements on this checklist are organized and aligned to the Toolkit modules. 
Module 3: Plan and Implement Small Group Differentiated Instruction and Manage the Classroom 

• Explicitly teach the content determined during Module 2 in teacher-led small groups.
• Establish expectations for learning for student-led small groups.
• Manage small groups in the classroom.

Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M3.A. Teachers provide daily 
instruction and practice in 
foundational word-reading skills to 
address the needs of all learners. 

• Lesson plans include foundational word-
reading skills

• Documentation of post walkthrough
discussion (with teachers) about instruction in
word-reading skills

• Samples of student work

M3.B. Teachers provide daily 
instruction and practice in 
comprehension (including read aloud 
and listening comprehension) to 
address the needs of all learners. 

• Lesson plans include comprehension
• Documentation of post walkthrough

discussion (with teachers) about
comprehension instruction

• Samples of student work

M3.C. Teachers provide intentional, 
differentiated, and explicit instruction 
(tier 1) in small groups. 

• Lesson plans specify how small group
instruction is differentiated during tier 1
instruction

• Grade-level team meeting agenda and notes
reflect discussions about tier 1 differentiated
instruction
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Statement Example sources of evidence My sources of evidence My rating 
M3.D. All students are meaningfully 
engaged in learning while the teacher 
leads small group instruction. 

• Lesson plans reflect purposeful learning
activities tied to academic targets for students
working independently of the teacher

• Documentation of post walkthrough discussion
(with teachers) about how students working
independently of the teacher were
academically engaged

M3.E. The school leadership team, 
including teachers, uses data to 
monitor the effectiveness of tier 1 
reading instruction. 

• Documentation of meeting notes (school-
wide/grade-wide/grade-level) about using data
to monitor effectiveness of tier 1 reading
instruction

• Grade-level team meeting agenda and notes
reflect uses of data to monitor tier 1 reading
instruction
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Use your results to develop an action plan 
Now that you have completed the Self-Reflection Checklist for Leaders and Facilitators, review the statements you rated 1 (no 
evidence) or 2 (minimal evidence). It is recommended that facilitators and leaders discuss their results and how to implement some 
of the actions informed by the checklist. Consider the current support your school provides teachers to implement differentiated 
instruction in relation to the statements on the checklist. Determine which areas your school can enhance, and collaborate to support 
teachers’ implementation of differentiated instruction to more closely align to the practice guide. These enhancements may include, 
for example, allocation of resources or scheduling instructional planning time. 

Develop an action plan to enhance support of teachers’ implementation of differentiated instruction using the provided Action Plan 
template. As you create the Action Plan, use the resources for leaders and facilitators included in the Toolkit. 

1. First, go back to the checklist and highlight or circle those statements you rated a 1 or 2.
2. Then, in the first column of the table below, record the module number and letter (for example, M1.A.) for each statement that

you rated a 1 or 2.
3. In the next column, record the action(s) you will take that aligns with the statement.
4. In the third column, estimate the time it will take to complete the action(s).
5. In the last column, note any resources needed to complete the action(s).

Statements I rated 
1 or 2 on the self-
reflection checklist 

Action 
What will I/we do? 
(Actions should align with the statement.) 

Timeline 
By when? 
(day/month/year) 

Resources 
(materials, personnel, financial, other) 
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Statements I rated 
1 or 2 on the self-
reflection checklist 

Action 
What will I/we do? 
(Actions should align with the statement.) 

Timeline 
By when? 
(day/month/year) 

Resources 
(materials, personnel, financial, other) 
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SUPPORTING IMPLEMENTATION AND
SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES FOR MODULE 1:

COLLECT AND INTERPRET STUDENT DATA 
(CONSIDERATIONS, GUIDING QUESTIONS, AND TOOLS ALIGNED TO THE OBJECTIVES OF THE MODULE) 

The content of Modules 1 and 2 is closely aligned with Recommendation 2 from the practice 
guide: Provide differentiated reading instruction for all students based on assessments of 
students’ current reading levels (tier 1). Teachers must be able to interpret student data on 
reading efficiently and reliably, develop data-driven rules for providing differentiated instruction, 
and implement differentiated instruction based on students’ assessed skills. It is important for 
leaders and facilitators to support teachers as they build a clear understanding of the 
underpinning concepts of differentiated instruction presented in Modules 1 and 2. This will help 
ensure successful implementation of the entire Toolkit. 

For participants, the Build Knowledge step of Module 1 includes self-study reading, videos, and 
a video-viewing guide that address collecting and interpreting student reading data in ways that 
may help differentiate tier 1 instruction. This section is designed to orient leaders like you to the 
Build Knowledge content. It contains a brief version of the participants’ self-study reading 
components along with considerations, guiding questions, and links to tools and resources to 
help you support implementation and sustainability. 

Your participants will be provided background knowledge on how to achieve the following 
objectives for this module:  

● Deepen understanding about different components of reading (phonological awareness,
phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension) that develop across kindergarten through
grade 3 informed decisions may be made about appropriate assessment selection and
use.

● Understand screening and progress monitoring.

● Interpret the data.

An overview of reading development 
It is critical to understand how reading develops across kindergarten through grade 3. 
One reason is that this understanding can inform decisions about appropriate assessment 
selection and use (Gersten et al., 2008). Knowing the progression of reading development, 
sometimes referred to as the reading process, will also help you support teachers as they make 
instructional decisions to address students who either have gaps in skills from earlier grade 
levels or are ready for strategies and skills typically addressed at later grade levels. 
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The “simple view” of reading 
The various components of reading development are often described using the “Simple View of 
Reading” (Gough & Tumner, 1986; Hoover & Gough, 1990). To become proficient readers, 
students need instruction and practice in two major areas of reading: decoding and language 
comprehension. The Simple View of Reading states that reading comprehension (RC) equals 
the product of decoding (D) and language comprehension (LC) (Gough & Tumner, 1986; 
Hoover & Gough, 1990). So, the Simple View of Reading can be expressed as a multiplication 
equation:  

D x LC = RC 

The decoding part of this formula is translating a word from print to speech. The language 
comprehension part of the formula is the language skill that enables understanding the words 
after decoding them. Essentially, to comprehend what is read, a student must be able to decode 
the words and have the oral language comprehension to understand the author’s message. 
Video 1: The Simple View of Reading (1:40) is an animation describing this concept.  

Leader considerations 

As a leader, if you would like to know more about foundational reading skills instruction, you may want 
to review the recommendations of the Institute of Education Sciences Work Works Clearinghouse 
Practice Guide Foundational Skills to Support Reading for Understanding in Kindergarten Through 3rd 
Grade. The glossary of this practice guide, which begins on page 38, also provides clear definitions for 
the components of reading instruction if needed. 

Reading profiles 
As reading develops, the Simple View of Reading demonstrates that reading difficulties fall into 
one of three general types, which are referred to in the literature as Reading Profiles. Reading 
profiles are general descriptions of reading problems common to students learning to read. 
Reading profiles can be used as a starting point to understand the “big picture” of a student’s 
instructional needs when planning for differentiating instruction (Catts, et al., 2006; Moats, 2000; 
Spear-Swerling, 2015). Table 6 describes three common profiles as suggested by research 
(Leach et al., 2003) and a starting place for planning instruction for each.  

https://youtu.be/OB2rta84XXY
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/21
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/21
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Table 6. Common reading profiles 
Reading 
profile name 

Description Instruction 

Specific word-
reading 
difficulties  

Students who have good language 
comprehension (vocabulary and 
background knowledge) but struggle 
with word recognition/decoding skills. 

Explicit and systematic instruction in 
phonological awareness and phonics. 

Specific 
comprehension 
difficulties  

Students who have at least average 
word recognition/decoding skills but 
struggle with vocabulary and/or world 
knowledge and listening comprehension. 

Explicit instruction in comprehension (for 
example, vocabulary, background 
knowledge, inferencing, summarizing, 
stating the main point of a paragraph). 

Mixed reading 
difficulties 

Students who struggle with a 
combination of word 
recognition/decoding skills and 
vocabulary and/or world knowledge and 
listening comprehension.  

Explicit and systematic instruction in 
phonological awareness, phonics, and 
comprehension (for example, 
vocabulary, background knowledge, 
inferencing, summarizing, stating the 
main point of a paragraph). 

Leader considerations 

As a leader, it will be important to know how many students at your school fit within these profiles 
because students in each profile need varying types and levels of reading skill instruction to ensure 
that they can become successful readers. One study found that about 49 percent of reading problems 
in kindergarten through grade 3 involve the specific word-reading difficulties profile (Leach et al., 
2003). It is important for leaders to know this information, so that they can allocate resources needed 
to support these groups of students effectively and efficiently. Consider who you might discuss this 
with from your team, and what data you would have available to make this determination. Through 
these discussions, you can determine which teachers and students may need additional instructional 
and intervention materials and possibly paraprofessionals to help support small group differentiated 
instruction and intervention. 

When each component of reading is taught and practiced 
The components of reading typically assessed and taught in kindergarten through grade 3 are 
phonological awareness (understanding that spoken language can be broken into parts and the 
ability to manipulate the parts), phonics (relationship between letters and sounds), fluency 
(reading accurately at an appropriate rate with prosody), vocabulary (understanding the 
meaning of words), and comprehension (understanding what is heard or read). These are 
taught and practiced in a sequence that matches the process of learning to read. Instructional 
adjustments are made based on students’ abilities and needs. Figure 2 represents the 
suggested timeline to teach the components of reading in kindergarten through grade 3—
the developmental sequence of the reading process (adapted from Foorman et al., 2016.) 
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Figure 2. Developmental sequence of the reading process 

 
 

Leader considerations 

The type of foundational reading skills instruction you see in grades kindergarten through grade 3 
classrooms should look much like figure 2. You may wish to use a tool like the REL Southeast School 
Leader’s Literacy Walkthrough to determine in which classrooms and how often this instruction is 
taking place. There are few opportunities that we have in education that are as important as ensuring 
that our students find success in foundational reading skills. Almost all of the rest of student education 
relies on the mastery of these skills, and success later in life is often also related to these abilities. 
Therefore, it is important that, as a school leader, you place your best foundational reading skills 
teachers in grades K–3. In addition, it is critical to support the development of these teachers and 
provide them with the tools they need to do their job well, so they can continue to grow their 
knowledge and skills. How do you ensure that your most effective teachers are in place to provide this 
instruction, and what support do you have available to offer them? 

  

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/southeast/Publication/108086
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/Products/Region/southeast/Publication/108086
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Administering reading assessments 
Recommendation 1 from the Assisting Students Struggling with Reading: Response to 
Intervention (RtI) and Multi-Tier Intervention in Primary Grades practice guide is to screen all 
students for potential reading problems at the beginning of the year and again in the middle of 
the year and to regularly monitor the progress of students at risk for developing reading 
disabilities (Gersten et al., 2008).4

4 If your school does not have required assessments, the National Center on Intensive Intervention (NCII) 
includes information on how to select reliable and valid assessments and efficient ways in which to 
administer them. 

 Some schools have assessment teams who administer the 
assessments, and other schools have the teachers administer the assessments. It is important 
to consider how to make the process as efficient as possible. 

The practice guide panel recommends that a building-level team focus on the logistics of 
creating a school-wide plan for administering screening and progress monitoring assessments. 
Those logistics include who administers the assessments, locations of the assessments, 
accommodations for students who need them, schedules, make-up testing, and guidelines to 
determine which students require intervention and when students have demonstrated a 
successful response to tier 2 or tier 3 intervention. 

Leader considerations 

Consider how your school efficiently administers reading assessments and how this is done with 
fidelity. Who is, or might be, on your building-level assessment team? Consider the use of 
paraeducators who are trained to administer assessments with fidelity. To ensure that teachers are 
administering assessments with fidelity, consider your response to the statement on the Self-
Reflection Checklist: M1.E: Teachers receive professional development on how to efficiently and 
reliably administer reading assessments. 

Assessing components of reading 
Based on the developmental sequence of the reading process, the practice guide recommends 
specific components of reading appropriate to assess at each grade level: 

● For kindergarten students, screening measures should assess letter-naming, letter-
sound knowledge, and phonemic awareness (Jenkins and O’Connor, 2002; McCardle,
Scarborough, and Catts, 2001; Scarborough, 1998a; Torgesen, 2002).

● For grade 1 students, screening measures should assess phonemic awareness,
decoding, word identification, and oral reading (Foorman et al., 1998).

● For grades 2 and 3 students, screening measures should assess word identification, oral
reading fluency, and comprehension (Gersten et al., 2008).

Most schools have some sort of schoolwide assessment system and may provide various 
support in terms of providing testers, help with data entry, or technology use. Additionally, some 
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screeners may take more time to administer than the traditional screeners like 
DIBELS/AIMSweb. Finally, some schools may use adaptive screening measures. Examples of 
common adaptive assessments include measures like Istation, i-Ready, and STAR. These 
types of adaptive, comprehensive literacy screening tools provide comprehensive portraits of 
student reading ability and skills. 

Leader considerations 

Consider which reading assessments are in place at your school for each stage of the developmental 
sequence of the reading process. How are these assessments selected? Do you notice any gaps in 
your assessments (i.e., there are no assessments available for teachers for a particular stage in the 
sequence)? Are there any assessments that are redundant (more than one assessment provides the 
same information and, therefore, one could be eliminated)? 

Initial interpretation of data to determine 
placement of students in risk categories 
Understanding reading development in combination with the types of reading assessments to 
support planning for differentiated instruction lays the groundwork for initial interpretation of 
student data. The initial interpretation of data allows the determination of student risk categories. 

A benchmark is a score developed for a reading assessment that notes the minimum level a 
student should meet on that area of the assessment for grade-level expectations by the end of 
the school year. A cut score is used to determine which students may be at risk of not meeting 
the benchmark, therefore, they may need additional support. For the activities in this Toolkit, 
there are three risk categories: at risk, some risk, and minimal/negligible risk.  

To determine whether a student is “at risk,” at “some risk,” or at “minimal/negligible risk,” 
consider how reading develops and each student’s strengths and weaknesses based on data 
collected from reading assessments to answer questions such as: 

● Does the student have difficulty only with decoding, only with comprehension, or with a
combination of both?

● If the student has difficulty reading fluently, is it related to decoding, language
comprehension, or both?

Figure 3 summarizes a 4-step process to determine student risk for meeting end-of-year 
benchmarks. 
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Figure 3. 4-Step process to determine student risk for meeting end-of-year benchmarks 

Leader considerations 

The content and activities included in Module 1 are applicable to any school. Even if your school uses 
assessment software or a reading program with technology components, it is important for your 
teachers to understand how reading develops, the basis of data analysis and interpretation, and how 
to differentiate instruction after considering all the information available to you. Sometimes, student 
scores do not match student ability due to issues like student testing anxiety, lack of motivation, or 
inattentiveness to the assessment. How can you help support your teachers in ensuring that student 
risk for meeting end-of-year benchmarks is understood and determined? What other data can be 
reviewed to support student grouping and differentiated instruction? 
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SUPPORTING IMPLEMENTATION AND
SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES FOR MODULE 2:
DETERMINE DATA-DRIVEN DECISION RULES

AND PLAN FOR TEACHER-LED SMALL GROUP
INSTRUCTION 

(CONSIDERATIONS, GUIDING QUESTIONS, AND TOOLS ALIGNED TO THE OBJECTIVES OF THE MODULE) 

The content of Modules 1 and 2 is closely aligned with Recommendation 2 from the practice 
guide: Provide differentiated reading instruction for all students based on assessments of 
students’ current reading levels (tier 1). Teachers must be able to interpret student data on 
reading efficiently and reliably, develop data-driven rules for providing differentiated instruction, 
and implement differentiated instruction based on students’ assessed skills. It is important for 
leaders and facilitators to support teachers as they build a clear understanding of the 
underpinning concepts of differentiated instruction presented in Modules 1 and 2. This will help 
ensure successful implementation of the entire Toolkit. 

For participants, the Build Knowledge step of Module 2 includes self-study reading, videos, and 
a video-viewing guide that address determining data-driven decision rules and planning for 
teacher-led small group instruction to support differentiated tier 1 instruction. This section is 
designed to orient leaders like you to the Build Knowledge content. It contains a brief version of 
the participants’ self-study reading along with considerations, guiding questions, and links to 
tools and resources to help you support implementation and sustainability. 

Your participants will be provided background knowledge on how to achieve the objectives for 
this module, which are outlined in figure 4. This figure also serves as an advanced organizer for 
the self-study reading. 
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Figure 4. Process for forming small groups and planning for teacher-led instruction 

Important considerations when forming small groups 
There is not ONE right answer as to how small groups should be formed, nor is there 
ONE correct number of groups per class. As a leader, you may suggest that 3-5 groups may 
be most manageable. In addition, teachers may find that they need to be flexible and rearrange 
student placements within groups once they are formed and instruction is implemented. 
However, there are important considerations when taking this deeper dive into the data to form 
small groups for teacher-led instruction that may help ensure that students receive the 
instruction they need (Kosanovich et al., 2007). Figure 5 notes important considerations when 
forming small groups for teacher-led differentiated instruction.  
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Figure 5. Considerations when forming small groups 

• Form small groups of students based on similar instructional needs.

• Keep group sizes small (5-7 as a maximum), so students are provided ample
opportunities to practice skills with scaffolding and immediate feedback from you.

• Reduce the group size to 3–5 for students in need of intensive support to provide more
opportunities for student practice (Gersten et al., 2008). The higher the instructional
need, the smaller the group size should be.

• Be aware that students may have diverse needs, even within a small group.

• Consider attitudes, behaviors, and work ethics of each student (Rodriguez &
Anderson, 2014), but keep expectations high.

• Consider available resources (for example, instructional materials, time allowed in your
schedule, number of students in your class).

Leader considerations 

What benefits or challenges do you see in forming small groups at your school based on these 
considerations? How could you take advantage of the benefits or overcome the challenges? 

Form small groups for teacher-led instruction 
The goal of small group teacher-led instruction is to build on students’ strengths and efficiently 
address instructional needs that are specific to the group. Based on data provided by 
assessments, homogeneous, needs-based small groups can be formed, and lessons can be 
selected (or created) to match each group’s instructional needs. Using data to form small 
groups for teacher-led instruction according to students’ strengths and needs supports 
differentiated instruction (Ankrum & Bean, 2008; Coyne et al., 2001; Connor, 2014; Puzio et al., 
2020). 

Use data-driven decision rules to form small groups for 
teacher-led instruction 
Some schools use assessment software that places students in groups. However, it may be that 
the assessment software does not provide information that is specific enough for your teachers 
to make instructional decisions that will most efficiently support each student. If this is the case 
for your school, teachers are encouraged to use other data sources, such as how students 
perform during classroom activities and on daily or weekly tests in the curriculum, or curriculum-
based measures, to ensure students are properly placed. As noted in the Using Student 
Achievement Data to Support Instructional Decision Making practice guide (Hamilton et al., 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/dddm_pg_092909.pdf#page=16
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/dddm_pg_092909.pdf#page=16
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2009), teachers should examine evidence from multiple data sources to gain deeper insight into 
students’ learning needs.  

So, while the reports and instructional suggestions provided by reading assessment software 
and programs may be convenient, it is important for teachers to use multiple data sources and 
professional expertise to make final judgments regarding grouping of students and the 
instruction students need to improve their reading skills and abilities. This is especially important 
when considering students who may not be progressing as anticipated in a specific group, or 
when data is conflicting so appropriate group placement is not entirely clear. 

In Module 1, participants used benchmark or cut scores to conduct an initial interpretation of 
data and placed students in one of three risk categories: at risk, some risk, and 
minimal/negligible risk. Since students within each of these three risk categories may need 
different levels of support, the next step that participants will take in this module is to further 
analyze those same data to create small groups for teacher-led differentiated instruction 
(Connor, 2014).  

To demonstrate one way to form small groups based on data, below are some questions 
participants are asked to consider.  

1. Analyze the data in the at risk support category. Does the number of students in the
intensive support category (red) exceed the number of students who should be placed in
a small group for teacher-led instruction? If so, how many groups will be formed for
teacher-led instruction from this category? Which students’ data look similar, so that they
can be placed in the same group? Based on the number of students you placed in each
group, are there any changes to make?

2. Analyze the data in the some risk category (yellow). Which students in this category
need support in Phonological Awareness (PA) or Phonics (P)? Why do these students
need this support?

3. Analyze the data in the minimal/negligible risk category (green). Which students in
this category need support in PA or P? Why do these students need this support?

Leader considerations 

Consider how teachers analyze reading assessment data to place students in small groups at your 
school. Are there available supports at your school, or supports that you might make available, to help 
with this process? Here’s a link to a video on Using Data to Differentiated Instruction from Doing What 
Works that may also provide helpful insight. 
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Determine the instructional focus for each small 
group 
Planning for each small group is a “huge undertaking that requires the teacher to possess a 
deep knowledge of the reading process and student learning” (Ankrum & Bean, 2008, p. 143). A 
core reading program may be a great tool, but the program alone may not suffice for small 
group instruction because there may be too few examples, too little practice, or the examples 
may not be explicit enough. Other considerations include your grade-level’s state standards, 
your reading curriculum/program, the content being taught in other instructional formats (for 
example, whole group), and of course screening/progress monitoring data, and teacher 
knowledge of the students. Additionally, simply implementing the same lesson for each 
small group defies the purpose of differentiated instruction and is not an efficient use of 
instructional time. The only caveat to this is when two groups are at risk, show similar 
instructional need, and therefore, implementing the same lesson with these two different groups 
is appropriate. As noted before, the smaller group size provides more opportunities for students 
to practice with immediate feedback from the teacher. 

Here are questions provided for participants to consider when identifying the instructional focus 
for each group:  

● Which components of reading are areas of weakness for this group of students?

● Which critical skills should be developed at this point in the year?

● What skills have typically been taught at this point in the school year?

● How have students responded to instruction and any intervention they have received?

● Which specific skills will be emphasized in each group?

Some teachers create decision trees to support decisions about the instructional focus for small 
groups. Figure 6 is a sample of an adaptation of a teacher-created decision tree for grade 2 
(Mrs. Wolff, 2022). To create the decision tree, the teacher considered scores from the DIBELS 
assessment she administered, other data such as classroom performance, and the type of 
instruction that would need to be provided based on the strengths and weaknesses evidenced 
by the data. The scores used for the decision tree reflect the lowest level of minimal risk on the 
DIBELS screening assessment. Students scoring below these levels have some risk or are at 
risk and need strategic or intensive support according to DIBELS benchmark goals. The focus 
of instruction should be different than that for students whose scores are higher, indicating they 
are not at risk of meeting the end-of-year benchmark. 

https://dibels.uoregon.edu/sites/dibels1.uoregon.edu/files/2021-06/DIBELS8thEditionGoals.pdf
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Figure 6. Sample decision tree to determine instructional focus in grade 2 

Sample Decision Tree to Determine Instructional Focus in Grade 2 
Decisions are based on Grade 2 DIBELS screening assessment at the beginning of the 

school year. 

*Maze assessments are standardized, group-administered measures of reading comprehension.
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Leader considerations 

How do teachers at your school determine the instructional focus and select the lessons for each of 
their small groups? Have any of your teachers created decision trees like the example in figure 6? 
Here’s a link to a video on Tier 1 Differentiation from Doing What Works in which Dr. Carol McDonald 
Connor talks about differentiated instruction methods at tier 1. She explains how teachers can group 
students according to learning needs during regular instruction and what school administrators can do 
to support teachers’ use of differentiated instruction in the classroom setting. She also addresses the 
important issue of small group management. 

Plan lessons for small groups 
The next step is to plan the content, time, and level of scaffolding (support provided to students 
by teachers, materials, and tasks (Coyne et al., 2001) for each teacher-led small group based 
on student data (Ankrum & Bean, 2008; Coyne et al., 2001; Connor, 2014; Puzio et al., 2020). 
Planning the content, time, and level of scaffolding is aligned to the Using Student Achievement 
Data to Support Instructional Decision Making practice guide (Hamilton et al., 2009). 
Recommendation 1 is to make data part of an ongoing cycle of instructional improvement. 
Collecting progress monitoring data and using that data to drive instruction is important to that 
process. In addition, How-To Step 3 is to modify instruction to increase student learning. 
Components of lesson plans that can be modified to match each group’s instructional needs 
include:  

● Instructional content

● Meeting time and frequency

● Level of scaffolding

● Progress monitoring

Instructional content 
When planning lessons for small groups, consider materials teachers currently use and have 
access to at your school. For example, teachers can develop appropriate lessons using 
materials from the core reading program, a supplemental reading program, or an intervention 
program that will effectively address the identified instructional focus for each group. Teachers 
may use your core reading program’s scope and sequence and the students’ assessment data 
as guidance. Frequently a core reading program has supplementary materials to consider as 
well. Ensure that the content taught in small group differentiated instruction aligns with the 
instructional materials used in tier 1 whole group instruction. When a different approach is used 
in small group instruction than that used in whole group, it can lead to confusion for students. 

If your school does not have a core reading program or teachers find that they need to search 
beyond your school’s core reading program to meet the instructional needs of your students, 
they will need to identify other lesson plans and materials to implement during small group 
differentiated instruction. For example, the Student Center Activities from the Florida Center for 

https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/resources/359
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/dddm_pg_092909.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/dddm_pg_092909.pdf
https://fcrr.org/student-center-activities
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Reading Research (FCRR) can be used as teacher-directed lessons. The suggestions for 
extensions and adaptations listed on each Student Center Activity describe how to use the 
same activity in different ways to further support differentiated instruction. The Student Center 
Activities are organized by grade-level bands (Preschool, K–1, 2–3, and 4–5) and reading 
components (phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension). 
Additionally, Instructional Routines appropriate for teaching foundational reading skills in small 
groups are found on the Essentials for Reading Success page on FCRR’s website. It may also 
be helpful to consider using the REL Southeast Rubric for Evaluating Reading/Language Arts 
Instructional Materials for Kindergarten to Grade 5 when reviewing reading instructional 
materials for use. 

Meeting time and frequency 
Meeting time and frequency refers to the amount of time spent with each small group and how 
many days each week teachers meet with that small group. Meeting time and frequency will 
vary across groups. For example, groups with a higher instructional need may meet for longer 
periods of time and/or for more days during the week than other groups. The key is to be 
flexible–the amount of time and number of days per week changes based on data and teacher 
observation. For example, if 15 minutes is too long for a group of younger students to meet, 
then adjust the time to 10 minutes. 

Level of scaffolding 
A scaffold provided by the teacher helps students demonstrate a skill or concept that they could 
not have otherwise done on their own (Coyne et al., 2001). It is important that the level and 
duration of scaffolding match the instructional needs of the student. This could include 
accommodations in tier 1 instruction for students with disabilities. Scaffolding is gradually 
withdrawn as students progress in their understanding and knowledge and begin to apply 
reading skills independently. The level of scaffolding will vary across the small groups. The 
greater the instructional need, the more opportunities those students need to practice skills with 
scaffolding. Students who are above grade level may spend more time independently practicing 
and applying newly taught skills (Ankrum & Bean, 2008).  

Progress monitoring 
It is important to progress monitor and analyze data, so groups are fluid based on the changing 
data (Gersten et al., 2008). In fact, this is How-To Step 2 from Recommendation 1 of the focus 
practice guide. Recommendation 1 is to screen all students for potential reading problems at the 
beginning of the year and again in the middle of the year and to regularly monitor the progress 
of students at risk for developing reading disabilities. 

When small groups are fluid, or flexible, it means that membership within each group will 
change based on progress monitoring data (Gersten, et al., 2008). Flexible grouping allows 
students to receive the appropriate amount of support at the appropriate time (Connor, 2014). 
Being flexible means that students can move from group to group at any point, given sufficient 
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evidence supporting a change, based on instructional needs. Teachers should review group 
placements every 8-10 weeks at a minimum. 

Leader considerations 

How do teachers at your school plan for each of their small groups? As a leader, you can help ensure 
that teachers are providing differentiated instruction to each of these small groups instead of just 
‘rotating’ students and providing the same lesson to each group by spot checking to ensure that 
teachers are differentiating instruction by groups. Are there other ways that you, as a leader, can 
support teachers planning for small groups regarding instructional content, meeting frequency, 
scaffolding, or progress monitoring? How can you help ensure that groups are flexible so that students 
move in and out of groups based on data? Here's a link to an Explicit Instruction Lesson Plan 
Template from Doing What Works that may be helpful to review and consider as you support teachers 
planning for small group differentiated instruction.  

Scheduling 
The next part of the self-study reading for participants in this module includes four small group 
example lessons intended to be implemented during the 90-minute reading block that is 
dedicated to tier 1 instruction. A 90-minute reading block is typical for kindergarten through 
grade 3; however, your school schedule may differ in the amount of time designated for tier 1 
reading instruction.  

Table 7 shows a sample 90-minute reading block at-a-glance schedule for a kindergarten class. 
Note that time for tier 2 and tier 3 intervention is not included in the schedule. If progress 
monitoring data indicates a need for additional intensified intervention, it would be provided at 
another time during the school day. 

  

https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/resources/313
https://dwwlibrary.wested.org/resources/313
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Table 7. Sample kindergarten 90-minute reading block at-a-glance schedule 
90-minute reading block at-a-glance schedule
Time Format Instructional focus Instructional materials 

8:30–9:10 Whole-group Phonological Awareness 

Phonics 

Oral Language 

Vocabulary 

Listening Comprehension 
(Read Alouds) 

Writing 

Core Reading Program 

9:10–9:25 Small Group #1 Phonological Awareness 

Phonics 

Syllable Say 

Phonics Instructional Routine: Letter-
Sound Correspondence 

9:25–9:40 Small Group #2 Phonological Awareness 

Phonics 

Treasure Chest 

Phonics Instructional Routine: 
Segmenting Sounds in Short Words 

9:40–9:50 Small Group #3 Phonological Awareness 

Phonics 

Picture Slide 

Phonics Instructional Routine: 
Segmenting Sounds in Short Words 

9:50–10:00 Small Group #4 Phonological Awareness 

Phonics 

Phoneme Split and Say 

Make-A-Word 

Activities for student centers  
(All activities have been explicitly taught to the students before being placed at student centers.) 

Center #1: Phonological awareness 
Pack-A-Backpack — Students will identify initial phonemes in words using pictures. 

Center #2: Phonics 
Brown Bag It — Students sort pictures by initial sounds. 

Center #3: Listening comprehension 
Students follow along in a book while listening to a recorded read aloud using headphones. 
After listening to the story, they tell a partner what happened at the beginning, the middle, and the end 
of the story. 
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https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/projects/essentials-for-reading-success/instructional-routines/Phonics-K-Letter-Sound-Correspondence.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/projects/essentials-for-reading-success/instructional-routines/Phonics-K-Letter-Sound-Correspondence.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/PDFs/student_center_activities/k1_phonological_awareness/k1_phoneme_segmenting_and_blending/k1_pa047_treasure_chest.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/projects/essentials-for-reading-success/instructional-routines/Phonics-K-Segmenting-Sounds-in-Short-Words.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/projects/essentials-for-reading-success/instructional-routines/Phonics-K-Segmenting-Sounds-in-Short-Words.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/PDFs/student_center_activities/k1_phonological_awareness/k1_phoneme_segmenting_and_blending/k1_pa048_picture_slide.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/projects/essentials-for-reading-success/instructional-routines/Phonics-K-Segmenting-Sounds-in-Short-Words.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/projects/essentials-for-reading-success/instructional-routines/Phonics-K-Segmenting-Sounds-in-Short-Words.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/PDFs/student_center_activities/23_phoneme_segmenting_and_blending/23_pa017_phoneme_split_and_say.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/PDFs/student_center_activities/k1_phonics/k1_encoding_and_decoding/k1_p039_make_a_word.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/PDFs/student_center_activities/k1_phonological_awareness/k1_phoneme_matching/k1_pa028_pack_a_backpack.pdf
https://fcrr.org/sites/g/files/upcbnu2836/files/media/PDFs/student_center_activities/k1_phonics/k1_letter_sound_correspondence/k1_p012_brown_bag_it.pdf
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Leader considerations 

How long is the reading block at your school? How can you help ensure that this time is protected and 
uninterrupted? Scheduling is an important part of tier 1 instruction with many factors coming into play 
such as special areas and time for intervention. Often, school leaders determine school-wide 
schedules and from there teachers plan their daily schedule. Here, we provide one example for a 
kindergarten class that illustrates how all the content of Modules 1 and 2 of this Toolkit is put together. 
Table 8 shows a sample kindergarten daily schedule that is in the participants’ materials. Notice that 
tiers 2 and 3 are separate from tier 1. The REL Southeast infographic Considerations for Scheduling 
Early Literacy Interventions may also be helpful to consider. 

Table 8. Sample kindergarten daily schedule 
Time Activity 
8:30–10:00 Reading/Language Arts (tier 1) including differentiated small group instruction 
10:00–10:30 Reading/Language Arts Intervention (tiers 2 and 3) 

Reading/Language Arts Enrichment for students not receiving tier 2 or 3 
intervention 

10:30–10:50 Recess/Snack 
10:50–11:20 Health and Social Studies 
11:20–12:20 Math 
12:20–12:50 Lunch 
12:50–1:50 Special Area 
1:50–2:10 Math Intervention 
2:10–2:40 Science 

Leader considerations 

Are there considerations that you can make when creating the schedule for your school that will best 
ensure student reading success based on what you’ve learned from Modules 1 and 2? 

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/infographics/pdf/REL_SE_Considerations_for_Scheduling_Early_Literacy_Interventions.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/rel/infographics/pdf/REL_SE_Considerations_for_Scheduling_Early_Literacy_Interventions.pdf
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SUPPORTING IMPLEMENTATION AND
SUSTAINABILITY PRACTICES FOR MODULE 3:

PLAN AND IMPLEMENT SMALL GROUP
DIFFERENTIATED INSTRUCTION AND MANAGE

THE CLASSROOM 
(CONSIDERATIONS, GUIDING QUESTIONS, AND TOOLS THAT ARE ALIGNED TO THE OBJECTIVES 

OF THE MODULE) 

For participants, the Build Knowledge step of Module 3 includes self-study reading, videos, and 
a video-viewing guide that address planning and implementing small group differentiated 
instruction while managing the classroom to support differentiated tier 1 instruction. This section 
is designed to orient leaders like you to the Build Knowledge content. It contains a brief version 
of the participants’ self-study reading along with considerations, guiding questions, and links to 
tools and resources to help you support implementation and sustainability. 

Participants will build their knowledge in order to achieve the objectives for this module, which 
are outlined in figure 7. 

Figure 7. Three objectives for Module 3 
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Explicit instruction in teacher-led small groups 
Explicit instruction is a “structured, systematic, and effective methodology for teaching academic 
skills. It is called explicit because it is an unambiguous and direct approach to teaching that 
includes both instructional design and delivery procedures” (Archer & Hughes, 2010, p. 1). 
Explicit instruction is the step-by-step process for teaching a skill or concept with the goal of 
teaching the content to mastery. Explicit instruction supports reading achievement for all 
students and is critical when teaching students to read (Gersten et al., 2009; NRP, 2000; Rupley 
et al., 2009; Snow et al., 1998). Importantly, explicit instruction can be used to effectively teach 
students from a range of backgrounds and skill levels (Archer & Hughes, 2010; Coyne et al., 
2016; Fletcher et al., 2019). Research shows dramatic reductions in the incidence of reading 
failure when explicit instruction in the components of reading is provided by the classroom 
teacher (Foorman & Torgesen, 2001). In fact, the focus practice guide includes studies that 
found a positive effect on at least one component of reading (for example, phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency) when explicit instruction in small groups was implemented 
(Gersten et al., 2009). 

When a skill or concept is explicitly taught, the actions of the teacher are clear, specific, 
engaging, and related to the learning objective. Explicit instruction is highly interactive and 
provides opportunities for students to practice the new skill or concept as well as previously 
taught skills and concepts, which is referred to as cumulative review (Fletcher et al., 2019). 

Instructional routine for explicit instruction 
Using a consistent instructional routine when implementing explicit instruction can make 
learning a new skill easier for students. Instructional routines are tasks enacted in classrooms 
that structure the relationship between the teacher and the students around content in ways that 
consistently maintain high expectations of student learning (Kazemi, Franke, & Lampert, 2009). 
Instructional routines are designed to provide predictability that decreases your planning time 
and increases students’ participation. 

Explicit instruction can follow an instructional routine referred to as I Do, We Do, You Do 
(Pearson & Gallagher, 1983). This instructional routine can be used to explicitly teach skills or 
concepts by gradually shifting responsibility from the teacher to the student. 

Table 9 describes this instructional routine for explicit instruction. 
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Table 9. Instructional routine for explicit instruction 
Step Description 
I Do • Set a purpose for learning by explaining the skill or concept using clear and direct

language.
• Include clear visual and/or auditory examples (and non-examples when needed) to

illustrate specific application of content, concept, or skill. For instance, in vocabulary,
an example of “tactful” feedback may be, “I’m not sure that someone would be able to
understand what you said here,” while a non-example might be, “Your writing is
terrible.”

• Model the skill or concept. Modeling is a teaching strategy that effective teachers use
to help students see how to apply reading skills and concepts (Rupley et al., 2009).

We Do • Provide guided and supported practice through multiple opportunities for students to
practice the skill, concept, or strategy.

• Support students’ application of the skill or concept by using prompts, asking clarifying
questions, and providing timely, specific feedback.

You Do • Engage students in independent activities using newly learned skills or strategies for
short periods of time so that they can demonstrate that they have learned the skill or
concept while you continue to scaffold instruction as needed.

• Include cumulative review, which provides students opportunities to practice what you
have previously taught them while incorporating the new skill or concept just learned.

• Note that You Do (Step 3) also occurs when the students are not working directly with
you, at student centers for example, so that they have opportunities to practice what
they have learned.

Central to explicit instruction is the active communication and interaction between teacher and 
students. This includes explaining, modeling, and providing guided and supported practice with 
frequent student responses. 

Leader considerations 

What examples and nonexamples of explicit instruction do you see at your school based on these 
recommendations? How could you take advantage of the examples you see and help support those 
who may be implementing nonexamples? 
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Establish learning expectations for student-led 
small groups 
It is important to establish learning expectations for students in small groups. This means that 
teachers set high expectations for student learning even when students are working 
independently or in student-led small groups. When developing lessons for activities, teachers 
can ensure that rigorous opportunities for student practice are provided so that learning 
expectations are achieved. In addition, teachers provide students with clear direction on how to 
check their work during independent activities to monitor their own learning and understanding 
for success (Foorman et al., 2016). 

Purposeful learning activities at student-led reading centers 
During explicit instruction, students are engaged in purposeful learning activities with the 
teacher. At the same time, students working independently of the teacher, at student-led centers 
for example, are engaged in instructional activities that support the targeted reading skills they 
are learning, such as decoding, phonemic awareness, and vocabulary. They also need to 
practice reading skills and be engaged in activities where they discern the meaning of what they 
have just read. Teachers can ensure that all students are appropriately engaged throughout the 
reading block by identifying and preparing activities based on instructional need (Connor et al., 
2009).  

Selecting activities for student-led centers 

In Module 2 of this Toolkit, your teachers used assessment data to determine the instructional 
focus and developed lessons to implement at the teacher-led center for each small group. Using 
those same data, your teachers can plan purposeful learning activities for student-led centers. 
Oftentimes, they can use the same activity at a student-led center and differentiate it for each 
small group. 

Examples for such activities may be found in the Student Center Activities from the Florida 
Center for Reading Research (FCRR). The suggestions for extensions and adaptations listed on 
each Student Center Activity describe how to use the same activity in different ways to further 
support differentiated instruction. 

Planning and evaluating purposeful learning activities at student-led reading centers 

Like everything else that takes place during small group time, planning and evaluating what 
occurs while students work independently from the teacher takes intentional preparation. Table 
10 is a list of questions (adapted from Rupley et al., 2009) for teachers to ask themselves to 
ensure they are providing purposeful learning activities at student-led reading centers. These 
questions are organized in two categories for consideration for planning (before) and evaluating 
(after) implementation. 

  

https://fcrr.org/student-center-activities
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Table 10. Questions to ensure purposeful learning activities at student-led reading 
centers (before and after) 
When Questions to ask 
Planning 
(before) 

• Is the planned activity related to the students’ needs based on assessment results?
• Have I explicitly taught the activity’s target skill or concept?
• Are the materials to complete the activity at the appropriate level and interesting for

the students?
• Have I explicitly taught how to engage in and complete the activity?
• Are the activity’s directions and examples clear to the students?
• Is the amount of practice included in the activity appropriate for the allotted time and

the attention span of students?
• Have I determined criteria for successful completion of the activity and

communicated it to students?
• How will I monitor students’ progress?

Evaluating 
(after) 

• What are the students’ patterns of correct and incorrect responses?
• Did the activity accomplish its goal?
• How will the results of this completed activity modify the next activity?

Leader considerations 

As a leader, how can you use the questions in table 10 to support teachers as they plan and evaluate 
purposeful learning activities at student-led reading centers? What evidence do you see that reflects 
teachers are adequately planning and evaluating the purposeful learning activities at student-led 
reading centers? Brief observations may be one helpful way to do this. The end of the reading block 
may be a good time for these observations. 
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Manage small groups 
A critical aspect of differentiating instruction requires teachers to manage the classroom to 
ensure that teacher-led small group instruction is uninterrupted and that the students working 
independently of the teacher are academically engaged in purposeful learning activities that 
support the explicit instruction they have received (Coyne et al., 2016; Gage et al., 2015). 

Classroom management system 
Broadly defined, classroom management is any action a teacher takes to create an environment 
that supports and facilitates academic, social, and emotional learning (Evertson & Weinstein, 
2006; Oliver et al., 2011). Challenges with classroom management can create barriers to 
efficiently implementing differentiated reading instruction in small groups (Ankrum & Bean, 
2008; Moody et al., 1997; Moffett & Morrison, 2020; Schumn et al., 2000). A well-managed 
classroom can promote student engagement (Epstein et al., 2008) and academic learning 
(Moffett & Morrison, 2020; Pressley et al., 2001). A strong classroom management system 
requires interactions with students that guide positive behaviors and create classroom 
environments that help all students learn (Everston et al., 1983). 

There is not one classroom management system that fits all classrooms, so your teachers need 
to develop one that works for them and their students. Just like providing effective instruction, 
creating and implementing an effective classroom management system requires: 

● planning to anticipate and proactively reduce challenging behaviors; 

● establishing positive relationships with students so that positive behaviors emerge; and 

● communicating expectations and routines of the classroom management system actively 
and frequently. 

In addition, any classroom management system that aims to support purposeful learning 
activities in small groups includes evidence-based practices for: 

● creating positive learning environments; 

● center management; and 

● classroom organization. 

Creating positive learning environment  

When creating positive learning environments, teachers use: 

● techniques to prevent challenging behaviors within the classroom environment (Ialongo 
et al., 2001; Kern et al., 1994, 2001, 2002; Davis et al., 2004; Kern & Clemens, 2007); 
and 

● instruction that is explicit and differentiated to increase student engagement and 
decrease challenging behaviors (DuPaul et al., 1998; Heller & Fantuzzo, 1993; Nelson, 
et al., 1996). 
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When developing a classroom management system, teachers create expectations, rules, 
routines, positive reinforcements, and consequences (Greenberg et al., 2014; PBIS, 2022; 
Simonsen et al., 2015). 

Center management system 

In addition to creating a positive learning environment, it is also important for teachers to design 
a center management system that is specific to small group time. A center management system 
uses consistent practices to protect instructional time while students are working at centers. 
A center management system assists teachers and students in coordinating the: 

● center time schedule

● student group formation

● center location/areas

● systematic movement of student groups

Table 11 includes questions that teachers can ask themselves when the center-management 
system is not working during implementation. This will be obvious if, for example, students 
working independently of the teacher are off-task or the teacher is continuously interrupted at 
the teacher-led center. Answering these questions may help teachers determine how to modify 
their center management system. 

Table 11. Questions to ensure purposeful learning activities at student-led reading 
centers (during) 
When Questions to ask 

Implementation 
(during) 

• Are there additional center management practices that I could implement to
keep students on-task?

• Are the skills too easy and students need to move on?
• Are the skills too difficult to do independently?
• Did I introduce too many centers at one time?
• Are there activities at some of the centers that don’t seem interesting to the

students?
• Do I need to consider reorganizing some of the members in groups?

Leader considerations 

As a leader, how can you use the questions in table 11 to help teachers ensure that students are 
engaged in purposeful learning activities during student-led reading centers? How do you support 
teachers who may need to modify their classroom management system so that all students are 
engaged in purposeful learning activities whether they are with the teacher, working independently, or 
in a student-led small group? 
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Classroom organization 

The third aspect of a classroom management system is classroom organization, which refers to 
both how the classroom is physically arranged and how the classroom materials are organized. 

The goal of classroom organization is to design a safe classroom environment to promote 
positive social, emotional, and behavioral interactions as well as support academic growth 
(PBIS, 2022). Organized classrooms can protect instructional time which maximizes student 
academic learning. An organized classroom enables students to easily locate materials, focus 
on academic tasks, and use center time productively (Simonsen et al., 2015). 

The physical arrangement of the classroom promotes a smooth traffic flow, avoids unsupervised 
areas, considers unique student needs and ensures accessibility, and supports different 
grouping formats such as (Epstein et al., 2008; PBIS, 2022; Pressley, 2001; Simonsen et al., 
2015) 

● Whole group – an area that may contain a rug that supports the whole class comfortably. 

● Teacher-led center – an area that includes a small table for the teacher and a small 
group of students to sit comfortably. The table has adequate workspace for the teacher 
and students. The table is positioned where the teacher can view the entire classroom 
while at the teacher-led center. 

● Student centers – areas where students can work in small groups, pairs, or 
independently (depending on the learning goals). These areas may be on the floor, a 
small table, or at student desks that are arranged to accommodate small group work. 
Separate desks or identified areas in the room such as beanbags in the classroom 
library can be available for independent work. 

Leader considerations 

As a leader, how can you help ensure that teachers have the necessary resources to create well-
organized classrooms (for example, classroom management plans and strategies to create a positive 
learning environment)? When you see classrooms that are not well-organized, how do you support 
teachers as they work to improve organization? How can you support teachers in creating different 
grouping formats (for example, whole group, teacher-led center, and student centers)? 

Now that you have completed reading through this Leader Guide to supporting implementation 
and sustaining differentiated reading instruction, it may be helpful to visit classrooms and 
complete literacy walkthroughs, like the REL Southeast School Leaders Literacy Walkthrough 
for Grades K–3, to help ensure that teachers in K–3 classrooms in your school are able to 
successfully differentiate instruction. This tool has pre- and post-walkthrough meeting guides to 
help you and your teachers prepare for and debrief walkthrough visits. The checklists for each 
grade are aligned with the types of reading instruction covered in Module 1 with places for you 
to take notes regarding teacher instruction, student learning, and instructional materials in use. 
In line with this module, there is a place for you to take notes regarding the classroom 
environment in areas such as classroom arrangement (organization), classroom management, 
and any elements that you feel would make the classroom a literacy rich environment.  

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southeast/inc/docs/School_Leaders_Literacy_Walkthrough_Kindergarten_First_Second_and_Third_Grades.pdf
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/edlabs/regions/southeast/inc/docs/School_Leaders_Literacy_Walkthrough_Kindergarten_First_Second_and_Third_Grades.pdf
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Conclusion 
As teachers have engaged in the content of this Toolkit, they have built their knowledge and 
skills so that they are better able to use data to help them provide students with the instruction 
they need; however, providing differentiated instruction is hard work! As a leader, you are critical 
to ensuring that the practices teachers have begun to implement while using this Toolkit 
become a part of their everyday way of work. Teachers may need resources in the form of 
curriculum and supplies, they may require time to plan together, or perhaps they could use a 
paraprofessional or volunteer that can assist with managing small groups. One thing is for sure, 
your teachers will undoubtedly covet your encouragement and support. You will need to be their 
cheerleader as they continue to plan and implement instruction that is differentiated for all of the 
students in their classes. 

Every student deserves strong instruction that builds on their strengths and meets their 
instructional needs. Together, you and your teachers can ensure that students receive the 
instruction they need and set them on the path to becoming proficient and life-long readers. 
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APPENDIX 
Appendix A. Strategic adaptation points 

Table A1. Strategic adaptations 
Strategic adaptations: Module 1, Step 1 

Callout box text Section  Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If you need to build or confirm your understanding 
of… 

• how reading develops and/or 
• core components of effective reading 

instruction and/or 
• how screening and progress monitoring 

assessments are used to plan for 
differentiated instruction and/or 

• how assessment data are used to create 
risk categories  

Then… 
• continue with the introduction and self-

study reading below. 

If you have a clear understanding of these 
concepts and ideas, then consider advancing 
to Activity 1: Video-Viewing Guide. 

Self-Study 
Reading 

You have the option of engaging 
with the entire content of the self-
study reading or advancing to 
Activity 1 depending on your 
knowledge level. You may return 
to the self-study reading 
anytime if you feel that you 
need to build or confirm your 
knowledge. 

The team members you are 
leading through the Toolkit may or 
may not have read the self-study 
reading, depending on their 
knowledge level. You may 
suggest at any time that they 
return to the self-study reading 
to build their knowledge.  
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Strategic adaptations: Module 1, Step 1 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you would like to hear how other teachers

interpret data to differentiate instruction

Then… 
• watch the videos and complete Activity 1.

If you would like to hear how other teachers 
interpret data to differentiate instruction at 
another time, then consider advancing to 
Activity 2. 

Watch Videos 
and Reflect 
Activity 1: 
Video-Viewing 
Guide  

You have the option of watching 
any or all of the videos to hear how 
other teachers interpret data to 
differentiate instruction. You may 
return to the videos at any time 
to gain insight from other 
teachers. 

The team members you are 
leading through the Toolkit may 
or may not have viewed any of 
the videos to hear how other 
teachers interpret data to 
differentiate instruction. You 
may suggest at any time that 
they return to the videos and 
video-viewing guide to watch 
any or all of the videos to gain 
insight from other teachers. 
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Strategic adaptation: Module 1, Step 2 

If… 
• you or your team need to practice

determining risk categories and/or
• you or your team need to practice sorting

student data by risk categories

Then… 
• continue with Activities 2–4.

If you or your team have data that is already 
sorted by risk categories and you have placed 
students into risk categories, then consider 
advancing to complete Activities 3 and 4. 
Then, advance to Step 3 to complete Activities 
5 and 6. 

Collaborate 
and Practice 
Activities 2–4 
that address 
how to sort 
students by risk 
category and 
how to use that 
information. 

If you are engaging with the Toolkit 
individually, you have the option to 
advance to Activities 3 and 4 if you 
already understand how to sort 
students by risk category and how 
those categories are determined. 
You may decide to return to 
Activity 2 if you begin Activity 3 
and find you need to build your 
knowledge in this area. 

If you are working with a team, you 
will need to consult with your 
facilitator and other team members 
to decide if the team will engage in 
Activities 2–4 or only Activities 3 and 
4. 

You will need to consult with the 
team members you are leading 
through the Toolkit to decide if 
you need to engage in Activities 
2–4 or only Activities 3 and 4. 
You may return to Activity 2 if 
you begin to conduct Activity 
3 or 4 and realize team 
members need a greater 
understanding of how data are 
sorted by risk categories and 
how those categories are 
determined. 
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Strategic adaptation: Module 1, Step 4 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you or your team members want to learn

more about collecting and interpreting
student data to differentiate instruction
and/or

• you rated some areas of your instructional
practice as having no or minimal evidence
on the Self-Reflection Checklist for
Module 1

Then… 
• choose resources to review and
• use Activity 7 to guide your learning.

If you or your team members do not need to 
learn more about collecting and interpreting 
student data to differentiate instruction at this 
time, and you rated all areas of your 
instructional practice as having sufficient or 
ample evidence on the Self-Reflection 
Checklist for Module 1, then consider 
advancing to Module 2. 

Dig Deeper 
Activity 7 

If you are engaging with the 
Toolkit individually, you have the 
option to choose resources to 
explore using Activity 7 to guide 
your learning. You may decide 
to return to any of these 
resources at any time if you 
feel you need to deepen your 
knowledge. 

If you are working with a team, 
you may consult with your 
facilitator and other team 
members to decide if you will 
engage with additional 
resources, using Activity 7 to 
guide your learning.  

You have the option to consult with 
your team and decide whether to 
explore additional resources, and 
which resources to access, using 
Activity 7 to guide the participants’ 
learning. At any time, you may 
choose to direct team members 
back to any of these resources if 
you feel they need to deepen 
their knowledge. 
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Strategic adaptation: Module 2, Step 1 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If you need to build or confirm your understanding of … 
• how to form small groups for teacher-led

differentiated instruction and/or 
• how to use data-driven decision rules and/or
• how to determine the instructional focus for

each small group and/or
• the core information needed to plan different

lessons for each small group

Then… 
• continue with the introduction and self-study

reading below.

If you or your team members have a clear 
understanding of these concepts and ideas then 
consider advancing to Activity 8: Video-Viewing 
Guide. 

Self-Study 
Reading 

You have the option of 
engaging with the entire 
content of the self-study 
reading or advancing to 
Activity 8: Video-Viewing 
Guide depending on your 
knowledge level. You may 
return to the self-study 
reading anytime if you 
feel that you need to 
build or confirm your 
knowledge. 

The team members you are leading 
through the Toolkit may or may not 
have read the self-study reading, 
depending on their knowledge level. 
You may suggest at any time that 
they return to the self-study 
reading to build their knowledge.  

If… 
• you would like to hear how other teachers

determine data-driven decision rules and plan
for differentiated instruction

Then… 
• watch the videos and complete Activity 8.

If you would like to hear how other teachers 
interpret data to differentiate instruction at 
another time, then consider advancing to  
Activity 9. 

Watch Videos 
and Reflect 
Activity 8: Video- 
Viewing Guide 

You have the option of 
watching any or all of the 
videos to hear how other 
teachers determine data-
driven decision rules and 
plan for differentiated 
instruction. You may 
return to the videos at 
any time to gain insight 
from other teachers. 

The team members you are leading 
through the Toolkit may or may not 
have viewed any of the videos to 
hear how other teachers determine 
data-driven decision rules and plan 
for differentiated instruction. You 
may suggest at any time that 
they return to the videos and 
video-viewing guide to watch any 
or all of the videos to gain insight 
from other teachers. 
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Strategic adaptation: Module 2, Step 2 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you or your team need practice analyzing

data to form small groups for teacher-led
instruction and/or

• you or your team need practice
determining the instructional focus for
each small group and/or

• you or your team need practice planning
lessons for each small group

Then… 
• continue with Activities 9–12.

If you or your team already have an 
understanding of how to form small groups 
for teacher-led instruction, and an 
understanding of how to determine the 
instructional focus for each small group, and 
an understanding of how to plan lessons for 
each small group then you may consider 
advancing to Step 3, Activity 13. 

Collaborate 
and Practice 
Collaborative 
Activities 9–12 
that address 
how to analyze 
data to place 
students into 
small groups, 
determine the 
instructional 
focus for each 
group, and plan 
for each group. 

If you are engaging with the Toolkit 
individually, you have the option to 
consider advancing to Step 3 to 
complete Activity 13 if you already 
understand how to analyze data to 
form small groups for teacher-led 
instruction, determine the 
instructional focus for each small 
group, and plan lessons for each 
small group. You may decide to 
return to Activity 9 if you begin 
Activity 13 and find you need to 
build your knowledge in this 
area. 

If you are working with a team, you 
will need to consult with your 
facilitator and other team members 
to decide if the team will engage in 
Activities 9–12 or advance to Step 
3, Activity 13. 

You will need to consult with the 
team members you are leading 
through the Toolkit to decide if 
you need to engage in Activities 
9–12 or advance to Step 3 for 
Activities 13–15. You may 
complete those activities 
together as a team with one or 
more teachers’ data, or the 
activities can be completed 
independently. You may return 
to Activity 9 if you begin to 
conduct Activity 13 and realize 
team members need a greater 
understanding of forming 
small groups and planning 
their instruction.    
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Strategic adaptation: Module 2, Step 4 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you or your team members want to learn

more about data-driven decision making
and planning for teacher-led small group
differentiated instruction and/or

• you rated some areas of your instructional
practice as having no or minimal evidence
on the Self-Reflection Checklist for
Module 2

Then… 
• choose resources to review and
• use Activity 18 to guide your learning.

If you or your team members do not need to 
learn more about data-driven decision making 
and planning for teacher-led small group 
differentiated instruction and you rated all 
areas of your instructional practice as having 
sufficient or ample evidence on the Self-
Reflection Checklist for Module 2 then 
consider advancing to Module 3.  

Dig Deeper 
Activity 18 

If you are engaging with the Toolkit 
individually, you have the option to 
choose resources to explore using 
Activity 18 to guide your learning. 
You may decide to return to any 
of these resources at any time if 
you feel you need to deepen your 
knowledge. 

If you are working with a team, you 
may consult with your facilitator and 
other team members to decide if 
you will engage with additional 
resources, using Activity 18 to 
guide your learning.  

You have the option to consult 
with your team and decide 
whether to explore additional 
resources, and which resources 
to access, using Activity 18 to 
guide their learning. At any 
time, you may choose to 
direct team members back to 
any of these resources if you 
feel they need to deepen their 
knowledge. 
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Strategic adaptation: Module 3, Step 1 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If you need to build or confirm your understanding 
of … 

• how to provide effective explicit instruction
during small group teacher-led
differentiated instruction and/or

• how to establish learning expectations for
small group student-led differentiated
instruction and/or

• how to create a positive learning
environment to manage small groups
effectively

Then… 
• continue with the introduction and self-

study reading below.

If you or your team members have a clear 
understanding of these concepts and ideas 
then consider advancing to Activity 19: Video-
Viewing Guide. 

Self-Study 
Reading 

You have the option of engaging 
with the entire content in the self-
study reading or advancing to 
Activity 19 Video-Viewing Guide 
depending on your knowledge 
level. You may return to the self-
study reading anytime if you feel 
that you need to build or confirm 
your knowledge. 

The team members you are 
leading through the Toolkit may 
or may not have read the self-
study reading, depending on 
their knowledge level. You may 
suggest at any time that they 
return to the self-study 
reading to build their 
knowledge.  
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Strategic adaptation: Module 3, Step 1 

Callout box text Section  Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you would like to hear and see how other 

teachers plan and implement small group 
differentiated instruction and/or  

• you would like to hear and see how other 
teachers create positive learning 
environments to manage small groups in 
their classrooms  

Then… 
• watch the videos and complete Activity 

19.  

If you would like to hear how other teachers 
plan and implement small group differentiated 
instruction and create positive learning 
environments to manage their small groups at 
another time, then consider advancing to 
Activity 20. 

Watch Videos 
and Reflect  
Video and 
Activity 19: 
Video-Viewing 
Guide 

You have the option of watching 
any or all of the videos to hear how 
other teachers plan and implement 
small group differentiated 
instruction and create positive 
learning environments to manage 
their small groups. You may return 
to the videos at any time to gain 
insight from other teachers. 

The team members you are 
leading through the Toolkit may 
or may not have viewed any of 
the videos to plan and 
implement small group 
differentiated instruction and 
create positive learning 
environments to manage their 
small groups. You may suggest 
at any time that they return to 
the videos and video-viewing 
guide to watch any or all of 
the videos to gain insight from 
other teachers. 
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Strategic adaptation: Module 3, Step 2 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you or your team need to practice

implementing teacher-led small group
instruction and/or

• you or your team need to practice
implementing student-led small group
instruction and/or

• you or your team need to practice creating
a positive learning environment in the
classroom to manage small group
instruction

Then… 
• continue with Activities 20–22.

If you or your team have already implemented 
teacher-led small groups and student-led 
small group instruction and created positive 
learning environments to manage small group 
instruction then you may consider advancing 
to Step 3, Activity 23. 

Collaborate 
and Practice 
Collaborative 
Activities 20–22 
that address 
how to 
implement 
teacher-led 
small groups 
and student-led 
small groups, 
and create a 
positive learning 
environment to 
manage small 
group 
instruction. 

If you are engaging with the Toolkit 
individually, you have the option to 
consider advancing to Step 3 to 
complete Activity 23 if you already 
understand how to implement 
teacher-led small groups and 
student-led small groups, and 
create a positive learning 
environment to manage small 
group instruction. You may decide 
to return to Activity 20 if you 
begin Activity 23 and find you 
need to build your knowledge in 
this area. 

If you are working with a team, you 
will need to consult with your 
facilitator and other team members 
to decide if the team will engage in 
Activities 20–22 or advance to Step 
3, Activity 23. 

You will need to consult with the 
team members you are leading 
through the Toolkit to decide if 
you need to engage in Activities 
20–22 or advance to Step 3 for 
Activity 23. You may return to 
Activity 20 if you begin to 
conduct Activity 23 and realize 
team members need a greater 
understanding of 
implementing small group 
instruction.  
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Strategic adaptation: Module 3, Step 4 

Callout box text Section Implications for participants Implications for facilitators 

If… 
• you or your team members want to learn

more about how to plan and implement
small group differentiated instruction and
manage the classroom and/or

• you rated some areas of your instructional
practice as having no or minimal evidence
on the Self-Reflection Checklist for
Module 3

Then… 
• choose resources to review and
• use Activity 26 to guide your learning.

If you or your team members do not need to 
learn more about how to plan and implement 
small group differentiated instruction and 
manage the classroom and you rated all areas 
of your instructional practice as having 
sufficient or ample evidence on the Self-
Reflection Checklist for Module 3 then Module 
3 is complete. Consider revisiting the 
Activities and Resources in Module 1 and 2 as 
you continue your learning.  

Dig Deeper 
Activity 26 

If you are engaging with the Toolkit 
individually, you have the option to 
choose resources to explore using 
Activity 26 to guide your learning. 
You may decide to return to any 
of these resources at any time if 
you feel you need to deepen your 
knowledge. 

If you are working with a team, you 
may consult with your facilitator and 
other team members to decide if 
you will engage with additional 
resources, using Activity 26 to 
guide your learning.  

You have the option to consult 
with your team and decide 
whether to explore additional 
resources, and which resources 
to access, using Activity 26 to 
guide their learning. At any 
time, you may choose to 
direct team members back to 
any of these resources if you 
feel they need to deepen their 
knowledge. 
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Appendix B. Research support for the Self-reflection 
checklist for leaders and facilitators 
Module 1: Collect and Interpret Student Data 

Gersten, R., Compton, D., Connor, C. M., Dimino, J., Santoro, L., Linan-Thompson, S., & Tilly, 
W. D. (2008). Assisting students struggling with reading: Response to intervention and multi-
tier intervention for reading in the primary grades. A practice guide. (NCEE 2009-4045). U.S.
Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education
Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory Program.
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/3

Recommendation 1 of the focus practice guide provides support for the content and 
activities in Module 1 which addresses efficiently and reliably collecting and interpreting 
student data on reading (the first How-To step for accomplishing Recommendation 2). 
Recommendation 1 indicates that all students should be screened for potential reading 
problems at the beginning of the year and again in the middle of the year to regularly 
monitor the progress of students at risk for developing reading disabilities. In addition, 
the recommendation reflects that district and school staff should understand how 
different aspects of reading develop across kindergarten to grade 3 so that informed 
decisions can be made about appropriate assessment selection and use. Table 3 in the 
practice guide provides recommended target areas for early screening and progress 
monitoring. This information is embedded in Module 1. 

Hamilton, L., Halverson, R., Jackson, S., Mandinach, E., Supovitz, J., & Wayman, J. (2009). 
Using student achievement data to support instructional decision making (NCEE 2009-
4067). U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for 
Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory Program. 
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/12/ 

The recommendations from this practice guide align with and support How-To steps 1 
and 2 of Recommendation 2 of the focus practice guide, which address collecting and 
preparing a variety of data about student learning and formulating a hypothesis about 
how to improve student learning based on interpretation of the collected data. 

The authors reflect that it is important to make data a part of an ongoing cycle of 
instructional improvement. This means that district and school staff should understand 
the various types of assessments and how to interpret their data. The authors state that 
“Using data systematically to ask questions and obtain insight about student progress is 
a logical way to monitor continuous improvement and tailor instruction to the needs of 
each student. Armed with data and the means to harness the information data can 
provide, educators can make instructional changes aimed at improving student 
achievement such as: 
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● Prioritizing instructional time;

● Targeting additional individual instruction for students who are struggling with
particular topics;

● Identifying individual students’ strengths and instructional interventions that can
help students continue to progress;

● Gauging the instructional effectiveness of classroom lessons;

● Refining instructional methods; and

● Examining schoolwide data to consider whether and how to adapt the curriculum
based on the information about students’ strengths and weaknesses.”

Module 2: Determine Data-driven Decision Rules and Plan for Teacher-Led Small Group 
Differentiated Instruction 

Ankrum, J. W., & Bean, R. M. (2008). Differentiated reading instruction: What and how. Reading 
Horizons: A Journal of Literacy and Language Arts, 48(2), 6. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ833886   

The authors describe a variety of elements that must be considered if a teacher is going 
to differentiate instruction effectively. These include data gathered from assessments; 
grouping formats which include the opportunity for whole group, small group, and 
individualized instruction; classroom management, materials, length and frequency of 
instruction, and the focus of the lesson itself. They reflect that differential pacing of the 
same materials and/or lesson does not work, but rather teachers must tailor instruction 
to the needs of their students.  

Planning is of utmost importance to effective differentiated instruction. The authors state, 
“The recurring message from research is that it is the teacher, not the programs or 
materials that make the difference; therefore, only a well-prepared teacher can 
effectively differentiate reading instruction for students” (p. 143). 

Connor, C. M., Morrison, F. J., Schatschneider, C., Toste, J. R., Lundblom, E., Crowe, E. C., & 
Fishman, B. (2011). Effective classroom instruction: Implications of child characteristics by 
reading instruction interactions on first graders’ word reading achievement. Journal of 
Research on Educational Effectiveness, 4(3), 173–207. 

The authors describe a cluster-randomized controlled field trial conducted in ten high to 
moderate poverty schools which explored the effects of individualizing literacy 
instruction. The results revealed that the most effective reading instruction may vary with 
children’s language and literacy skills. The more precisely the children received 
recommended amounts of instruction, the stronger their growth in literacy skills. 
Therefore, it is important that teachers have a clear understanding of assessment data 
to determine the abilities of their students, use that data to plan differentiated instruction, 
and establish flexible groups that change as strengths and needs in literacy skills are 
identified. 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ833886
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Coyne, M. D., Kame'enui, E. J., & Simmons, D. C. (2001). Prevention and intervention in 
beginning reading: Two complex systems. Learning Disabilities Research & Practice, 16(2), 
62–73. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ630959 

The authors examine organizing principles to guide prevention and intervention in 
beginning reading. The first set of principles addresses the complexity of teaching 
reading and the importance of teacher planning to address the needs of students. It is 
noted that even as early as kindergarten there are meaningful differences in the literacy 
experiences of children. The diverse needs of students call for strategic and 
differentiated instruction in order to ensure limited instructional time is used wisely. 
The authors recommend that phonological awareness, alphabetic understanding, and 
automaticity with the code serve as the framework for beginning reading instruction. 
Teachers must have assessment data from these areas in order to differentiate 
instruction effectively. 

It is also important that the infrastructure in the school provides for differentiation, and 
that beginning reading instruction must be the top instructional priority. The authors state 
that “it is unrealistic to assume that individual teachers, working independently, can 
implement and sustain the host of research-based practices that we know are necessary 
to prevent reading failure” (p. 69). 

Gersten, R., Compton, D., Connor, C. M., Dimino, J., Santoro, L., Linan-Thompson, S., & Tilly, 
W. D. (2008). Assisting students struggling with reading: Response to intervention and multi-
tier intervention for reading in the primary grades. A practice guide. (NCEE 2009-4045). U.S.
Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences, National Center for Education
Evaluation and Regional Assistance, Regional Educational Laboratory Program.
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/3

Recommendation 1 of the focus practice guide provides support for the content and 
activities in Module 1 which addresses efficiently and reliably collecting and interpreting 
student data on reading (the first How-To step for accomplishing Recommendation 2). 
Recommendation 1 indicates that all students should be screened for potential reading 
problems at the beginning of the year and again in the middle of the year to regularly 
monitor the progress of students at risk for developing reading disabilities. In addition, 
the recommendation reflects that district and school staff should understand how 
different aspects of reading develop across kindergarten to grade 3 so that informed 
decisions can be made about appropriate assessment selection and use. Table 3 in the 
practice guide provides recommended target areas for early screening and progress 
monitoring. This information is embedded in Module 1. 

Puzio, K., Colby, G. T., & Algeo-Nichols, D. (2020). Differentiated literacy instruction: 
Boondoggle or best practice? Review of Educational Research, 90(4), 459–498. 
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1259298 

The authors provide the results of a systematic review and meta-analysis to determine 
the effects of tier 1 differentiation. They found that while teachers differentiated in a 
variety of ways, “students had significantly higher literacy achievement scores when 
teachers implemented tier 1 differentiation” (p. 461). It was clear that planning was an 

Toolkit for Differentiating Reading Instruction for Grades K–3 
Leader Guide 

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ630959
https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/practiceguide/3
https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ1259298


Toolkit for Differentiating Reading Instruction for Grades K–3 
Leader Guide 

Appendix 71 

important aspect of differentiation, and that collecting and interpreting assessment data 
was integral to that planning. Teachers, at times, differentiated content, process, and/or 
products in order to meet the needs of their students.  

Module 3: Plan and Implement Small Group Differentiated Instruction and Manage the 
Classroom 

Connor, C. M., Morrison, F. J., Fishman, B. J., Schatschneider, C., & Underwood, P. (2007). 
Algorithm-guided individualized reading instruction. Science, 315(5811), 464–465. 

The authors describe a randomized controlled trial conducted on individualized student 
instruction which found that this type of instruction is effective from kindergarten to grade 
3, and that the effects accumulate. They reflect that individualized student instruction 
has three parts which include planning, classroom organization, and implementation. 

Planning involves using assessment data to organize flexible learning groups, 
developing a schedule that provides for an uninterrupted block of time, and developing 
learning activities that are aligned with the needs of students. Groups should be re-
organized as data is collected throughout the course of the school year.  

Classroom organization involves developing classroom routines and procedures so that 
transitions are quick and efficient, ensuring that materials are easily accessible and are 
tools that can be used to meet the needs of students, and establishing flexible groups 
with expectations of learning. 

Implementation involves helping students to regulate their own learning, ensuring 
learning activities address the needs of all students, and adapting instruction as needed. 
Adapted instruction includes varying levels of explicitness and scaffolding when 
necessary and providing immediate and specific feedback. 

Foorman, B. R., & Torgesen, J. (2001). Critical elements of classroom and small‐group 
instruction promote reading success in all children. Learning Disabilities Research & 
Practice, 16(4), 203–212. https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ637166 

The authors indicate that while the components of effective reading instruction are the 
same for all students, it is important to differentiate instruction in small group and one-
on-one formats in order to meet the diverse needs of students. Instruction may need to 
be more explicit and comprehensive, more intensive, or more supportive depending on 
the student. The authors state that “The argument is made that by coordinating research 
evidence from effective classroom reading instruction with effective small group and 
one-on-one reading instruction we can meet the literacy needs of all children” (p. 203). In 
order to accomplish this, meaningful learning opportunities must be provided for 
students in teacher-led small groups, as well as for those working independently of the 
teacher.  

https://eric.ed.gov/?id=EJ637166
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Pressley, M., Wharton-McDonald, R., Allington, R., Block, C. C., Morrow, L., Tracey, D., Baker, 
K., Brooks, G., Cronin, J., Nelson, E., & Woo, D. (2001). A study of effective first-grade 
literacy instruction. Scientific Studies of Reading, 5(1), 35–58. 

The authors describe a study where they observed grade 1 teachers in five locales that 
were determined to be most effective and least effective based on student academic 
engagement and classroom literacy performances. They analyzed the teaching practices 
of those deemed most effective, including relating those practices to those deemed to be 
least effective. Characteristics of effective teachers included “excellent classroom 
management based on positive reinforcement and cooperation; balanced teaching of 
skills, literature, and writing; scaffolding and matching of task demands to student 
competence; encouragement of student self-regulation; and strong cross-curricular 
connections” (p. 36). The authors concluded that excellent grade 1 teaching involved a 
number of instructional components that interacted with one another. Therefore, it is 
necessary that teachers consider and implement a wide variety of practices to ensure 
that differentiated instruction can be both effective and efficient. 
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