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 Synthesis Essay: Roles of the Reading Specialist
[bookmark: _Toc529359668][bookmark: _Toc529449460][bookmark: _Toc31899674]“What do you do with a reading specialist certification?”, others often ask. “What does a reading specialist even do?” Today, reading specialists can do and be a myriad of things. Leading professional development and professional learning for high-quality instruction, coaching individuals and teams, creating equitable and inclusive learning environments, making curriculum choices, teaching struggling students, evaluating new literacies, and utilizing leadership skills are just a few of the current roles of a reading specialist in schools. This course, School Based Literacy Leadership, clearly defined each of these roles and created opportunities to foster effective literacy leadership skills.
Field Experience Analysis
A certified reading specialist can be found within a school in a myriad of roles: special education coordinator, literacy coach, reading specialist, reading interventionist, classroom teacher, and more. In this case, Mikaela Geers is employed at West Side Christian School in the role of kindergarten to fourth grade ESS coordinator, having obtained a certification through Grand Valley State University. Leah Ruesink is working as a district early literacy coach at Delton Kellogg Elementary and Hastings elemetnnary, having obtained a degree through Western Michigan University. These educators have very different prior experience in the education world but are both driven individuals with passion for their work.
ILA Standard 1:  Foundational Knowledge
Standard number one for preparing literacy professionals deals with foundational knowledge of literacy and language and how they interrelate (ILA, 2017). As both educators have graduated within the last four years from their masters programs, the two women have similar views and knowledge. Both are passionate about the implementation of research-based curriculum and practices that are proven to be effective. When interviewed, both emphasized the practice of evidence-based explicit and systematic instruction. 
Mikaela works as the special education coordinator in a private school, coordinating IEPs and paraprofessionals while also providing direct instruction herself to Tier 2 small groups daily. She prefers to meet with small groups herself rather than volunteers or paraprofessionals, due to her knowledge and training as an educator, and has seen a big growth in Tier 2 student achievement (Bean). As recent research shows, there are consistent advantages to providing students with small-group, differentiated literacy instruction to target specific needs (Bean). Mikaela also works with behavioral needs, offering classroom management tools and working separately with students. “Fully attending to the underlying physiological, emotional, and behavioral needs of our communities of learners is a big part of optimizing their literacy achievement” (Bean, p. 403). Mikaela works to create a supportive and inclusive environment where instruction is based on data and an explicit approach.
Leah, as a public school district literacy coach, comes alongside teachers to provide professional development, coaching cycles, assistance with administering or interpreting assessments, and resources for best practices. In addition, as a literacy coach, Leah partners with the reading specialist to work with Title 2 and 3 students to assist in RTI programs as well as monitor the use of assessment data through screening, diagnostic, progress-monitoring, and outcome assessments (Bean). She continues to learn, diving through the latest research to implement in her school.
Though these are different settings, these educators are dedicated to ensuring their schools are equipped with research-based resources, the teachers are well educated and up to date on best practices, and struggling learners get appropriate interventions.
ILA Standard 4:  Diversity and Equity
ILA standard four focuses on diversity and equity as well as working to ensure both the classroom and the school as inclsive and affirming (ILA, 2017). As these educators are in different settings, the diversity focus these educators bring to the table vary. 
As Mikaela is the ESS coordinator in a private school that emphasizes its inclusion program, she is dedicated to educating families and students about different learning styles and various needs students may have. She loves to incorporate literature and book studies to introduce these concepts, introducing students and their families to healthy inclusivity through story. When there is family involvement and support, students have much better success in school (Bean). In her setting, Mikaela strives to create equity by providing resources for students with academic, behavior, brain, or bodily differences. Regarding current strategies, she is working on obtaining and implementing high-quality learning resources for her inclusion students as well as prioritizing daily Tier 2 instruction with a certified educator each day. 
On the other hand, Leah works to show diversity to a public school distric with limited diversity. In her first few years, she found the value of grant writing and wrote a proposal to diversify the school literature because she saw the potential to improve the school reading program with additional support from the district and worked with two other reading specialists in the area to develop the idea (Bean, 2015). Her passion project became a diverse book grant from the district, providing first grade classrooms with literature promoting diversity as well as inclusive and inviting library seating. She desires to filter through the school and classroom libraries to remove any offensive or irrelevant literature while replacing with books that represent various forms of diversity. She also works daily to create and incorporate aunthentic literacy tasks in classrooms, provide dynamic assessments and meaningful data analysis, and help teachers incorporate a wide variety of texts (Morrow, Gambrell, Casey). These are all best practices to promote comprehensive reading education and provide diverse experiences for a diverse set of learners. 
Both specialists, in addition to sharing these resources with the students and larger community, emphasize that their roles exist to come alongside classroom teachers, partnering to continuously create a more inclusive, affirming, and equitable instruction.
ILA Standard 6:  Professional Learning and Leadership
The sixth ILA standard refers to leadership and learning, collaborating with colleagues and use knowledge of adult learning to facilitate continuous school and community growth (ILA, 2017). Mikaela and Leah are both recent graudates but have continued to find professional development and education to build their own knowledge. Leah is LETRs trained and has contined to find professional development on latest research, best practices, and leadership. Mikaela has become trained in Orton-Gillingham and provides professional development sessions to educators on her staff based on their needs and wants. 
Mikaela was as a part of the school’s staff before moving to her position and feels that she has a strong peer relationship with the teachers on her staff. She has a rapport and friendship with this team and has always sought leadership roles on staff, making this job transition seamless in its leadership role. Mikaela solves problems creatively, communicates well, resolves conflicts, and shows effective interpersonal skills – all healthy and admirable leadership traits (Morrow, Gambrell, Casey). Leah came to her district as a literacy coach after being a classroom teacher in a different district and worked for a full year to build trusting relationships with the staff, showing that she was there to assist and provide help rather than observe and evaluate. She worked to provide consistent positive communication in person and written communication, taking the time to learn each classroom teacher’s communication preferences and relationship styles. She has attended several conferences on leadership and applies strategies like active listening, showing respect and creating trust (Morrow, Gambrell, Casey). She continues to implement new best practices – a science of reading focused curriculum, coaching cycles revolving around data, and has looked ahead to implementing a self-regulated straetegy development for writing program and training for her teachers.
These two reading specialists work hard to build relationships with classroom teachers, administration, students, and families. Mikaela enjoys creating resources for parents to help with learning at home and volunteering at school, where Leah enjoys collaborating with the community resources and services to provide services to the community (Bean). They advocate for implementing best practices and effective resources to educate staff and build student learning as well as incorporating culture and inclusion of family and community life and traditions.
In interviewing these two specialists, I found two women remarkably invested their roles and passionate about healthy leadership. Both having a recent education, these specialists are both passionate about the implementation of values taught in this course. These two women are in very different settings with differing norms and resources, but both committed to the growth of students, teachers, the school as a whole, and the community.
Application
I was able to learn so much through these two women – seeing the two of them utilize the knowledge they had learned from their degrees and to apply it to their roles. Additionally, this course and the textbooks used have provided me an abundance of relevant theories, interpersonal skills, and practical tools for effective leadership. Specifically, I was able to see in action how curriculum is chosen to accommodate for all learners in their communities. What stood out most to me was the emphasis on evidence-based practices that included regular assessments and that could be used for whole group, small group, or one on one remediation. These assessments provide consistent feedback containing useful and timely information about students’ desired goals as literacy learning evolves, helping teachers alter classroom lessons to reflection differentiated instruction (Morrow, Gambrell, Casey). A literacy curriculum must include explicit teaching of skills, building on previous lessons and knowledge, with plenty of opportunity for feedback. Literacy curriculums must cover all literacy skills – reading, writing, and language. Through our course literature and seeing this choice in person, I was able to see that often diverse students receive instruction with lowered expectations, and that high-quality curriculum must be chosen that meets the needs of all learners because we can and should change this phenomenon (Morrow, Gambrell, Casey). 
My interviewees emphasized the implementation of consistent research and the shifting of practices or strategies based on the needs of specific learners. Leah mentioned that, curriculum being a big part of her role, she is constantly looking at new curriculums and what other schools use and doing extensive research on each program to see what aligns to current literacy research. She emphasized that literacy research is important and must be continuous. 
Both this course and my interviews gave me more insight on specifically what student populations need extra time and ideas for current effective strategies. Emergent readers require a large repitiore of literacy strategies with a focus of literacy skills being woven in through the content of the entire school day (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey). Daily explicit instruction in phonics and phonemic awareness is also key to unlocking decoding skills, teaching students to use specific learned strategies while employing their growth mindset skills (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey, 2018). Explicitly teaching speaking and listening skills to emergent readers and writers also expands vocabulary and therefore comprehension. Teaching students to use complete sentences, teaching conversational rules, and supporting students in their storytelling and communication are all strategies to improve expressive and receptive vocabulary (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey, 2018). This systematic and explicit instruction in both reading and writing is crucial for students to build upon their skills, reviewing learned strategies and subsequently being introduced to the next.
For other groups such as dual language learners, adolescents, and struggling readers, there are a multitude of researched strategies that could be used in reading and writing instruction. Reading specialists must be prepared with many strategies for each of these groups to accommodate for individual leaners within these categories. Referencing struggling readers, “despite the best efforts of educators, some students still struggle to master literacy skills” (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey). This is where the need for RTI programs and Tier 2 and 3 intervention take place, ensuring struggling students get the time and attention they need on specific skills in order to thrive. Dual language learners will need specific instruction in vocabulary, English proficiency, and higher-level text processing skills (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey, 2018). Strategies to assist in skill acquisition in these areas might include labeling objects, pairing students with strong English speakers, providing explicit vocabulary instruction, using visuals, and partnering with family (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey). Cultural modeling also is a learning opportunity for diverse learners, connecting cognitive development and lived experiences with literacy routines and conversational patterns (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey). In these strategies, it is also important for these groups to receive explicit and systematic instruction that builds skills alongside confiedence, receiving meaningful and timely feedback.
As I am a classroom teacher who has always loved to celebrate differences, I enjoyed learning more about the specific practices of culturally relevant teaching. Culturally relevant teaching “is fundamental to equitable and just teaching for all of our students, enacting the principles of culturally relevant teaching that requires that teachers acquire deep knowledge of their students, their families, and their experiences” (Morrow, Gambrell, and Casey, p. 409). Not only does culturally relevant teaching come from understanding the students and community, but the understanding of oneself as a cultural being as well. The idea of understanding myself in addition to others, especially in the role of a reading specialist, was a unique idea to me in this course. Prior to these eight weeks, I understood that my background and my experiences affect the way I instruct. I understood the need to incorporate cultural relevancy for my students in the classroom and to celebrate their unique perspectives. Through this course and reflection of myself as a cultural being, I realize that I get to share my own cultural identity and celebrate that with my community as well. In building relationships, it is important to create clear communication about who you are and where you come from and to desire to know the same from others. It is a balance of understanding how to embrace and share my background while understanding how it may impact my understanding of the world and my teaching.
The topic I am most passionate about from this course, and prior to, is the creation of inclusive and affirming classrooms and communities. I saw this reflected both in this course and my interviews, the excitement and importance of creating a space where all are welcomed, supported, and celebrated. In my interviews, I was able to see both Leah and Mikaela create trusting relationships with colleagues. Mikaela, already having been part of the community and having preexisting relationships with the team, had to clearly define her role as both leader and peer. This entailed providing specific ways she could work alongside each teacher and what resources or assistance she could provide. Leah, new to the school, worked for an entire year to build relationships with each of her teachers. This involved getting to know their personal lives and communication styles, popping in to ask how she could help or offering specific assistance, and sharing resources in person and via email. Creating these trusting relationships took time and effort, but now four years in and she consistently has staff reaching out to her with questions and incredibly receptive of any information she has to share. Our class readings through this course reference time and time again the importance of collaboration and communication in the school culture (Bean, 2015). Educators must build relationships, foster collective responsibility, promote ownership of literacy, and reflect on the community’s learning and growth (Morrow, Gambrell, Casey). As a reading specialist, one must assist in building a school culture of trust, respect, and support. 
The reading specialists I interviewed both advocate for equity in their mission to showcase and celebrate diversity. Mikaela does this by educating students, staff, and families about different types of brains, bodies, and learning styles. Leah does this by implementing programs and updating literature to reflect different lifestyles, traditions, bodies, families, languages, and skin colors. In my own classroom, I have worked on diverse book lists and tried to incorporate families, traditions, and languages into my classroom. As a certified special educator, I have also worked to pull in students with unique abilities to promote the celebration and inclusion of differences. The more that I see this modeled, the more I am excited to assist others in introducing differences within literacy instruction. I believe that the earlier and more these differences are introduced, the less divided our world will become.
The two curriculums I analyzed in this course, alongside learning about ideal literacy programs, were Orton-Gillingham and UFLI Foundations. According to the two specialists who helped choose the implementations of the curricula, Orton-Gillingham has all components of reading with a focus on phonics and lacking a bit in phonemic awareness, and UFLI has all components and is lacking a bit in language/vocabularly. Both programs are explicit and systematic, having a scope and sequence, and can be used as remediation as well as classroom learning. The two specialists were invested in incorporating these curricula and techniques, ensuring their classroom teachers were well educated and equipped to utilize these programs to improve student learning. This is the first year of both programs being implmemented and the two specialists have both seen school growth. In Mikaela’s case, she was able to use this technique to get many of her Title 2 students have tremendous reading growth and no longer need remidation. Leah has seen kindergarten through second grade’s reading scores grow, comparing and analyzing classroom test scores from the beginning of the year until now. After reviewing these approaches, I think they are both excellent for specifically teaching reading skills and apply well to beginner writing skills. As no one curriculum is perfect, I do think they need to be supplemented with an explicit writing curriculum to continuously build skills beyond phonics instruction and sentence structure.
This course held a significant amount of learning and growth for me as an educator and speciliast. Reflection is vital, the key, to personal learning. “By being a lifelong learner, the reading specialist models for others in the school the behavior that is necessary for the school as an organization to change in order to become more effective. Leaders within the school provide the impetus for others to become lifelong learners” (Bean, p. 283). In my personal experience, I have taught three grade levels, participated in a special education program, and have nearly completed my masters. Every position change, opportunity to observe, and every degree has taught me the importance of continuous learning. A self-aware teacher knows that there is always something new to learn, that both students and best practices will continue to change and evolve. Interviewing these two educators gave me insight into working with classroom teachers who are not eager to change or shift their classroom practices versus those who are ready and eager to learn. Dedicated life-long learners care less about the ease of one’s role and more about the best ways to provide valuable and effective learning experiences.
In my reflection, I turned to Liberty’s SCRIP dispositions. The SCRIP dispositions are what Liberty has stated should be observable in Christian educators: social responsibility, commitment, reflective practice, integrity, and professionalism (Liberty University School of Education, 2020). Now having spent a class focused on the ILA standards, I see that these dispositions closely align with the standards of preparation for literacy professionals. My biblical worldview, written for another Liberty class in the fall of 2022, is this: “I live to view my Creator and the world He created with awe and wonder while striving to love and care for each living thing in it as Jesus would, ensuring each person in my life feels fully known and deeply loved.  I want my life to be filled with delight in my Savior and what He has done for me, and for that faith and love to be easily seen by everyone.” This class, perhaps more than any other in this degree, has shaped this worldview further by showing the importance of the understanding of adult learning and interpersonal relationships. A reading specialist has the social responsibility of coming alongside classroom teachers, providing best practices, support and guidance, coaching, becoming a safe space for reflection, and assisting in providing continual growth for each teacher. A specialist must reflect professionalism in continuing education oneself and be dedicated to a reflective practice, continuously becoming a better educator. Integrity must shine through each action of a reading specialist, showing a passion for diversity and equity. The community in which students, teachers, and famlies are a part of must also be “fully known and deeply loved”, guided by the leadership and commitment of a reading specialist to create an inclusive and affirming space for all learners – whether educator or student.
Conclusion
This class – the courework and my field experiences - have been invaluable. Each resource and project has molded me into a better educator and I am thankful to have had this experience. I feel equipped with the knowledge, tools, and mindset in order to lead other educators in creating inclusive and affirming environments filled with best practices and thriving students.
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