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THE IMPORTANCE OF 
LITERACY BY THIRD GRADE
Literacy is a cornerstone of education, influencing 
academic success,  social  mobi l ity,  and l i felong 
opportunities. Research underscores the pivotal role 
of achieving reading proficiency by the end of third grade 
(Hernandez, 2011). At this juncture, children transition 
from learning to read to reading to learn. Students 
who do not successfully make this transition frequently 
encounter difficulties in academic subjects, increasing 
their risk of dropping out of school and facing limited 
career prospects.

Reading proficiency by 3rd grade is particularly 
crucial for addressing persistent achievement gaps 
that disproportionately affect low-income students, 
multilingual learners, and students with disabilities. 
Therefore, school districts must adopt evidence-based 
strategies to ensure all students build strong literacy 
foundations.

INSIGHTS FROM THE FIELD

Three Key Strategies for Success

IMPROVING LITERACY IN
ELEMENTARY SCHOOLS

EVIDENCE-BASED 
APPROACHES TO LITERACY 
INSTRUCTION
Modern literacy instruction is increasingly guided 
by the “Science of Reading” (SOR), which integrates 
findings from cognitive psychology, neuroscience, 
and education research. The five pillars of reading—
phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 
comprehension—form the basis of effective literacy 
instruction (National Reading Panel, 2000). To foster 
these skills, the following principles are emphasized:

	▪ Systematic and Explicit Instruction: Skills 
are taught in a deliberate, sequenced manner.

	▪ Data-Driven Decision-Making: Regular 
assessments guide instructional planning.

	▪ Ongoing Professional Development: 
Teachers continually refine their expertise.

Districts that integrate the principles of evidence-
based literacy instruction—such as those rooted in the 
Science of Reading—with culturally responsive teaching 
and equitable resource allocation have demonstrated 
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significant improvements in student outcomes (Gay, 
2002; Howard, 2001; Montenegro & Jankowski, 2017). 
This holistic approach recognizes that effective literacy 
instruction extends beyond foundational reading 
skills to include teaching methods and materials that 
are inclusive, relevant, and reflective of the diverse 
cultural backgrounds of students. Districts adopting 
this approach can not only improve literacy rates but 
also empower students with the skills and confidence 
to thrive academically and socially. 

INSIGHTS FROM THE SAN 
DIEGO UNIFIED STUDY
A recent study of SDUSD’s Lincoln Cluster literacy 
program highlights successful strategies and challenges 
in implementing early literacy programs. The district’s 
partnership with the Diamond Education Excellence 
Partnership (DEEP) and adoption of research-based 
practices such as systematic phonics instruction (SIPPS) 
provide key takeaways relevant to any school district.

Key Findings

1.	 Professional Development Enhances 
Teacher Effectiveness: Teachers who 
participated in targeted training reported 
improved instructional practices and greater 
confidence in teaching foundational reading 
skills.

2.	 Literacy Coaches Support Effective 
Implementation: Schools with consistent 
access to literacy coaches showed more robust 
implementation of research-based strategies.

3.	 Data Use Drives Targeted Interventions: 
Schools that utilized assessment data 
effectively were better equipped to address 
diverse student needs.

These findings underscore the universal principles 
of effective literacy instruction. That is, high-quality 
professional development equips teachers with the 
skills needed to deliver impactful instruction, while 
literacy coaches play a critical role in bridging theory 
and practice within classrooms. Additionally, data-driven 
decision-making ensures that instruction is responsive 
to the specific needs of students, fostering equitable 
learning outcomes. By focusing on these proven strategies, 
school districts can create a strong foundation for literacy 
programs, empowering students to develop the skills 
necessary for academic success and lifelong learning.

THREE KEY TAKEAWAYS 
The following key takeaways, informed by SDUSD’s 
findings, offer valuable insights for any elementary 
school district aiming to strengthen and elevate its 
literacy program.

Invest in Professional Development 
and Training

	▪ Provide regular, structured professional 
development focused on foundational reading 
skills, tailored to meet the needs of diverse 
learners, including multilingual students and 
those with disabilities.

	▪ Include hands-on, classroom-focused training 
aligned with the five pillars of reading and 
other evidence-based reading practices. 
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Strengthen Coaching and 
Support Systems

	▪ Employ dedicated literacy coaches to mentor 
teachers, model effective practices, provide 
feedback on the application of learning, and 
assist with data-driven instruction.

	▪ Foster peer collaboration through grade-level 
teams to share resources and strategies.

Leverage Data for Strategic 
Decision-Making

	▪ Use regular assessments to monitor student 
progress, identify learning gaps, and inform 
instructional adjustments.

	▪ Train teachers in data literacy to ensure they 
can analyze and apply insights effectively.

	▪ Invest in digital tools to streamline data 
collection and interpretation.

CONCLUSION
The lessons from our SDUSD study underscore the 
transformative potential  of a cohesive l iteracy 
strategy. By prioritizing professional development, 
supporting teachers with coaching, and making data-
driven decisions, districts can create effective literacy 
programs that address the diverse needs of their 
students. Literacy forms the cornerstone of ensuring 
every child can reach their full potential.

REFERENCES
Gay, G. (2002). Preparing for culturally responsive 

teaching. Journal of Teacher Education, 53(2), 
106–116.

Hernandez, D. J. (2011). Double jeopardy: How third 
grade reading skills and poverty influence high 
school graduation. Annie E. Casey Foundation, 
Baltimore.

Howard, T. C. (2001). Powerful pedagogy for African 
American students: A case of four teachers. 
Urban Education, 36(2), 179–202.

Montenegro, E., & Jankowski, N. A. (2017). Equity 
and assessment: moving towards culturally 
responsive assessment. National Institute for 
Learning Outcomes Assessment. Retrieved: 
https://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/
wp-content/uploads/2019/02/OccasionalPaper29.pdf.

National Reading Panel (2000). Teaching children 
to read: An evidence-based assessment of the 
scientific research literature on reading and its 
implications for reading instruction. National 
Institute of Child Health and Human Development, 
Washington, D.C.

FOR MORE INFORMATION, CONTACT
Shannon E. Coulter, Ph.D.

Director, Research and Evaluation, San Diego Office of Education
6401 Linda Vista Drive, San Diego, CA 92111

scoulter@sdcoe.net | 858-295-8825 3

https://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/OccasionalPaper29.pdf
https://www.learningoutcomesassessment.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/02/OccasionalPaper29.pdf
mailto:scoulter%40sdcoe.net?subject=

