
 

Philosophy 

Literacy	is	an	integral	part	of	our	
curriculum	at	Friends	because	
communication	is	a	cornerstone	of	
daily	life	at	our	school.	All	of	our	
teachers,	preschool	to	middle	
school,	share	the	goal	of	guiding	
every	student	to	proficiency	in	
each	domain	of	literacy	–	
expressive	and	receptive	oral	
language;	reading	with	skill,	
fluency,	and	comprehension	for	
information	and	pleasure;	and	
writing	effectively	in	a	variety	of	
genres	with	craft	and	mechanics.	
All	of	these	literacy	skills	develop	
in	synchrony	and	it	is	difficult	to	
isolate	just	one,	however	this	
overview	will	focus	primarily	on	
reading.	

Five Components of Reading  				
																																																																																																																																
The	National	Institute	of	Child	
Health	and	Human	Development	
compiled	decades	of	scientific	
research	that	shows	effective	
reading	instruction	addresses	five	
critical	areas;	phonemic	
awareness,	phonics,	fluency,	

vocabulary,	and	comprehension.	
Phonemic	awareness	–	the	ability	
to	hear,	identify,	and	manipulate	
individual	sounds	in	words.	Phonics	
–	the	correspondence	between	
sounds	(phonemes)	and	the	letters	
(graphemes)	that	make	the	sounds.	
Fluency	–	the	reader’s	ability	to	
process	the	text	so	s/he	can	focus	
attention	on	understanding	what	is	
read.	Vocabulary	–	the	body	of	
words	known	to	an	individual.	
Increased	vocabulary	improves	
comprehension	and	writing,	it	aids	
in	decoding	and	increases	general	

intelligence.	Comprehension	–	
constructing	meaning	by	
connecting	what	has	been	read	to	
what	the	reader	already	knows.	At	
Friends	we	incorporate	all	of	these	
essential	skills	into	our	reading	
instruction.	Some	skills	are	
emphasized	more	heavily	at	
different	grade	levels.	For	example,	
we	spend	more	time	studying	
phonemic	awareness	and	phonics	
in	the	lower	grades.	Fluency,	
vocabulary	development,	and	
comprehension	are	more	of	a	focus	
in	the	upper	grades.	

Preschool 

Preschoolers	at	Friends	are	taught	
to	speak	and	articulate	their	
thoughts,	feelings	and	wants;	
they	use	their	fingers	to	write	
their	names	in	shaving	cream;	and	
they	listen	to	block	stories	told	by	
their	teachers;	these	are	the	
essential	first	steps	to	fluency	in	
language.	Our	teachers	read	to	
preschoolers	daily.	

Lower Elementary Grades 

Reading	instruction	in	the	lower	
grades	is	delivered	in	small	groups	
of	four	or	five	students.	With	
three	teachers	in	the	room,	we	
each	teach	a	group	while	one	
group	reads	independently.	The	
three	teacher	led	groups	consist	
of	Reader’s	Workshop,	word	
work,	and	Primary	Spelling	by	
Pattern.	The	goal	of	Reader’s	
Workshop	is	to	improve	students	
reading	through	reading.	It	
includes	a	mini-lesson,	time	for	
students	to	read	“just	right”	
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may	not	be	immediately	
apparent,	students	need	to	infer	
and	use	their	imagination.	We	
encourage	them	to	jot	thoughts	
down	as	they	read	and	also	give	
them	time	to	reflect	and	write	in	
their	reading	journals	at	the	end	
of	the	workshop.	Students	come	
together	as	a	group	to	share	their	
interpretations	and	perceptions	
of	the	text.	Reader’s	Workshop	
may	also	include	guided	reading	
groups	and	book	groups.	Guided	
reading	provides	small	ability	
grouped	reading	instruction	
focused	on	students’	specific	
needs.	They	will	be	working	on	
the	same	skill,	but	not	necessarily	
reading	the	same	book.	Book	
groups	are	a	chance	for	students	
to	see	reading	as	a	social	activity.		
During	book	groups	students	
read	the	same	book	and	groups	
are	fluid	and	flexible.	This	is	also	
a	wonderful	opportunity	to	
integrate	Reader’s	Workshop	
with	content	areas	such	as	
science	and	social	studies.	

Word	work	continues	in	the	
upper	grades	with	the	Spelling	
Connections	program	designed	
by	Richard	Gentry.	Weekly	
lessons	provide	explicit	spelling	
instruction	and	practice	
concluding	with	a	test	at	the	end	
of	the	week.	Word	work	is	also	
reinforced	through	online	
programs	such	as	Mobymax	and	
Lexia.	

Middle School Grades 

Literacy	instruction	in	the	middle	
grades	begins	to	shift	from	
instruction	on	how	to	read	to	a	
greater	focus	on	how	to	use	
reading	to	learn	in	a	wider	
context.	Teachers	continue	to	use	
Lucy	Calkins’	Units	of	Study	as	the	

books	of	their	choosing,	
conferring	with	the	teacher,	and	
sharing	ideas	with	each	other.	
Word	work	is	the	visual	and	
kinesthetic	practice	of	words.	
Primary	Spelling	by	Pattern	is	a	
program	designed	by	Louisa	
Moats	that	emphasizes	learning	
basic	spelling	patterns	in	
conjunction	with	decoding	
patterns.	In	addition	to	reading	
groups	students	have	many	other	
reading	experiences	throughout	
their	day	such	as	read	aloud,	
shared	reading,	and	independent	
reading.	

Upper Elementary Grades 

Reading	instruction	in	the	upper	
grades	is	delivered	in	both	small	
and	whole	group	settings.		
Teachers	use	Lucy	Calkins’	Units	
of	Study	as	the	backbone	of	their	

reading	curriculum.		This	series	
builds	on	decades	of	teaching	
and	research,	and	explicitly	
teaches	the	skills	outlined	above.		
Reader’s	Workshop	continues,	
but	evolves	to	include	many	more	
components.	There	is	more	
emphasis	on	the	sharing	of	ideas	
and	writing	about	reading.	
Students	are	challenged	to	think	
deeper	about	what	they’re	
reading;	to	move	beyond	
understanding	plot	and	character	
development	to	understanding	
themes	and	ideas.	In	order	to	
explore	themes	and	ideas	that	

foundation	of	the	language	arts	
curriculum	in	concert	with	social	
studies	units	in	a	Humanities	
format.	Book	groups	facilitate	
deep	discussions	of	literature	
relevant	to	students	this	age	as	
connected	to	larger	Humanities	
and	Integrated	Curriculum	
themes.	Teachers	instruct	
students	on	how	to	examine	
character	development	and	the	
craft	of	writing	to	evoke	emotion	
and	convey	subtle	messages.	
Book	groups	provide	the	
opportunity	for	a	common	
reading	experience	in	the	class.		

All	students	are	expected	to	do	
independent	reading	from	a	
variety	of	genres,	and	care	is	
taken	to	be	sure	students	are	
reading	material	that	is	
appropriate	for	their	reading	
level.	Additionally	in	middle	
school,	a	good	deal	of	non-fiction	
reading	is	required	in	order	to	
deepen	comprehension	of	
content	areas.	Students	work	to	
understand	perspective	and	bias,	
and	learn	to	discern	high	quality,	
reliable	information	from	less	
trustworthy	sources.	All	students	
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teacher,	literacy	specialist,	and	
teacher	candidate.	This	allows	us	
to	teach	students	in	small	groups	
designed	to	work	on	specific	

skills	or	enrichment	appropriate	
for	those	students.	It	also	allows	
us	to	have	three	teachers	
conferring	with	students	
individually	during	Reader’s	
Workshop.	Classroom	libraries	
are	leveled	according	to	the	
Fountas	&	Pinnell	system	which	
enables	teachers	to	match	just	
right	books	to	readers.	One	of	
the	essential	components	of	the	
Spelling	Connections	program	is	
that	it	provides	differentiated	
instruction	and	spelling	lists	for	
each	lesson.	In	addition,	we	have	
some	students	working	a	grade	
level	ahead	in	Spelling	
Connections	and	some	students	
working	in	the	Classical	Roots	
program	when	appropriate.	

Summary 

At	Friends	we	teach	children	not	
only	to	read	and	write	but	also	to	
be	joyful	about	literacy.	In	each	
grade,	children	are	given	the	

write	for	a	variety	of	purposes	
and	present	their	writing	in	a	
number	of	ways:	presentations,	
technology	projects,	papers,	etc.	

Some	students	may	enter	middle	
school	requiring	some	additional	
reading	instruction.	Teachers	use	
diagnostic	tools	such	as	the	DRA	
II	to	determine	student-specific	
needs	and	provide	small	group	
instruction	for	these	students	in	a	
Literacy	Support	class.	Here,	
students	have	an	opportunity	to	
learn	more	about	the	structure	
and	spelling	patterns	in	the	
English	language,	and	to	practice	
fluency	and	comprehension	as	
needed.	

Differentiation of Instruction 

At	Friends	we	recognize	the	wide	
range	of	learners	and	their	
relative	strengths	and	challenges	
in	every	class.	An	essential	
component	to	our	approach	to	
differentiation	during	literacy	
instruction	in	the	elementary	
school	is	that	we	often	have	three	
teachers	in	the	room;	lead	

essential	elements	needed	to	
enable	them	to	become	readers	
and	writers.	Those	elements	
include	time,	choice,	response,	
community,	and	structure.	In	
each	grade	there	is	a	balance	of	
choice	and	teacher	directed	
experiences.	Children	learn	about	
craft,	procedures,	and	the	
conventions	of	reading	and	
writing	to	develop	their	skills	over	
time.	Because	of	our	individual	
approach,	each	child	progresses	
at	his	or	her	own	pace	but	is	
continually	challenged	to	work	to	
his	or	her	potential.	We	work	to	
empower	the	children	by	giving	
them	a	strong	language	arts	
foundation	so	that	their	voices	
may	be	heard	–	on	paper,	aloud,	
and	through	technology.	
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