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EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Recent years have seen heightened concern regarding the effectiveness of literacy instruction 
in the United States. This concern has driven a shift towards reevaluating and restructuring 
literacy teaching methods to enhance outcomes for all students. The urgency for reform has 

been amplif ied by the COVID-19 pandemic, which exacerbated educational challenges nationwide. 
Persistent achievement gaps, particularly affecting low-income families, multilingual learners, 
and students with disabilities, underscore the need for equitable access to quality education and 
targeted early literacy interventions.

Central  to ongoing discussions is the emphasis on evidence-based practices and teacher prepara-
tion, specif ically within the framework of the Science of Reading (SOR). This body of research delves 
into the cognitive processes crucial for learning to read, underscoring the signif icance of phonemic 
awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Additionally, these conversations have 
broadened to include the need for high-quality instructional materials to improve literacy outcomes 
and the importance of addressing resource disparities to ensure all students have the necessary 
tools for literacy success.

In the last decade, the San Diego Unif ied School District (SDUSD) has undergone changes in its 
approach to literacy instruction. Initially adopting a Blended Literacy (BL) model, the district has 
transitioned towards implementing research-backed practices that address persistent educational 
disparities, especially for English learners (ELs). This shift includes the adoption of the Benchmark 
Advance curriculum, investments in professional development, and the formation of a Literacy 
Working Group to evaluate and ref ine instructional methods.

The district collaborates with organizations like the Diamond Education Excellence Partnership 
(DEEP) and the California Reading and Literature Project (CRLP) to enhance literacy instruction 
in the Diamond Community, an area with a diverse population and economic challenges. DEEP 
schools have implemented systematic literacy instruction programs and benefit from continuous 
professional development, leading to some improvements in literacy outcomes.
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Main Findings

IMPLEMENTATION OF EARLY LITERACY PROGRAMS
Implementing a comprehensive literacy program in a large urban district like SDUSD involves complex 
coordination across various levels. The district has engaged in activities such as procuring materials, 
offering professional development, and providing continual support through instructional coaching. 
However, the effectiveness of these efforts has varied. DEEP schools have demonstrated more consis-
tent professional development and support compared to their non-DEEP counterparts. Teachers 
in DEEP schools have expressed greater satisfaction with professional development that concen-
trates on foundational reading skills and have valued the consistent support from literacy coaches. 
Classroom observations have further verif ied that teachers in DEEP schools deliver more effective 
instructional support, particularly in enhancing students’ cognitive and language development.

IMPACT OF THE DEEP LITERACY MODEL
A Beating the Odds (BTO) analysis identif ied that several schools within the Lincoln cluster, such 
as Chollas-Mead, Balboa, Porter, and Nye, exceeded performance expectations compared to other 
schools across San Diego County. This performance suggests the presence of effective literacy 
practices and strategies that could potentially be replicated across the district.

An analysis of multiple sources of data examined the impact of DEEP supports and offerings on 
literacy outcomes, particularly for ELs. The f indings showed no signif icant difference in overall 
performance between DEEP and non-DEEP schools. However, the analysis revealed that the DEEP 
literacy model offered specif ic advantages for ELs. To put it into perspective, the benefit of partic-
ipating in the DEEP Program for ELs is about 23 times stronger than the negative effect of being 
absent from school.

CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS
	● Inconsistent Curriculum Implementation: Variability in adopting and using the 

Benchmark curriculum has led to signif icant inconsistencies in student preparation, 
affecting educational outcomes and increasing reliance on supplementary materials.

	● Limited Access to Essential Materials: Teachers face challenges in accessing necessary 
literacy materials, impacting the quality of instruction. Budget limitations, outdated 
resources, and insuff icient training further exacerbate these issues.

	● Need for More Comprehensive Professional Development: Professional development 
has been infrequent and not tailored to specif ic needs, lacking practical, classroom-focused 
sessions. Ongoing support and follow-up are necessary to sustain teacher implementation 
of research-backed literacy practices.

Recommendations

1.	 Formalize Curriculum Materials and Implementation: Develop a uniform literacy 
framework, provide comprehensive training, and create inclusive curriculum materials. 
Re-evaluate and integrate resources like SIPPS and CRLP, addressing training gaps for new 
teachers.

2.	 Enhance Teacher Support Systems: Increase the frequency and quality of professional 
development, implement structured peer coaching, and focus on specialized training for 
vulnerable student groups. Expand the availability of instructional coaches and mentors 
and facilitate collaborative opportunities for teachers.

3.	 Leverage Data for Instructional Improvement: Integrate regular assessments, provide 
comprehensive data literacy training, and equip classrooms with digital tools for data 
analysis. Promote data-driven instruction through regular review sessions and ongoing 
support from data coaches.
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INTRODUCTION

In recent years, the United States has seen an unprecedented surge in concern regarding the 
effectiveness of literacy instruction within its classrooms (What Exactly Is the Science of Reading?, 
2024). This concern, deeply rooted in the desire to enhance literacy outcomes for all students, 

has prompted a signif icant shift towards reevaluating and restructuring the methods by which 
children learn to read (Westall & Cummings, 2022). This movement has gained further momentum 
in the wake of the COVID-19 pandemic, highlighting the urgent need for reforms to address the 
compounded educational challenges faced by students nationwide. Policymakers, educational 
leaders, and teachers are once again at the forefront of efforts to reimagine literacy instruction, 
guided by a growing recognition of the critical role that early literacy plays in shaping a student’s 
academic trajectory.

Central to this discourse is the acknowledgment of persistent achievement gaps that disproportion-
ately affect students from low-income families, multilingual learners, and students with disabilities 
(Hart & Risley, 2003; U. S. Department of Education, 2022). These disparities not only underscore the 
importance of equitable access to quality education but also call for a nuanced understanding of the 
barriers to literacy faced by diverse student populations. In response, there is an increasing focus on 
the development and implementation of early literacy interventions, buoyed by a substantial body 
of research indicating that foundational literacy skills acquired in the early years are indispensable 
for later academic success (Council, 1998; Cunningham & Stanovich, 1997; Hernandez, 2011).

Moreover, the debate extends to the quality of teacher preparation and the availability of ongoing 
professional development opportunities. With evidence-based practices in literacy instruction 
gaining prominence, there is a pressing need to ensure that educators are equipped with the 
knowledge and skills required to effectively teach reading (Moats, 2020). This includes a thorough 
understanding of the Science of Reading (SOR), a body of research that encompasses the cognitive 
processes involved in learning to read, including phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, 
and comprehension.

Furthermore, access to high-quality instructional materials is another critical factor in the literacy 
equation. The disparities in resource allocation among schools and districts highlight a signif icant 
challenge in ensuring that all students have the opportunity to engage with books, technology, and 
other essential learning tools (Morgan & Amerikaner, 2018). Legislators and educational leaders are 
therefore tasked with addressing these inequities, striving to create a landscape where every child 
has the resources needed to become a prof icient reader.

RECENT HISTORY OF LITERACY WORK IN SAN DIEGO UNIFIED
Beginning in the early 2000s, the San Diego Unif ied School District (SDUSD) adopted a Balanced 
Literacy (BL) approach, which was part of a broader educational reform aimed at improving literacy 
outcomes across diverse student populations, including a substantial number of English learners 
(ELs). During the administration of Superintendent Alan Bersin and Chancellor of Instruction Anthony 
Alvarado, the district implemented BL as a vital component of its instructional reforms. This approach 
emphasized the creation of meaning through active reader interaction with text, supported by 
various instructional activities and interaction strategies.

The district’s reforms sought to address the varying literacy needs of all students by incorporating 
elements such as explicit literacy skills instruction, differentiated instruction, and accountable talk. 
However, despite these efforts, challenges remained in adequately meeting the needs of EL students. 
O’Day’s investigation of the district’s literacy progress suggested that while BL held promise, there 
were gaps in effectively addressing the specif ic language and literacy needs of the district’s diverse 
EL population (2009).

Shifting forward a few decades to 2020, SDUSD launched a new literacy strategy to rapidly accelerate 
literacy outcomes for all students. The strategy sought to remake early literacy instruction from 
top to bottom, including the adoption of a new curriculum, implementation of curriculum-aligned 
assessments, a universal screening system, investments in teacher professional development and 
support, and the hiring of dozens of early literacy coaches to provide additional instruction in foun-
dational literacy skills.

SDUSD transitioned towards implementing evidence-backed literacy practices in 2021. This shift 
came as a response to long-standing reliance on BL approaches that were increasingly criticized 
for their ineffectiveness in teaching foundational reading skills. With this approach, the district 
adopted a new curriculum called Benchmark Advance, aligning with evidence-based practices 
that emphasized systematic phonics instruction and other structured literacy components. Despite 
this progress, the implementation has faced some challenges, particularly due to the disruptions 
caused by the COVID-19 pandemic and the complexity of applying new strategies across a large 
and diverse school district.

SDUSD has also taken steps to improve literacy outcomes by forming a Literacy Working Group 
to advise on curriculum and best practices. This group developed an SOR primer for teachers and 
conducted district-wide environmental scan to assess the effectiveness of current instructional 
methods. The goal was to ensure that successful practices can be replicated across schools while 
identifying and addressing any ineffective strategies.

Additionally, the district invested in professional development and resources through a Literacy 
Acceleration Plan, reflecting a broader movement within the district to balance school autonomy 
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with adherence to proven instructional practices. Overall, while there have been strides towards 
embracing SOR, SDUSD continues to navigate the complexities of large-scale implementation and 
aims to ref ine its approach to ensure all students benefit from effective literacy instruction.

Before adopting this new literacy strategy, SDUSD capitalized on its connections with major support 
organizations such as the Diamond Education Excellence Partnership (DEEP), the California Reading 
and Literacy Project (CRLP), and other organizations that support literacy initiatives. CRLP is a 
statewide professional development network that focuses on improving reading and literature 
instruction in K-12 schools. It is one of several California Subject Matter Projects aimed at enhancing 
subject-specif ic teaching skills. CRLP offers training and resources to teachers to help them develop 
effective literacy instruction strategies, with a special emphasis on English language development 
and culturally responsive teaching to meet the diverse needs of California’s student population. 
CRLP along with the support from DEEP have been instrumental in advancing SDUSD’s strategic 
goals to enhance literacy results.

KEY FEATURES OF THE DEEP PROGRAM
The Diamond Educational Excellence Partnership, or DEEP, is a collaborative undertaking of multiple 
partner organizations and community leaders who are committed to improving educational outcomes 
for students attending public schools in the Diamond Community, a cluster of neighborhoods in 
southeastern San Diego that is home to many of the city’s lower performing schools. The Diamond 
Community is an area known for its diverse population, rich cultural heritage, and vibrant commu-
nity life. It includes a collection of communities such as Lincoln Park, Valencia Park, Emerald Hills, 
Chollas View, and Mount Hope. The Diamond Community is served by several public schools including 
Lincoln High School and 10 elementary schools including the four DEEP-supported schools: Chollas 
Mead, Johnson, Webster, and Encanto.

DEEP has several strategic priorities, including:

1.	 Strengthening the capacity of caregivers of young children to provide enriching early 
learning and healthy development experiences

2.	 Supporting schools to ensure that children have access to high-quality in-school literacy 
instruction and social-emotional support

3.	 Offering children extended learning opportunities that expand upon strong in-school 
teaching and learning

To achieve priority 2, DEEP partners with the CRLP and SDUSD to bring phonics-focused early reading 
instruction into four partner schools: Chollas-Mead, Encanto, Johnson, and Webster elementary 
schools. SDUSD’s early literacy initiative collaborates and focuses on tailored small-group instruction 
in essential literacy skills for grades K-3.

Teachers use the Systematic Instruction in Phonological Awareness, Phonics, and Sight Words (SIPPS) 
curriculum to systematically teach phonological awareness, phonics, and sight words, enhancing 
students’ decoding abilities, comprehension, and fluency with level-specif ic explicit instruction. 
Additionally, DEEP leaders in collaboration with DEEP principals collaborate and engage in monthly 
classroom walkthroughs in order to observe, review and refine classroom literacy practices. DEEP and 
CRLP also offer professional development centered on evidence-based reading strategies. Teachers 
at DEEP-aff iliated schools benefit from continuous training in effective literacy techniques, data-
driven instruction, and curriculum support, all based on the SOR framework. This f irst-year report 
and evaluation specif ically focus on the literacy curriculum, K-3 instructional strategies, and the 
professional development aligned with DEEP priority two. Subsequent reports will address other 
DEEP priorities and aspects of literacy instruction.

THE SCIENCE OF READING
SOR is a body of knowledge about teaching reading that draws on scientif ic research to understand 
how children learn to read and how reading instruction can be most effective. According to Petscher 
and colleagues (2020), SOR is def ined as a phrase that represents the accumulated knowledge 
about reading and reading development, and best practices for reading instruction, all obtained 
through the scientif ic method. This includes a basis in neurological research, detailing how the brain 
functions to enable learners to connect sounds and oral language to letters and words, ultimately 
leading to the comprehension of a full passage.

SOR is often compared to a BL approach, heralded by SDUSD over 20 years ago. BL is an instructional 
approach that combines various methods to teach reading and writing. It includes components 
such as guided reading, shared reading, independent reading, read-alouds, and word study. The 
core philosophy of BL is to blend phonics (the systematic teaching of letter-sound relationships) 
with whole language approaches that emphasize comprehension and meaning-making through 
reading and writing. The goal is to develop students’ literacy skills holistically, catering to a diversity 
of learners.

Both SOR and BL have similar goals, including phonics instruction, and attend to comprehension. 
However, these methods address phonics instruction differently. A BL approach uses a mix of phonics 
and holistic reading practices (such as combining reading, writing, speaking, and listening activities 
around thematic units), while SOR advocates for explicit, systematic instruction in phonics and other 
foundational reading skills. SOR emphasizes systematic and explicit instruction in the key compo-
nents of reading, often referred to as the “Big Five” or “Five Pillars of Reading,” and is grounded in 
research from various f ields such as cognitive psychology, linguistics, neuroscience, and education.
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The Five Pillars of Reading, as highlighted by the National Reading Panel (2000) and other research, 
include:

1.	 Phonemic Awareness:
	○ The ability to recognize and manipulate individual sounds (phonemes) in spoken words. 

This involves tasks such as identifying, blending, and segmenting sounds.

2.	 Phonics:
	○ The relationship between letters and their corresponding sounds. Phonics instruction 

teaches students how to decode words by recognizing the sound-symbol relationships.

3.	 Fluency:
	○ The ability to read with speed, accuracy, and expression. Fluency is developed through 

repeated practice, often involving reading aloud.

4.	Vocabulary:
	○ A rich vocabulary is crucial for comprehension. Instruction in vocabulary involves 

teaching the meanings of words, including strategies for understanding and acquiring 
new words.

5.	 Comprehension:
	○ The ability to understand and make meaning from text. Comprehension instruction 

includes strategies for understanding the structure of sentences and passages, making 
inferences, and summarizing information.

Key research-based principles of the SOR include Child Health & Human Development, 2010; Joyce 
& Showers, 2002; Panel et al., 2000:

	● Systematic and Explicit Instruction: SOR advocates for systematic and explicit instruction, 
where each skill is taught explicitly and in a planned sequence.

	● Multisensory Approaches: Engaging multiple senses (auditory, visual, and kinesthetic) 
in learning to read is often recommended to reinforce connections between letters and 
sounds.

	● Early Intervention: Identifying and addressing reading diff iculties early on is crucial for 
preventing long-term reading challenges.

	● Evidence-Based Practices: SOR emphasizes the importance of using instructional 
methods and interventions that have been proven effective through research.

	● Professional Development: Educators are encouraged to receive ongoing professional 
development to stay informed about the latest research and effective instructional practices 
in reading.

Another common distinction between these two approaches involves instructional practices. A 
BL approach uses read-alouds, guided reading, independent reading, and writing activities, often 
focusing on student choice and engagement, while SOR focuses on a sequenced, skills-based 
approach, ensuring students master each component before moving on to the next.

EVIDENCE OF EFFECTIVENESS
The effectiveness of SOR is supported by a body of literature that underscores the positive impact 
of its key components on student reading development. Systematic phonics instruction, an integral 
part of SOR, has been shown to signif icantly enhance students’ ability to read when compared to 
unsystematic or no phonics instruction. The National Reading Panel’s (2000) phonics-centered 
meta-analysis of 38 experimental and quasi-experimental studies demonstrates that phonics 
instruction signif icantly boosts students’ reading growth relative to those who received unsystem-
atic or no phonics instruction.

Furthermore, the National Reading Panel’s meta-analysis along with other empirical research 
corroborates the benef icial effects of phonics instruction among students facing reading chal-
lenges, who are low income, and multilingual learners (Bowers, 2020). This evidence showcases 
the vital role of SOR components in informing instruction to positively influence student reading 
outcomes for diverse learners. Notably, Novicoff and Dee (2023) examined the impact of California’s 
Early Literacy Support Block Grant (ELSBG) on improving early literacy among K-3 students in the 
state’s lowest-performing elementary schools. The study found signif icant improvements in ELA 
achievement and smaller spillover improvements in math achievement in the f irst two years of 
implementation, suggesting the effectiveness of the SOR-based interventions when applied at 
scale. Other studies have highlighted the success of interventions focused on phonemic aware-
ness, phonics, fluency, and comprehension in high-poverty schools (Suggate, 2016). Students who 
are low-income often face additional challenges that impact their literacy development, such 
as poor health, unstable living environments, and limited access to enrichment activities. These 
factors contribute to the risk of poor literacy outcomes for these students, evidenced by national 
data showing they are less likely to read prof iciently by the end of Grade 4 compared to their more 
advantaged peers (Ferguson et al., 2007).

Recently, SOR has gained prominence in education policy discussions and teacher training programs. 
Advocates argue that a strong foundation in the key components of reading is essential for all students, 
including those with dyslexia and multilingual learners. However, other researchers disagree on 
the value and benefit of SOR for multilingual learners. Their criticisms center around SOR’s failure 
to address cultural contexts, inadequate attention to bilingualism, and pedagogical rigidity, and 
how these issues might hinder the learning process for multilingual learners. These criticisms posit 
the need for more inclusive and flexible educational approaches that leverage the linguistic and 
cultural assets of all students (Tsokalidou & Skourtou, 2020; Xia & Haas, 2024). Empirical evidence 
aligns with some of these concerns, showing that while the SOR enhances decoding skills, it might 
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not fully address the comprehensive literacy needs of multilingual learners. Research suggests 
that more effective strategies for these students often combine phonics with instruction focused 
on meaning, and actively incorporate elements of bilingualism. (Bialystok, 2018; Goldenberg, 2020; 
Great City Schools, 2023; O’Day, 2009; Polanco & Luft de Baker, 2018).

The academic and empirical debate regarding SOR is complex, with both proponents and critics 
using empirical evidence to support their perspectives. Against this backdrop, SDUSD partnered 
with the San Diego County Off ice of Education (SDCOE) in 2023 to evaluate its literacy programs 
across the Diamond community. The Diamond community serves as a proving ground to assess 
the effectiveness of various literacy curricula, including SOR, alongside professional development 
and coaching resources. This evaluation is particularly promising given four of the ten schools in 
the community were supplementing the curriculum with a SOR-based phonics approach, while 
the others employed a curriculum-based approach following Benchmark Advance. The aim of the 
evaluation is to gain comprehensive insights into the implementation and impact of the literacy 
curricula, including SOR, within this district cluster by understanding the added value of SIPPS and 
CRLP for students, especially multilingual learners.

FINDINGS

We designed a mixed methods evaluation study gathering data from the following sources: 
classroom observations, teacher interviews, surveys, and achievement data to investigate 
the implementation and impact of literacy curricula and supports on student language 

development. These formative f indings reflect perspectives and evidence gathered from the f irst 
year of a multiyear evaluation. Below, we have arrayed our f indings by evaluation questions.

HOW ARE SDUSD SCHOOLS IN THE LINCOLN CLUSTER IMPLEMENTING 
THE EARLY LITERACY PROGRAM AND WHAT SCHOOL-AND-DISTRICT-
WIDE CONDITIONS SUPPORT OR HINDER EFFECTIVE IMPLEMENTATION?
Rolling out a curriculum or instructional practice across a large, urban school district like SDUSD 
involves numerous challenges, such as acquiring materials, training teachers, ensuring adminis-
trators provide feedback, and offering ongoing support through instructional coaches. Like many 
districts across the country, SDUSD has navigated numerous obstacles while implementing its 
comprehensive literacy program. Over the past three years, this effort has required detailed planning 
and coordination across various levels, from district and site leadership down to the classroom. This 
comprehensive approach has encompassed not only the procurement of materials and professional 
development for teachers but also the provision of literacy coaching. Beyond academic support, the 
district has enhanced its offerings with extended learning opportunities and collaborations with 
partners to enrich students’ learning experiences and support their social-emotional development. 
Consequently, the effectiveness of the literacy efforts at both the school and district levels has been 
deeply influenced by these conditions, which have both facilitated and hindered the successful 
implementation of the literacy initiative.

DEEP Schools Offer More Systematic Phonics Instruction 
and Have Better Access to Support

In the initial year of this evaluation, we examined the implementation of curriculum and literacy 
practices across the district by interviewing and surveying teachers, conducting classroom observa-
tions during literacy blocks, and analyzing literacy data. Several conditions stood out in our analysis.

First, DEEP schools offer a systematic and structured approach to literacy instruction compared to 
other schools in the Lincoln cluster, especially with respect to phonics and phonemic awareness. 
DEEP schools’ literacy approach integrates Systematic Instruction in Phonological Awareness, 
Phonics, and Sight Words (SIPPS) and the tenets from California Reading and Language Project 
(CRLP). Teachers acknowledge the value of their professional development experiences in SIPPS 
and CRLP.
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For example, one teacher indicated:

	“We have our required PD and for the last f ive years we have completed profes-

sional development on foundational reading skills like phonics… it really goes 

into depth about patterns, and how language works the way it doesn’t. And we 

really use that training, for example, we worked on comprehension…we found 

a really rich text for students, and we engaged in a whole group process of 

analyzing the text… examining keywords and key understandings. We go through 

the whole text using a planning protocol then we teach. It’s how we use what 

we learned through PD.

This teacher’s insights underscore the critical role of a comprehensive approach to literacy instruc-
tion, involving PD, curriculum, and instructional strategies, in equipping these teachers with the 
necessary skills to enhance student literacy and overcome curriculum-related obstacles.

Classroom observations corroborated these perceptions illustrating that teachers in DEEP schools 
provide greater instructional support for students developing language and literacy skills. Instructional 
Support (a domain from the Classroom Assessment Scoring System) evaluates the extent to which 
educators facilitate and enhance students’ thinking, problem-solving abilities, conversational skills, 
and vocabulary. Teachers who excel in this area engage students by linking concepts and skills 
to real-life contexts, posing questions that stimulate analysis and reasoning, offering appropriate 
assistance, and giving feedback that values students’ efforts. Overall, DEEP schools have a more 
pronounced impact on fostering cognitive and language development compared to their non-DEEP 
counterparts. Importantly, classrooms, with this focused instructional support, are more likely to yield 
better student outcomes in terms of cognitive and language development compared to other class-
rooms. District leaders should consider scaling programs that provide comprehensive instructional 
support, as these have proven to be beneficial in improving student learning outcomes (Soto, 2023).

In contrast to specif ic references to SIPPS and CRLP, many teachers from both DEEP and non-DEEP 
classrooms described professional development as infrequent and often insuff iciently detailed. For 
example, one teacher noted, “The professional development offered has been sporadic and not 
suff iciently tailored to our needs.” Teachers expressed a need for more practical, classroom-focused 
PD sessions on trauma-informed instruction, English Language Development (ELD), and using the 
Benchmark curriculum. Strengthening professional development offerings could enhance teacher 
effectiveness and their use of evidence-based instructional practices.

Teachers in DEEP schools also described having more regular access to literacy coaches and peer 

mentoring. DEEP teachers emphasized the importance of coaching for implementing ongoing 
professional development focused on foundational reading skills. One teacher noted:

	“ The literacy coach pushes in as needed as teachers have questions and needs. 

One week she might be meeting with kids, coaching teachers, leading profes-

sional development, making copies for parent meetings…she would go on a 

couple of walkthroughs of classrooms to look at how we are all rolling out, see 

what we’re doing…checking on the data giving feedback about which kids are 

in the red so to speak. Asking what are we going to do for them? And then 

providing that support.

These teachers recognized how peer coaching enhanced their ability to support student literacy 
development. Whether coaches work with a small group of struggling students or follow coaching 
cycles involving observations of student engagement, the regular access to these coaches (and 
professional development) has played a crucial role in the successful implementation of structured 
literacy practices. These are important f indings given that ongoing professional development and 
access to coaching support are essential ingredients for a comprehensive teacher support system 
and for the effective implementation of any schoolwide initiative. High quality professional devel-
opment and coaching support provides teachers with access to the latest research-based strategies 
and techniques to support student literacy development (Kraft et al., 2018; Neufeld & Roper, 2003). A 
comprehensive support system not only improves instructional quality but also fosters a culture of 
continuous learning and improvement, ultimately leading to better literacy outcomes for all students.

Inconsistency in Curriculum Adoption and Literacy Practices 
Exist Across the Cluster

While some teachers acknowledged SIPPS and CRLP as curricula and tools that support their 
literacy instruction, most teachers identif ied how inconsistencies in curriculum adoption and literacy 
practices hinder their ability to create a cohesive literacy experience for their students. Interviews 
and survey results highlighted variability in how schools and teachers adopted the curriculum. 
While some teachers adhered strictly to the Benchmark curriculum, others incorporated other 
programs, such as i-Ready and the University of Florida Literacy Institute. Many teachers supple-
mented their instruction with resources from platforms like Teachers Pay Teachers. This incon-
sistency was observed both across different schools and within individual schools. The lack of a 
cohesive curriculum increases variability in student literacy development and increases teachers’ 
reliance on supplementary materials. This is important because the variability in implementation 
of research-backed curriculum materials exacerbate educational inequities, particularly affecting 
students from under-resourced communities (Bugler, 2017).
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Table 1: Frequency of Instructional Materials by Type

CURRICULUM RESOURCE TYPE FREQUENCY

Benchmark (Advance, Adelante) Core Curriculum 89%

Heggerty Supplemental/Intervention 60%

Okapi Supplemental/Intervention 57%

Fountas and Pinnell Supplemental/Intervention 43%

Teachers Pay Teachers Teacher Resource 29%

Ready to Advance Core Curriculum 28%

iReady Core Curriculum 21%

CRLP Professional Development 18%

Handwriting without Tears Supplemental/Intervention 17%

SIPPS Supplemental/Intervention 16%

Achieve 3000 Supplemental/Intervention 5%

Lucy Calkins Reading and Writing Workshop Core Curriculum 2%

Orton Gillingham Supplemental/Intervention 3%

Lucy Calkins Units of Study Core Curriculum 3%

Joyful Literacy Supplemental/Intervention 2%

Fundations Supplemental/Intervention 2%

Scholastic News Teacher Resource 1%

Write Source Teacher Resource 0%

This table illustrates the frequency and type of curriculum teachers use in the cluster. We derived 
the resource type labels from examining and researching these resources, and as such, these are not 
labels used by the district. For example, i-Ready is identif ied as a core curriculum on the Curriculum 
Associates i-Ready website and by the California Department of Education. Based on the informa-
tion in this chart, Benchmark is the most frequently used curriculum (89% of classrooms). While 
the frequent use of the Benchmark curriculum indicates a strong dependency on this foundational 
material, the extensive adoption of resources like Heggerty, Okapi, and Teachers Pay Teachers high-
lights the critical role of supplemental and intervention tools. These observations suggest a potential 
need to develop a more explicit and uniform district-wide literacy framework. Additionally, there 
is a need for more inclusive and adaptable curriculum materials that not only align with the core 
curriculum but also meet the varied needs of the district’s diverse student population.

In addition to curriculum resources, teachers must also leverage various evidence-based instructional 
practices to deliver the curriculum. The What Works Clearinghouse’s (WWC) Educator’s Practice 
Guide in foundational reading skills identif ies several high leverage, evidence-based instructional 
practices that support literacy and language development (Foorman et al., 2016). These include:

	● Using read-aloud conversations to develop inferential language skills by asking open-ended 
questions that encourage students to think beyond the immediate context

	● Using Elkonin sound boxes and letter tiles to help students link their knowledge of letter 
sounds with phonemic awareness

	● Teaching students to blend letter sounds and sound-spelling patterns from left to right 
within a word to produce a recognizable pronunciation

	● Teaching regular and irregular high-frequency words so that students can recognize them 
eff iciently

	● Engaging students in activities that involve adding, removing, or changing letters to create 
new words

	● Providing opportunities for oral reading practice with feedback to develop fluent and 
accurate reading with expression

	● Teaching students to self-monitor their understanding of the text and to self-correct word-
reading errors

	●  Modeling strategies, scaffolding, and providing feedback to support accurate and eff icient 
word identif ication

While teachers deploy many of these instructional practices across the cluster, implementation 
varies signif icantly both within and between schools. These variations exist due to gaps in teacher 
awareness and knowledge, professional development offerings, and the demands placed on teachers 
to support diverse learners. In interviews, teachers expressed that they spent considerable time 
modifying materials and resources to meet the diverse needs of their students, which diverted their 
attention from exploring and integrating new or innovative evidence-based instructional strategies. 
One teacher highlighted the challenges with the Benchmark curriculum, noting, “The Benchmark 
curriculum… gives you a lot of information, but not always useful information. It’s not always clear 
how to implement all of the different products that they have.” Teachers are f inding that while the 
curriculum is rich in content, it often lacks clear instructions on how to effectively use the various 
components in a real classroom setting. This leads to a situation where teachers have to spend 
extra time f iguring out how to best apply these resources, which can be especially challenging in 
classrooms with diverse learning needs. As a result, there is a need for the curriculum developers to 
ref ine these materials to provide clearer, more actionable guidance that aligns with the day-to-day 
realities of teaching diverse groups of students.
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Additionally, many teachers indicated feeling unprepared and overwhelmed to independently 
learn new literacy practices and strategies and align these practices to the diverse needs of their 
students. For instance, only 14% of teachers indicated in our survey how their professional devel-
opment opportunities suff iciently equipped them to support students with dyslexia. Similarly low 
levels of confidence were reported for supporting students with disabilities and those experiencing 
homelessness.

The variability in instructional strategies suggests that there is no standardized approach across 
the cluster to teaching literacy, which is likely to lead to differences in the quality and effectiveness 
of the instruction students receive. However, a one-sized-f its-all literacy approach may be equally 
disruptive to instructional quality and effectiveness. The district might f ind the right balance of 
standardization and autonomy within the four Lincoln cluster schools who are outperforming 
expectations (see evaluation question 2). Additionally, the adaptation of materials and resources 
by teachers indicates a proactive effort to meet diverse student needs, but it also underscores a 
lack of uniformity that could impact overall educational outcomes. Some teachers are employing a 
mix of strategies to deliver content, which reflects flexibility and responsiveness to student needs. 
However, this also points to a potential gap in the Benchmark curriculum, as it requires teachers 
to modify and supplement materials on their own. These modif ications can lead to inconsistencies 
and may not always result in the most effective instructional practices. There is a clear need to stan-
dardize some practices across the cluster to ensure instruction is consistent, evidence-based, and 
equitable. This might involve developing a more uniform and district-wide literacy framework and 
curriculum that provides structured support for diverse learners. Additionally, district leaders need 
to enhance professional development offerings to better prepare teachers for supporting students 
with diverse needs, including specialized training for supporting vulnerable students with dyslexia, 
other disabilities, and multilingual learners.

Implementing curriculum and evidence-based instructional practices across a large, urban school 
district like SDUSD is inherently complex, involving meticulous coordination and support at multiple 
levels. The district’s efforts in planning, providing materials, professional development, and ongoing 
support are commendable, yet the effectiveness of these efforts is signif icantly influenced by the 
conditions at both school and district levels. This interim analysis shows that DEEP schools, with 
their emphasis on phonics, phonemic awareness, and professional development, are making notable 
strides in literacy implementation and enhancing student cognitive development. Non-DEEP 
schools might benefit from integrating similar literacy practices and adopting DEEP’s approach to 
professional development. Despite progress in DEEP schools, inconsistencies in curriculum imple-
mentation across the cluster and insuff icient ongoing support for evidence-based literacy practices 
highlight the need for a more standardized approach across all schools. Providing instructional 
materials, enhancing professional development, and ensuring consistent support will be essential 
for improving educational outcomes and addressing the diverse needs of all students.

HOW IS THE DEEP LITERACY MODEL AFFECTING STUDENT LITERACY 
OUTCOMES?
Examining the impact of literacy curricula, practices, and strategies on student achievement is 
crucial for several reasons. Literacy is a foundational skill that underpins all areas of education and 
is essential for students’ academic success and future opportunities. Understanding which curricula 
and instructional practices are most effective can help educators and policymakers make informed 
decisions that enhance teaching and learning outcomes. Additionally, as diverse student populations 
present varying needs, it is vital to identify strategies that support all learners, including those with 
learning disabilities, multilingual learners, and students from under-resourced backgrounds. By 
evaluating the effectiveness of different literacy approaches, schools can ensure they are providing 
equitable and high-quality education that fosters student achievement and prepares them for 
lifelong learning.

Several Lincoln Cluster Schools Outperform Expectations 
Relative to Other Elementary Schools

A Beating the Odds (BTO) analysis is a method used by educational researchers to identify schools 
that outperform expectations based on their unique student populations. Essentially, this analysis 
involves predicting a school’s performance using demographic and prior academic data, and then 
comparing these predictions to the school’s actual performance. Schools that perform signif icantly 
better than predicted are said to be “beating the odds,” indicating that they are achieving better 
results than similar schools with comparable student demographics (R Core Team, 2023).

By spotlighting schools that outperform their predicted outcomes, BTO analysis provides valuable 
insights into effective educational strategies and practices that can be replicated in other schools. 
It serves as a tool for recognizing and learning from success stories, enabling policymakers, educa-
tors, and communities to adopt and implement strategies that have proven successful in similar 
contexts. This approach encourages a more equitable assessment of school performance, focusing 
on resilience and effectiveness in fostering student achievement against all odds.

Prior to the BTO analysis, we examined the contexts of schools around San Diego County in relation 
to those in the Lincoln cluster, specif ically around the proportion of ELs and students who are low 
income.
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EXPLORING DEEP SCHOOLS FOR ELs ACROSS VARYING 
SOCIOECONOMIC LEVELS

Figure 1: EL by Low-Income Status in Lincoln Cluster and Other San Diego County Schools 

Source: Data and Impact Center for Excellence

The chart visualizes the distribution of ELs across various elementary schools in San Diego County, 
categorized by their participation in the DEEP program and further differentiated by whether 
they are Lincoln-DEEP, Lincoln-Non DEEP, or other elementary schools. The x-axis represents the 
percentage of students eligible for free and reduced price lunch, a proxy for low-income status.

As demonstrated in the chart, the distribution of free and reduced price lunch percentage is wide-
spread across all schools. Both Lincoln-DEEP and Lincoln-Non DEEP schools have a higher concen-
tration of students eligible for free and reduced price lunch compared to the average San Diego 
County elementary school (shown as dashed lines). Furthermore, Lincoln-DEEP schools tend to 
have higher percentages of ELs compared to Lincoln-Non DEEP and other elementary schools, 
which is especially noticeable among schools with higher free and reduced lunch eligibility. This 
chart provides the foundational context for our BTO analysis, given the aim to identify schools that 
achieve higher-than-expected academic outcomes despite their contexts.

Schools with higher percentages of low-income students and ELs generally face more signif icant 
educational hurdles, including resource limitations, lower initial academic readiness, and language 

barriers. Plus, these socioeconomic and linguistic factors are known to impact standardized test 
scores (Riccardo, 2020; Soland, 2019). A BTO analysis considers these factors by adjusting perfor-
mance expectations based on the demographic and economic profiles of the school populations. In 
arguing for the validity and necessity of a BTO analysis, this chart substantively demonstrates that 
schools in the DEEP program are more disadvantaged compared to other schools and underscores 
the importance of recognizing and rewarding schools that outperform their predicted outcomes 
based on these demographic contexts.

We conducted a BTO analysis on all elementary schools in San Diego County using a regression 
model with student demographic information and prior CASSPP achievement data to forecast 
current CASSPP scores. This allows us to determine which schools are performing better than 
expected. We specif ically highlighted how schools in the Lincoln cluster compare to other San Diego 
elementary schools. The results are visualized in a rain plot, with schools performing below, at, and 
above expectations. Lincoln cluster schools are represented by light and dark blue dots, while other 
San Diego elementary schools are shown as grey dots.

SAN DIEGO ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS BEATING THE ODDS IN READING 
ACHIEVEMENT
Both DEEP (dark blue) and non-DEEP (light blue) schools perform mostly as expected while some 
are beating the odds.

Figure 2: BTO Analysis of Lincoln Cluster and Other San Diego County Schools

Source: Data and Impact Center for Excellence 
Note: DEEP and non−DEEP schools ordered from largest decrease to largest increase: Johnson (DEEP), Horton, 
Encanto (DEEP), Webster (DEEP), Valencia Park, Chavez, Baker, Nye, Porter, Balboa, and Chollas/Mead (DEEP).
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In this plot, performance is plotted on the x-axis as percentiles, which help us rank schools based 
on the difference between their actual and predicted performance. The y-axis labels indicate qual-
itative differences in performance: schools in the 70th percentile or higher are considered to have 
signif icantly outperformed expectations (increased performance), schools between the 0 and 30th 
percentiles are underperforming (decreased performance), and those in the 30th to 70th percentiles 
are performing as expected (Not BTO).

From our observations, four schools in the Lincoln cluster show small to medium increases in perfor-
mance, indicating that they are beating the odds. Three schools are performing as expected but 
are close to outperforming, and f ive others are performing precisely as predicted. It is important to 
note that a “Not BTO” designation means that a school is performing in line with what is expected 
based on its student population.

The value of a BTO analysis lies in its ability to account for the specif ic challenges and circumstances 
of each school, providing a fairer comparison than simply ranking schools by test scores alone. This 
adjustment considers factors like the economic backgrounds of students or the resources available 
at each school, ensuring a more equitable assessment of school performance. The standout perfor-
mance of Chollas-Mead, Balboa, Porter, and Nye indicates that these schools have implemented 
effective teaching practices and strategies that allow students to excel academically. These schools 
are likely using innovative approaches or have strong support systems that help students overcome 
barriers commonly associated with under-resourced environments. The success of these schools 
provides a model that other schools in similar circumstances can emulate.

Table 2: BTO Percentiles and Performance Levels of Lincoln Cluster Schools

SCHOOL NAME
ESTIMATED 
PERFORMANCE

PERCENTILE 
(TH)

PERFORMANCE 
LEVEL

Chollas/Mead Elementary (DEEP) 7.94714 86 Medium increase

Balboa Elementary 5.274959 76 Small increase

Porter Elementary 5.132473 77 Small increase

Nye Elementary 4.974271 75 Small increase

Baker Elementary 3.837845 69 Not BTO

Chavez Elementary 2.796907 65 Not BTO

Valencia Park Elementary 2.503307 63 Not BTO

Webster Elementary (DEEP) -0.60155 46 Not BTO

Encanto Elementary (DEEP) -1.143286 43 Not BTO

Horton Elementary -1.816496 39 Not BTO

SCHOOL NAME
ESTIMATED 
PERFORMANCE

PERCENTILE 
(TH)

PERFORMANCE 
LEVEL

Johnson Elementary (DEEP) -2.738606 35 Not BTO

In the table above, Chollas-Mead Elementary shows an estimated performance of nearly 8 points 
(i.e., 8 points above the mean of all San Diego schools), which places it in the 86th percentile among 
county schools, suggesting it outperformed 86% of elementary schools in the county in terms of 
reading achievement. For schools like Chollas-Mead that exceed the county average, the estimate 
represents a better than expected performance relative to their peers. A high poverty school like 
Chollas-Mead performed similarly to Torrey Pines Elementary (not shown and also a 7.9 point 
increase), which servers a more affluent community. Furthermore, while both Chollas-Mead and 
Encanto Elementary are both high poverty schools and participate in DEEP, Chollas-Mead’s perfor-
mance exceeds the county average by 7 points compared to Encanto’s, which performed 2 points 
below the county average. Chollas-Mead outperformed Encanto by nearly 10 points.

The variation in performance between the schools participating in the DEEP program could be 
attributed to how effectively each school implements the Benchmark curriculum and other DEEP 
resources. Effective implementation depends on the individual teachers’ engagement with the 
curriculum, the school administration’s support, the way in which the program is adapted to meet 
the specif ic needs of the students at each school, and other reasons. In addition to these factors, 
DEEP teacher interviews suggested that parental engagement and resource teacher support might 
also contribute to these differences. Given the success seen in Chollas-Mead, along with Balboa, 
Porter, and Nye, understanding and expanding these programs to underperforming schools like 
Encanto could potentially replicate these gains across the cluster.

This analysis showcases the exceptional performance of these top ranked schools given their contexts. 
Standard evaluations often use average test scores to measure school performance, which can unfairly 
penalize schools in less advantaged areas. BTO analysis goes deeper, accounting for the specif ic 
challenges faced by schools and highlighting those that are performing unexpectedly well. This 
analysis helps shift focus from what schools are lacking to what they are accomplishing, promoting 
a more equitable approach to evaluating educational success. It recognizes and rewards schools for 
doing more with less, shifting policy focus towards supporting and expanding what works in these 
high-achieving, under-resourced schools.

As diverse student populations present varying needs, it is vital to identify strategies that support all 
learners, including those with learning disabilities, multilingual learners, and students from under-re-
sourced backgrounds. By evaluating the effectiveness of different literacy approaches, schools can 
ensure they are providing equitable and high-quality education that fosters student achievement 
and prepares them for lifelong learning. Chollas-Mead, Balboa, Porter, and Nye are performing 

LINCOLN CLUSTER LITERACY PROGRAM 2024: YEAR 1 INSIGHTS AND INTERIM EVALUATION20 LINCOLN CLUSTER LITERACY PROGRAM 2024: YEAR 1 INSIGHTS AND INTERIM EVALUATION 21



better than expected, given the student populations they serve. This suggests that these schools 
are likely implementing effective literacy practices and strategies that are successfully meeting the 
needs of their students. Understanding these practices can help disseminate successful approaches 
across the district. Schools that perform well despite challenges presented by economic, social, and 
racial inequities demonstrate that equitable education is achievable with the right strategies and 
support systems. District and school leaders should consider replicating the literacy practices of 
these high-performing BTO schools across other schools in the district.

SOME EVIDENCE OF ENHANCED LITERACY OUTCOMES IN DEEP 
SCHOOLS
Previously, we identif ied how teachers perceived the investment in professional development 
around SIPPS and CRLP led to signif icant improvements in teaching practices and student literacy 
outcomes, how coaching and peer mentoring were crucial to adopting and improving instructional 
practices to meet diverse student needs, and how DEEP schools showed better performance in 
instructional support (as def ined by the CLASS observation instrument) compared to non-DEEP 
schools (La Paro & Pianta, 2003). Armed with these f indings, we turned our attention to local literacy 
achievement results and how Lincoln cluster schools performed relative to each other.

We collected data that SDUSD uses to track literacy progress across all its elementary schools. The 
FastBridge aReading assessments provide a reliable gauge of a student’s overall literacy abilities. 
The aReading assessment is a computer-adaptive test designed to evaluate a wide range of literacy 
skills, including phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, and fluency. It adjusts the 
diff iculty of questions in real time based on the student’s responses, providing a precise measure of 
their reading ability. The results from aReading are used to identify students’ strengths and weak-
nesses, monitor progress over time, and inform instruction tailored to meet each student’s needs. 
This makes it a valuable tool for educators in tracking literacy development and making data-driven 
decisions to enhance student learning outcomes. Below are descriptive statistics for both the DEEP 
and non-DEEP schools along with testing results.

Table 3: Sociodemographics of Students in DEEP and Non DEEP schools

METRIC DEEP NON-DEEP

Total Students 4440 9422

Female (%) 48 48

Hispanic (%) 71 73

EL (%) 29 37

SPED (%) 19 19

Mean Pre aFast 475 471

METRIC DEEP NON-DEEP

Mean Post aFast 486 481

Difference 11 10

Mean Days Absent 17 18

As indicated in the table, our data included approximately 4,400 records from DEEP students partic-
ipating in the aReading assessment and 9,422 non-DEEP students. SDSUD assesses students twice 
a year, so these totals reflect multiple records per student. The demographics of four DEEP and six 
non-DEEP schools are similar including the percentages of females, students who are Hispanic, 
English learners, and students with disabilities. Other data includes attendance rates, where on 
average students miss 17 to 18 days of instruction per year, which is a signif icant amount of time 
given that 18 days is the threshold for chronic absenteeism. The average pretest aReading scores for 
DEEP and non-DEEP students were 475 and 471, respectively. The scale scores from the assessment 
range from 350 to 750 and vary according to grade level. Average post-test scores were 486 and 481, 
respectively. While non-DEEP students’ scores were slightly below those of DEEP students, both 
groups experienced a 10-point increase between the fall and spring administrations. These results 
suggest steady improvements in reading scores in 2023-2024 in both programs and that students 
are growing on average as expected.

To ascertain whether the DEEP schools’ emphasis on phonics and phonemic awareness (with SIPPS 
and CRLP) improved literacy outcomes more than non-DEEP schools, we conducted a multilevel 
model (MLM) analysis. In addition to examining differences between the two literacy approaches, 
we also focused on each program’s impact on ELs since ELs represent a special case for literacy 
programs. English learners face unique challenges in acquiring literacy skills because they must 
simultaneously learn a new language and develop fundamental reading and writing abilities. Unlike 
native English speakers, ELs need targeted support to build their vocabulary, understand grammar 
and syntax, and develop phonological awareness in English. This multifaceted challenge can hinder 
their overall academic progress if not addressed adequately. With this in mind, we were interested 
in seeing if the DEEP model was more effective for multilingual learners.

After excluding students in grades K-2, our f inal dataset included data on 4,319 unique students. 
We further removed 1,788 records for students who were missing either a post-test score or a corre-
sponding pre-test score, with most exclusions due to missing post-test scores. We checked to ensure 
the remaining data was balanced across several factors in our model, and with the remaining 2,531 
records, we formed groups that could be fairly compared.

To ensure comparable groups, we performed propensity score matching (PSM) using pretest scores 
along with demographic variables, including race/ethnicity, gender, status for free and reduced-
price lunch and special education. This method paired students in the DEEP schools with those 
in non-DEEP schools, ensuring baseline equivalence across all covariates and pretest measures. 
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PSM is particularly valuable in experimental designs that do not allow for random assignment, as 
it aims to mitigate bias in estimating treatment effects (Leite, 2017). Our model predicted post-test 
literacy scores from a combination of student (e.g., race, gender, socioeconomic status, and others) 
and teacher factors (e.g., degree type and years of experience), along with the literacy program in 
which students participated.

FACTORS INFLUENCING READING ACHIEVEMENT IN LINCOLN 
CLUSTER SCHOOLS

Figure 3: Coefficient Plot of Factors Influencing Reading Achievement

Source: Data and Impact Center for Excellence

Note: This plot shows 12 factors and their influence on reading achievement. The dots represent the difference 
between the factor and its counterpart (e.g., DEEP compared to non−DEEP schools. The bars represent range 
of differences from the minimum difference to the maximum difference.

Based on the results of our analysis, some effects are worth noting. First, students in DEEP schools 
perform slightly lower compared to students in non-DEEP schools on the aReading assessment by 
0.78 points after controlling for demographic, teacher, and school factors that typically influence 
reading achievement. However, this difference is not statistically signif icant (p = 0.67), which means 
that on average students performed about the same regardless of the literacy models.

Additionally, both English learners and students in special education programs (IEP) scored signif i-
cantly lower by 16.05 and 18.01 points respectively on the aReading test compared to their non-En-
glish learner and non-special education counterparts (p < 0.001). Both results indicate a negative 
impact of being an English learner or having a disability on reading performance regardless of the 
school attended. English learners and students with disabilities struggle to develop language and 
literacy skills on-time in the cluster.

Furthermore, student absences signif icantly impacted aReading results, with each additional day 
absent reducing the aReading score by 0.39 points. For the average student with 17 absences, the 
student’s score was 6.63 points lower than it would have been had the student not missed any 
school. Absences have a pronounced negative effect on reading achievement, regardless of the 
literacy model in place.

Finally, the interaction between attending a DEEP school and being an EL signif icantly improves 
reading performance by an additional 9 points (p = 0.0002). EL students who participate in the DEEP 
literacy model tend to score about 9 points higher on reading tests compared to those who are in 
the non-DEEP model. The difference is signif icant enough to suggest that the DEEP model helps 
improve reading scores for the average EL student better than the literacy models in non-DEEP 
schools.
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EFFECT OF PROGRAM AND EL STATUS ON READING ASSESSMENT

Figure 4: Effect of Program and EL Status on Reading Assessment

Source: Data and Impact Center for Excellence 
Note: This plot starts at 460 to show difference in bar heights.

The plot above illustrates the impact of participation in the DEEP literacy model (DEEP vs. Non-DEEP) 
and EL status (EL vs. Not-EL) on the aFast reading assessment scores. The vertical axis presents the 
model-predicted reading scores, while the horizontal axis categorizes participants into four groups 
based on their DEEP enrollment and EL status. The plot reveals that ELs in DEEP schools tend to 
have higher predicted reading scores compared to ELs in Non-DEEP schools. Essentially, the impact 
of the DEEP Program for ELs on improving reading skills is signif icantly greater than the impact of 
missing school days. To put it into perspective, the benefit of participating in the DEEP Program 
for ELs is about 23 times stronger than the negative effect of being absent. This effect is akin to 
gaining an additional 23 days of schooling, which highlights the program’s strong contribution to 
improving reading achievement.

Moreover, the progress made by English learners in the DEEP Program is nearly equivalent to what is 
typically expected over a full school year. Specif ically, students in this program achieve 90% of the usual 
yearly improvement just by being part of it. This shows that the DEEP Program is an effective way to 
boost reading skills by matching a full year’s expected academic growth just through participation.

Furthermore, teachers from DEEP-affiliated schools shared firsthand insights into the daily application 
and successes of literacy initiatives within their classrooms. For example, one teacher highlighted, 
“The incorporation of systematic phonics programs and individualized reading activities allows us 
to effectively cater to diverse learner needs.” This account reflects the structured, yet adaptable 
approach that programs like SIPPs and strategies such as CRLP aim to implement to enhance 
literacy among ELs. Another teacher discussed the challenges and successes of providing tailored 
English instruction to non-Spanish speaking refugees, illustrating the DEEP program’s capacity 
to adapt to the varied linguistic backgrounds of students. Furthermore, educators associated 
with DEEP emphasized the critical role of professional development and systematic support from 
coaches, linking these resources to improvements in teaching strategies and success in developing 
prof icient readers.

The analysis sheds light on the eff icacy of the DEEP model compared to its non-DEEP counterparts, 
highlighting particular challenges faced by specif ic student groups and the influence of factors 
like absences and EL status on their literacy outcomes. Notably, ELs in DEEP-aff iliated schools 
exhibited higher literacy growth than those in non-DEEP schools. This f inding tentatively suggests 
that an SOR approach, often criticized for its primarily monolingual focus, might actually be bene-
f icial for multilingual learners. Although these f indings challenge common perceptions about the 
suitability of SOR methods for ELs, it is important to clarify that our evaluation aimed to compare 
the effectiveness of literacy instruction and curriculum in the Lincoln cluster by analyzing student 
performance on the aReading assessment, rather than directly assessing the specif ic eff icacy of 
SOR for ELs. Consequently, our evaluation may have overlooked factors necessary to def initively 
support claims about SOR’s effectiveness for ELs. Future research should further investigate and 
validate this f inding. There is an urgent need for more studies on multilingual learners, especially 
those integrating biliteracy principles into SOR frameworks. Such research could contribute to 
developing a more inclusive and effective literacy framework that better serves the diverse linguistic 
needs of multilingual learners (Cummins, 2000; Garcia & Lin, 2009).

Furthermore, the signif icant impact of absences on reading scores also highlights the critical need for 
strategies to improve student attendance. Schools should implement policies and support systems 
that encourage regular attendance and address barriers that keep students from attending school. 
Finally, district leaders and school administrators should consider these f indings when allocating 
resources and re-designing their literacy programs. Investing in programs that show potential bene-
f its for vulnerable student populations, and ensuring consistent implementation across schools can 
help reduce any educational disparities.
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BRIGHT SPOTS AND LESSONS LEARNED

EFFECTIVE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Regular, structured professional development sessions focused on foundational reading skills 
and instructional strategies, such as those provided by SIPPS and CRLP, were highly effective in 
enhancing teacher practices and student outcomes. The coordination of these resources by DEEP 
in DEEP partner schools demonstrates the crucial role of systematic support and resource allocation 
in improving reading outcomes.

In surveys and interviews, teachers and coaches highlighted the high-quality professional learning 
experiences provided by SIPPS and CRLP, which equipped them with effective strategies to enhance 
foundational reading skills. These sessions not only offered theoretical knowledge but also practical, 
hands-on approaches that teachers could directly apply in their classrooms. Teachers reported 
feeling more confident and equipped to address diverse student needs, particularly in phonics and 
phonemic awareness.

The success of SIPPS and CRLP professional development underscores the importance of investing 
in high-quality, continuous professional learning opportunities for teachers. It highlights how 
well-structured and supportive training programs can signif icantly enhance educational practices 
and student achievement.

COLLABORATIVE SUPPORT SYSTEMS
The presence of literacy coaches and teacher leaders providing ongoing support and mentorship 
was a signif icant factor in effectively implementing literacy practices.

Whether through formal literacy coaching or peer support within grade-level teams, teachers 
uniformly attributed their implementation success to these collaborative supports. Literacy coaches 
played a crucial role in offering personalized guidance, modeling instructional strategies, and 
providing timely feedback, which helped teachers refine their practices and address specific classroom 
challenges. Peer support through grade-level teams fostered a sense of community and collective 
responsibility, enabling teachers to share resources, discuss strategies, and problem-solve together.

Teachers also highlighted challenges faced when these support systems were lacking. The absence of 
coaching support was linked to struggles in implementing literacy practices effectively, underscoring 
the critical role collaborative support systems play in teacher development and student success.

This collaborative support system is essential for the growth and development of teachers, as it 
provides a structured yet flexible framework for continuous learning and improvement.

DATA-DRIVEN INSTRUCTION
Utilizing data f rom assessments to inform instructional practices and interventions helped in 
addressing diverse student needs and improving literacy outcomes.

Teachers emphasized the importance of using data to monitor and respond to student progress. By 
employing flexible grouping and targeted interventions based on assessment data, they were able 
to tailor instruction to meet the specif ic needs of each student. This data-driven approach enabled 
teachers to identify areas where students were struggling and to implement timely and effective 
interventions to support their learning.

These f indings underscore the need for streamlined assessments and opportunities to use data more 
effectively. Teachers highlighted how having access to clear, actionable data allowed them to make 
informed decisions about their instructional practices, thereby enhancing their ability to support 
diverse learners. Regularly analyzing assessment data helped in setting realistic goals, tracking 
student progress, and adjusting teaching strategies to better align with students’ evolving needs.

This focus on data-driven instruction is crucial for creating a responsive and adaptive learning envi-
ronment. It ensures that all students, regardless of their starting point, receive the support they 
need to achieve literacy prof iciency.
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CHALLENGES AND BARRIERS

INCONSISTENT CURRICULUM IMPLEMENTATION
Variability in the adoption and use of the Benchmark curriculum has led to signif icant inconsistencies 
in student preparation across the district, resulting in disparities in educational outcomes. Some 
schools fully embrace the Benchmark curriculum, while others use it selectively or supplement it 
with other materials like Teachers Pay Teachers and iReady. This inconsistency arises from varying 
levels of training, differing interpretations of the curriculum’s requirements, and a lack of resources 
to accommodate diverse learners.

Due to these inconsistencies, many teachers rely on supplementary materials to f ill perceived gaps, 
leading to a fragmented educational experience for students. As a result, students receive different 
levels of instruction, affecting their readiness for subsequent grades, standardized tests, and overall 
academic performance. Students moving between schools or classrooms face challenges adjusting 
to differing expectations and instructional approaches.

Inconsistent training and support for teachers further contribute to the uneven implementation of the 
curriculum. Some educators report not feeling fully prepared to deliver the Benchmark curriculum 
as intended, leading them to depend more on supplementary materials and personal adaptations.

This disparity in curriculum implementation can exacerbate educational inequities, particularly for 
students in under-resourced schools who may lack access to high-quality supplementary materials, 
widening the achievement gap between different student groups within the district.

LIMITED ACCESS TO ESSENTIAL MATERIALS
Teachers often face signif icant challenges in accessing essential materials needed to meet their 
students’ diverse literacy levels, hindering effective instruction. This impacts the quality and consis-
tency of literacy education, particularly in classrooms with diverse needs.

Many teachers report a shortage of essential literacy materials, such as decodable texts, phonics 
kits, and manipulatives. Budget limitations restrict the purchase of necessary resources, forcing 
teachers to use personal funds, which is unsustainable and inequitable. Outdated or insuff iciently 
stocked school libraries and digital resource collections limit students’ access to varied reading 
materials, crucial for fostering a love of reading and improving literacy skills. Even when materials 
are available, insuff icient training on their effective use further complicates the issue. Professional 
development focusing on integrating these resources is lacking or inconsistent.

The absence of essential materials leads to gaps in instruction, preventing full implementation 
of the literacy curriculum and necessary interventions for struggling readers, ultimately affecting 
student engagement, and learning outcomes.

NEED FOR MORE COMPREHENSIVE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT
Professional development in many instances was infrequent and not suff iciently tailored to the 
specif ic needs of teachers, underscoring the need for more practical, classroom-focused PD sessions.

Many teachers reported that PD sessions were too infrequent to provide ongoing support and 
growth. Sporadic training sessions do not allow for the continuous development of skills and the 
reinforcement of new teaching strategies. Also, when professional development follows a one-size-
f its-all approach, it does not address the diverse needs of teachers. Teachers working with different 
student populations, such as ELs or students with disabilities, require specialized training that 
is relevant to their unique classroom contexts Teachers also benefit more from hands-on, class-
room-focused training that demonstrates how to implement strategies in real classroom settings. 
The lack of practical application makes it diff icult for teachers to translate what they learn into 
effective instructional practices.

Furthermore, high-quality professional development must include follow-up support for teachers. 
Through mentoring, coaching, and with continuous feedback teachers ref ine and sustain these 
new practices. Without ongoing support, the impact of professional development is signif icantly 
diminished.

 

LINCOLN CLUSTER LITERACY PROGRAM 2024: YEAR 1 INSIGHTS AND INTERIM EVALUATION30 LINCOLN CLUSTER LITERACY PROGRAM 2024: YEAR 1 INSIGHTS AND INTERIM EVALUATION 31



RECOMMENDATIONS

FORMALIZE CURRICULUM MATERIALS AND IMPLEMENTATION
Develop a uniform literacy framework to reduce inconsistencies in curriculum resources. Provide 
comprehensive training with hands-on workshops and continuous support to ensure consistent 
adoption across all schools. Create inclusive and adaptable curriculum materials to cater to a wide 
range of literacy levels. Utilize literacy coaches to support small group instruction and targeted 
interventions. Re-evaluate the use of existing curricula like Benchmark and consider integrating 
additional resources like SIPPS and CRLP. Address training gaps, especially for teachers hired 
post-curriculum adoption or during the COVID pandemic, to ensure all educators are prof icient 
and effective in implementing the curricula.

ENHANCE TEACHER SUPPORT SYSTEMS
Increase the frequency and quality of professional development sessions and implement a structured 
peer coaching program at the district or site level. Tailor professional development to address the 
unique challenges of different schools, modeling successful DEEP school workshops for non-DEEP 
schools. Before implementing and coordinating these resources, establish clear expectations, trust, 
relationships, and mutual understanding of roles and responsibilities between the partner principals 
and Language Arts/literacy coordinators. This foundational relationship is crucial for the successful 
delivery and uptake of professional development initiatives. Focus on specialized training to support 
teachers in addressing the needs of vulnerable student groups, particularly those with disabilities 
and dyslexia, including strategies for differentiated instruction and effective technologies. Expand 
the availability of instructional coaches and mentors, especially in non-DEEP schools, to support the 
application of learned strategies in the classroom. Organize more collaborative opportunities for 
teachers to share best practices and successes through regular professional learning communities 
or a district-wide mentorship program.

LEVERAGE DATA FOR INSTRUCTIONAL IMPROVEMENT
Integrate regular, streamlined assessments to monitor student progress consistently. Provide teachers 
with comprehensive training in data literacy, focusing on how to interpret results and apply them to 
instructional strategies. Equip classrooms with digital tools for easy access and analysis of student 
data, supporting data visualization and integration with learning management systems. Promote 
a culture of data-driven instruction by organizing regular data review sessions within professional 
learning communities (PLCs), where teachers can collaborate and develop targeted intervention 
plans. Offer ongoing support from data coaches or specialists to help teachers effectively incorpo-
rate data into their instructional planning, ensuring data-driven instruction is a sustainable practice 
that enhances student outcomes.

EVALUATION NEXT STEPS

As we move into the second year of the evaluation of literacy practices within SDUSD, our 
focus will pivot towards a more granular analysis of comprehension strategies, the impact 
of embedded coaching compared to district-level coaching, and an exploration of addi-

tional supports provided by DEEP that could further explore variations in student achievement. 
Specif ically, we aim to:

	● Understand Comprehension Practices: Assess the implementation and effectiveness of 
routines and structures that support reading comprehension across grades. This will involve 
a close examination of how teachers integrate comprehension strategies into daily literacy 
instruction and the effect of these practices on student learning outcomes.

	● Assess Coaching Models: Compare the effectiveness of embedded literacy coaches (those 
who work within specif ic schools) versus district-wide coaches. This analysis will help 
determine the coaching model that most effectively builds teacher capacity and improves 
student literacy outcomes.

	● Expand Our Scope of DEEP Supports: Investigate other components of DEEP’s support, 
such as parent involvement initiatives, community literacy programs, and integration of 
digital literacy, to see how these elements contribute to the overall literacy achievements of 
students.
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CONCLUSIONS

In conclusion, the efforts to revamp literacy instruction within the San Diego Unif ied School 
District highlight both the complex challenges and promising strides made in addressing the 
diverse needs of its student population. This evaluation of curricular and instructional imple-

mentation, as well as their impact on literacy outcomes, provides insights crucial for guiding the 
district’s ongoing literacy initiatives. Most importantly, the emerging success of the DEEP model in 
alleviating adverse effects on ELs highlights the effectiveness of a tailored, evidence-based literacy 
approach for multilingual students. School and district leaders should persist in investigating the 
reasons behind the varying performance of EL students in DEEP-aff iliated schools. Furthermore, it 
is essential for school and district leaders to thoroughly address the ongoing challenges related to 
inconsistent curriculum execution, variations in teacher training, and the necessity for comprehen-
sive professional development, which continue to pose substantial hurdles throughout the cluster.

These f indings call for a sustained commitment to ref ine literacy strategies that are inclusive and 
adaptive to the needs of all students, particularly those from linguistically diverse backgrounds. 
Moreover, the evident role of systemic support structures, such as professional development and 
literacy coaching, in facilitating effective teaching practices emphasizes the need for continuous 
investment in these areas. As SDUSD moves forward, it is imperative to leverage the lessons learned 
from this initiative to enhance the scalability and sustainability of literacy programs that promise 
equitable educational outcomes.

Finally, we would be remiss not to identify the important limitations of this evaluation. Notably, 
our evaluation thus far has focused primarily on two aspects of literacy development: phonics and 
phonemic awareness. In the coming year, we will expand our scope to include other critical aspects 
of literacy, such as fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Additionally, while this evaluation has 
concentrated on a subset of DEEP’s theory of change, future analyses will incorporate a broader 
range of influences, including extracurricular activities and other community and school partner-
ships, which also play a vital role in student literacy and language development.
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APPENDIX A. EVALUATION GUIDING 
PRINCIPLES

The San Diego County Off ice of Education conducts evaluations in concert with the American 
Evaluation Association’s (AEA) Guiding Principles for Evaluators, adopted in 1994 and revised in 2004. 
These principles guide the professional practice of evaluators and inform clients and the public 
about the standards they should expect. Below is a summary of the key principles:

1.	 Systematic Inquiry: Evaluators are expected to conduct methodical, data-driven inquiries 
and adhere to the highest technical standards. They should fully communicate their 
methods and approaches, acknowledge the limitations of their evaluations, and discuss any 
values, assumptions, or theories that signif icantly affect their f indings.

2.	 Competence: Evaluators must provide competent performance and possess the necessary 
education, skills, and experience. They should demonstrate cultural competence, 
respecting diversity in all forms, and continuously seek to improve their evaluation skills and 
knowledge.

3.	 Integrity/Honesty: Evaluators should display honesty in their dealings with clients and 
stakeholders, negotiate openly about evaluation scopes and limitations, and avoid conflicts 
of interest. They should maintain integrity throughout the evaluation process, making any 
project changes transparent and striving to prevent misuse of their work.

4.	Respect for People: Evaluators should respect the dignity and self-worth of all involved in 
an evaluation, consider all contextual elements that might influence results, and adhere to 
ethical standards concerning risks and confidentiality. They should communicate negative 
f indings carefully to minimize harm while maintaining evaluation integrity.

5.	 Responsibilities for General and Public Welfare: Evaluators should consider the diverse 
interests and values of all stakeholders and the broader implications of their evaluations. 
They must balance the needs of their clients with broader public interests, especially when 
funded by public resources, and strive to serve the general public good.

These principles aim to foster a responsible and ethical evaluation practice that respects all partic-
ipants and stakeholders while maintaining high professional standards.

APPENDIX B. EVALUATION 
METHODOLOGY AND DATA COLLECTION 
INSTRUMENTS

The appendix includes information about the evaluation questions and data sources.

Table 4. Matrix of Evaluation Questions and Data Sources

EVALUATION QUESTION DATA SOURCES

How are SDUSD schools implementing
the early literacy program and what
school and district-wide conditions
support or hinder effective
implementation?

	● We interviewed district leaders, curriculum 
experts, and coaches to understand the history 
and expectations of the district’s literacy plan

	● We interviewed 9 teachers currently teaching 
grades 2 and 3, inquiring about their experiences 
teaching literacy, curriculum resources, and 
supports.

	● We surveyed nearly 150 teachers, principals, and 
classroom aides regarding their professional 
learning experiences and curriculum use.

	● We observed 55 grade 2-4 elementary classroom 
and captured evidence using the CLASS 
observational tool.

	● We collected and analyzed literacy program 
documents from DEEP and the district.

How is the DEEP literacy model
affecting student literacy outcomes?

	● We conducted a Beating The Odds analysis of 
CAASPP reading data for DEEP versus all other 
San Diego Elementary Schools to understand 
how these schools ranked across the county.

	● We conducted a Multilevel Model analysis of 
local literacy data to understand what factors 
influence students local literacy scores.
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FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT:

Shannon E. Coulter, Ph.D.
Director, Research and Evaluation

San Diego Off ice of Education
6401 Linda Vista Drive, San Diego, CA 92111

scoulter@sdcoe.net | 858-295-8825
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