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ABSTRACT 

 

 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how literacy leaders describe 

their roles and responsibilities in relationship with each other as they lead the implementation of 

a new literacy curriculum based on the science of reading through the lens of relational 

leadership. Further, the study sought to understand how literacy leaders include multiple 

perspectives and empower others in a purposeful, ethical way through the process of the science 

of reading curriculum implementation. Specifically, this paper examined how literacy leaders led 

change in literacy instruction in response to student achievement data that did not exemplify the 

excellence and potential they believed their students could achieve. A single case study design 

was chosen for this study, so that the focus of the study would be on the process and 

relationships of literacy program interactions. The results of this study found that the antecedents 

for relational leadership and the development of relational leadership during the implementation 

of a literacy curriculum based on the science of reading are multidimensional and comprised of 

five themes: (1) trust and mutual positive regard as antecedents for relational leadership, (2) 

intentionally developed vision building takes time, (3) knowing people and teams through 

regular interaction, (4) consistent messaging of fidelity to the implementation of literacy 

curriculum, and (5) intentional support and effort of teachers and administrators. These factors 

connect to what relational leaders know, their state of being, and their actions, and these factors 

work together to create a context where a deep change in the teaching of literacy can take place 

within a school system. 
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CHAPTER ONE 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Leadership in Implementation of Literacy  

Practices Based on the Science of Reading 
 

 

 Murphy and Louis describe a perspective of leadership where the goal of school leaders 

is “to create positive environments in which human beings can thrive” (Murphy & Louis, 2018, 

pp. 1–2). This perspective supports leadership practices and processes that enable the adults and 

children in a school to learn and grow. Relational leadership has the potential to support the 

creation of positive school environments. Donaldson described relational leadership in schools as 

open, trusting relationships, commitment to a deep moral purpose, and a shared commitment to 

action-in-common (Donaldson, 2006). In order to say that children are thriving and growing in 

schools, all children in that school should demonstrate academic achievement regardless of that 

child’s race or socioeconomic standing. The goal of this qualitative case study is to examine one 

aspect of academic achievement, literacy achievement, specifically early literacy achievement.  

Literacy leaders in this study will be defined as the individuals in formal and informal 

positions who collaborate to implement consistent literacy vision, practices, knowledge, and 

skills in their schools for the purpose of increasing literacy achievement for all students. Literacy 

leaders may include principals, teachers, literacy coaches, librarians, and literacy interventionists 

in both formal and informal positions of leadership. Early literacy instruction is a subject that has 

been intensely studied and debated the last 50 years (Castles, 2018). Literacy leaders who work 

in specific school contexts must sort through competing literacy visions, literacy knowledge, 
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literacy skills, literacy practices, and literacy resources and materials that have emerged from this 

reading debate, in order to implement literacy vision, support teacher knowledge, and develop 

teacher’s skills and practices in the specific school context. This qualitative case study will seek 

to examine the experiences of literacy leaders during the implementation of a shift in literacy 

vision, knowledge, skills, and resources in the context of a single school district. 

 

Statement of the Problem 
 

 

The problem addressed by this qualitative case study is the theoretical, empirical, and 

practical divide between researchers, policy makers, educational leaders, and educators regarding 

the teaching of early reading. Historically, the reason for the divide was a difference in 

philosophy in both how children learn to read, and how early reading should be taught (Chall, 

1967; Goodman, 1967). Essentially, this conflict, sometimes called the reading wars, was 

between proponents of explicit phonics instruction in early reading and proponents of whole 

language in early reading instruction (Kim, 2008). The conflict evolved over time, during which 

thousands of studies were done by cognitive psychologists focused on how children learn to 

read. For the purpose of this study, the convergence of scientific research evidence that shows 

that explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and 

comprehension will impact student reading achievement conducted by cognitive psychologists 

and linguists will be referred to as the science of reading (Castles, 2018). 

At the same time science of reading research was growing, a teacher-led, grassroots 

movement focused on the philosophy of whole language quickly spread and impacted how 

children were being taught to read. Pearson analogized the movement to spreading like 
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“wildfire” (Pearson, 1989, p. 1). Whole language, grounded in constructivism, was more than a 

way of teaching reading; it also epistemologically viewed how learning takes place, and who 

should have power in schools (Pearson, 1989). The whole language movement valued the role of 

the teacher as a professional who made decisions about the students in his/her classroom.  

After several government-commissioned studies that reviewed the literature in early 

reading, the political decision was made to create balanced literacy, which incorporated both 

whole language and phonics instruction (Kim, 2008). However, remnants of the conflict between 

reading researchers and educators continued to affect both educators and students. Many teachers 

were trained to teach reading through a whole language or balanced literacy framework (Castles, 

2018). Naturally, these teachers share beliefs and attitudes consistent with a whole language/ 

balanced literacy framework. At the same time these teachers have skills and knowledge of 

teaching practices consistent with the whole language/balanced literacy framework. Other 

teachers have been trained in a science of reading framework. These teachers would also have 

skills, knowledge, beliefs, and attitudes consistent with a science of reading framework.  

 

Current Context of the Problem 
 

 

Instructional leaders in schools may not have a deep background in the competing 

philosophies and practices in early literacy, yet instructional leaders will lead instructional coach 

teachers who have different reading backgrounds. For example, teachers trained to teach reading 

through a whole language or balanced literacy lens, may not have had training in linguistic 

knowledge or explicit teaching of phonics and phonological awareness. Several studies have 
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documented a lack of teacher linguistic knowledge, which is foundational to explicitly teaching 

the early literacy skills of phonological awareness and phonics (Moats, 1994).  

The historical reading debate illustrates the context in which school leaders will lead 

teachers in early reading who have beliefs such as children need to learn to read by immersion in 

quality literature, and/or teachers who believe the best way to teach reading is explicit instruction 

in phonological awareness and systematic phonics. School leaders will need to find ways to 

bring teachers together to implement a guaranteed and viable curriculum (Marzano, 2003). Also, 

as a result of the historical conflict in the teaching of early reading, there is a gap between the 

research on early reading acquisition and the practice of teaching early reading.  

This qualitative case study will examine the gap between science of reading research and 

the leadership, relationships, and processes that support teaching practice during the 

implementation of curriculum based on the science of reading. One reason for the gap is the 

difficulty in translating the body of research on the science of reading into educational practice 

when schools decide to implement literacy programming based on the science of reading. While 

the research from cognitive scientists articulates how children learn to read, the research from 

cognitive scientists identified as the science of reading does not provide evidence for actual 

leadership practice for schools who decide to implement a literacy program based on the science 

of reading. Although extensive scientific evidence describes how early readers learn to read, the 

causes of reading success, and the causes of reading failure, literacy rates in the United States 

remain low. 

According to the Programme for International Student Achievement (PISA), which 

measures the ability of 15-year-olds to use reading, math, and science knowledge and skills to 
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meet real-life changes, in 2018, students in the United States underperformed students in 14 

other countries (OECD, 2018). In 2019, the National Assessment of Educational Progress 

(NAEP) collected reading achievement results in public and private schools. Both fourth- and 

eighth-grade reading achievement decreased from 2017 to 2019 on the NAEP assessment. In 

fourth grade, 35% of students were at or above proficient in reading, a 2-point decrease from 

2017. In eighth grade, 34% of students were at or below proficient, which was 3 percentage 

points lower compared to 2017 (NAEP Report Card: Reading, 2019). Reading at the proficient 

level indicates students have demonstrated their competency to read challenging material 

(National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019).  

Even more concerning, the gaps in achievement on the NAEP reading achievement test 

between groups of students grew by gender, race, and socioeconomic status between 2017 and 

2019. While rates of proficiency among white students was 42% at the proficient level, black 

students achieved 15% proficient, and 22% of Hispanic students achieved the proficient level. 

By gender, 28% of males scored at the proficient level and 39% of females scored at the 

proficient level. Eligibility for the National School Lunch Program (NSLP) is considered an 

indicator for students living in poverty. While 46% of the students not eligible for NSLP scored 

at the proficient level, only 20% of students eligible for the program scored at the proficient 

level. Further, in 2019, students identified as English language learners (ELL) achieved grade-

level standards or above at a rate of 10%, in comparison to students not identified as ELL who 

achieved a rate of 39% at grade level or above (National Center for Educational Statistics, 2019). 

In summary, the literacy achievement gap between students is growing. Although there has been 

improvement in the NAEP scores since 2000, for reading experts who believe 95% of students 
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should achieve reading proficiency regardless of race, socioeconomic status, or gender 

(Allington, 2011; Moats, 2013), the results of these tests indicate that there is still work to be 

done by society as a whole and reading researchers, university faculty, policy makers, school 

leaders, and educators to ensure that all students have the best possible chance to avoid reading 

failure. 

 

Table 1. National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) fourth-grade reading scores (by 

percentages in each achievement group of all students) 

 Below Basic Basic 

Proficient & 

Advanced 

2019 34% 31% 35% 

2017 32% 31% 37% 

2015 31% 33% 36% 

2013 32% 33% 35% 

2011 33% 34% 34% 

2005 36% 33% 31% 

2000 41% 30% 29% 
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Table 2. NAEP fourth-grade reading scores by percentages at each achievement level by group 

 

Below Basic 

(2019/2000) Basic (2019/2000) 

Proficient & 

Advanced 

(2019/2000) 

White 23/30 31/34 35/28 

Black 52/65 30/25 18/10 

Hispanic 45/63 32/25 23/12 

American Indian 50/37 31/35 19/28 

 
2019/2003 2019/2003 2019/2003 

Eligible for NSLP 

(low SES) 

 

47/55 31/29 21/15 

Students not 

participating in 

NSLP 

19/24 30/34 51/42 

ELL 

(2019 only) 

65 35 10 

 

 

Poverty and Literacy Achievement 

In 2011, a longitudinal study of 4,000 students examined children’s graduation rates 

based on the students’ level of reading achievement and socioeconomic status. The study found 

that one out of six children who is not reading proficiently by third grade does not graduate from 

high school. This rate is 4 times greater than students reading at a proficient level. For students 

who read below a basic level, 23% do not graduate. The study revealed a relationship between 

students who live in poverty and lower graduation rates; 78% of children living in poverty 

graduate from high school, compared to 94% graduation rate of children not living in poverty 

(Hernandez, 2011). 
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Bryk et al. identified specific supports that led to increased achievement in schools in 

Chicago (Bryk et al., 2010). However, the study also found that schools that served the poorest 

students did not make gains despite implementation of specific supports. Bryk et al. called for 

further research to test the hypothesis that, in order for school intervention to impact student 

academic achievement, efforts to bring in food, shelter, health care, income, and physical 

security would need to be in place for school reforms to effect achievement. 

 

Schools that Beat the Odds 

The best predictor of a child’s reading skill is the child’s incoming level of reading-

related skills, (Olson, Keenan, Byrne, & Samuelsson, 2014). However, when teachers explicitly 

teach students how the alphabetic system works, build skills incrementally and synthetically, and 

provide students with sufficient practice to gain automaticity, poor readers can “beat the odds” 

and significantly improve (Brady, 2011). 

In order to “beat the odds,” literacy leaders who guide the implementation of literacy 

programs based on the science of reading will encounter barriers, including a potential lack of 

teacher knowledge about the science of reading (Spear-Swerling & Chessman, 2012). In order 

for a literacy program based on the science of reading to be effective, teachers need to have 

extensive, complex knowledge about the alphabetic principle, speech sounds, phoneme 

grapheme correspondence, spelling patterns, and word structure, so that teachers have the 

knowledge to make instructional decisions, error corrections, and interventions for struggling 

learners.  

Several studies have indicated that many teachers have a gap in their understanding of 

reading acquisition in terms of their linguistic knowledge (Moats, 2009, 2016). Another barrier 
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to potential program implementation is teacher readiness for change to the curriculum based on 

the science of reading, which is a change from traditional practices for teaching reading. 

Impacting teacher readiness for change is teacher belief in the appropriateness of the science of 

reading practice, teacher perception of administrator support of the science of reading, and 

teacher self-efficacy in implementing the change to science-based reading practices from 

traditional reading practices. 

Additionally, there is a gap in the science of reading literature in how literacy leaders 

should lead complex change in literacy instruction from a literacy philosophy and practice based 

on traditional literacy practices, to instructional practice based on the science of reading. This 

qualitative case study will address this gap by examining the phenomenon of how relational 

leadership supports the implementation of a literacy program based on the science of reading 

from a reading curriculum based on balanced literacy. The change of curriculum represents a 

deep change in instructional philosophies and practices. In this case study, this deep change will 

be examined in a natural setting with rich description of the communication, relationship, and 

process through the perspective of literacy leaders. 

 

Theoretical Framework 
 

 

The framework of this study will be positioned within a social constructionist ontology, 

which posits that we exist in a mutual relationship with others and our context. A social 

constructionist lens informed the choices made in this study regarding research questions, 

methods for data collection, and data analysis. The social constructionist framework proposes 

that we both shape our social experiences and are shaped by our social experiences in every 
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social interaction and conversation (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Thus, the goal of the researcher in this 

framework is to seek understanding of each participant’s understanding or sense of the situation, 

relationship, or organization (Creswel & Poth, 2018). Social constructionism contests the 

assumption of existing objective facts separated from subjects, and, rather, posits that what is 

“true” or “rational” is actually historically and contextually situated in our social relationships 

(Barrett, 2015). This means individuals find meaning in language in the context of their 

relationships, through the use of words in conversations and action; as a result, meaning has a 

fluid and contextualized nature (Gergen, 1999). According to Aguiar and Tonelli, language in 

conversations and dialogue can be transformational (Aguiar & Tonelli, 2018). However, the very 

transformational nature of language can also create powerful “taken for granted” assumptions 

that result in “conversational background” (Shotter, 2008) or “traditions of truth” (Gergen, 

2009). Consequently, when individuals come together in relationship to one another, the degree 

to which individuals are committed to their perspective can either result in conflict or new co-

created meaning (transformation) (Gergen, 1999). Accordingly, for leadership, the social 

constructionist ontology implies that the members in an organization actively create their 

organizational world through their relationships with another, which are created and evolving 

through interactions, conversations, and the nature of the relationships (Fairhurst, 2007).  

Further, this study will draw on the relational leadership literature. Uhl-Bien defined 

relational leadership as an “overarching framework for the study of leadership as a social 

influence process through which emergent coordination (e.g., evolving social order) and change 

(e.g., new approaches, values, attitudes, behaviors, ideologies) are constructed and produced” 

(Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 654). Cunliffe and Eriksen described four main conceptual threads that run 
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though relational leadership: (1) relational leadership is a way of being-in-the-world, (2) includes 

finding out what is meaningful to others through dialogical conversation, (3) working out 

differences with others is a moral responsibility, and (4) practical wisdom. (Barge & Fairhurst, 

2008, p. 232). Donaldson (2006) developed a relational leadership model—the three streams 

model. The three streams model consists of a focus on open, trusting relationships, commitment 

to a deep moral purpose, and a shared commitment to action-in-common.  

The relational leadership framework from Komives et al. served as the framework for this 

study. The components of the relational leadership framework span across what relational 

leaders know, the state-of-being of relational leaders, and what relational leaders do in the areas 

of inclusivity, empowerment, being purposeful, being ethical, and being process-oriented 

(Komives et al., 2013).  

In the first component of the relational leadership framework, inclusive leaders deeply 

understand or know the culture of their organization. Relational leaders who are inclusive exhibit 

fairness and equality in treatment of everyone. Relational leaders behave in such a way that they 

demonstrate that anyone in the organization can make a difference. The actions of relational 

leaders consist of developing talent, listening, and engaging in civil discourse with others in the 

organization (Komives et al., 2013). 

The second component of the relational leadership framework describes relational leaders 

as empowering. Empowering relational leaders know the impact of power on the policies and 

procedures governing the school. Empowering relational leaders exhibit that they value the 

contribution of others by sharing information and decision-making with others throughout the 

school (Komives et al., 2013). 
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The third component of the relational leadership framework describes relational leaders 

as purposeful. Purposeful relational leaders know and understand the role of mission and vision 

in creating purpose for their school. Purposeful relational leaders exhibit optimism, hopefulness, 

and positivity. Finally, purposeful relational leaders identify goals and involve others in the 

vision-building process (Komives et al., 2006). 

The fourth component of the relational leadership framework depicts relational leaders as 

ethical. Ethical relational leaders know to engage in ethical decision-making and the 

development of values. Ethical relational leaders engage in a high standard of behavior by 

trusting others, being reliable and responsible, identifying issues, and confronting inappropriate 

behavior in others (Komives et al., 2013).  

The fifth component of the relational leadership framework refers to relational leaders as 

process-oriented. Process-oriented relational leaders know to have a systems-perspective about 

their school and behave in such a way that the process is as important as the outcome of the 

process. Process-oriented relational leaders accomplish this through collaboration, reflection, 

making meaning, challenging others, civil discourse, and giving and receiving feedback 

(Komives et al., 2013). 

 

Statement of the Purpose 
 

 

The purpose of this study is to gain deeper understanding of how literacy leaders include 

multiple perspectives and empower others in a purposeful, ethical way through the process of 

science of reading curriculum implementation. The results of this study will be used to inform 
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literacy leaders in other systems of how relational leadership practice could facilitate a shift in 

literacy vision. 

1. How is relational leadership developed during the implementation of a literacy 

curriculum based on the science of reading? 

2. What are the antecedents of relational leadership development among school leaders 

during the implementation of a literacy program based on the science of reading? 

 

Significance of the Study 
 

 

This study will add to the literature by examining the extent to which relational 

leadership influences attitudes, beliefs, efficacy, knowledge, and skills during the 

implementation of reading curriculum based on the science of reading. The convergence of 

evidence in science-based reading research has provided guidance for how children learn to read, 

including children living in poverty and students with reading disabilities (Seidenberg, 2017). 

Some studies have examined the technical steps in implementing curriculum based on the 

science of reading research. The significance of this study lies in its potential to contribute to 

school leaders’ (principals, teachers, and literacy coaches) understanding about how relational 

leadership supports teachers in the implementation of a reading program based on the science of 

reading. 

 

Definition of Terms 
 

 

ALPHABETIC PRINCIPLE: The systematic and predictable relationship between the speech 

sounds of a language (phonemes) and the written letters of the spoken words (graphemes). 
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BALANCED LITERACY: Approach to literacy instruction which sought to balance whole 

language and phonics-based reading instruction.  

DECODABLE TEXT: (decodable words): Text that is often used in beginning-reading 

instruction because the text is carefully sequenced to correspond with the corresponding phonics 

instruction that new readers have been taught. 

DECODING: In this paper, the definition of decoding is based on the Simple View of Reading 

definition; so, decoding is efficient word recognition (Hoover & Gough, 1900). Students who are 

decoding read familiar and unfamiliar words quickly and accurately in both lists and connected 

text (Gough & Tunmer, 1986). 

DIRECT INSTRUCTION: Explicitly teaching a carefully sequenced curriculum with built-in 

cumulative practice (Hattie, 2010). 

GRAPHEMES: The written letters or symbols that represent the phonemes (sounds) of a 

language. 

GUIDED READING GROUP: Small group instruction that is based on students with similar 

reading levels and taught with levelled texts selected by the teacher. The goal is differentiated 

instruction where aspects of reading are taught including comprehension, fluency, vocabulary, 

and word-solving strategies. The goal is deep comprehension (Fountas & Pinnell, 2008). 

HIGH-FREQUENCY WORD: High-frequency words appear frequently in texts. 

LANGUAGE COMPREHENSION: The ability to derive meaning from spoken words when 

they are part of spoken language speech. Language comprehension includes vocabulary, 

grammatical understanding, and comprehension of speech (Catts, Adlof, & Weismer, 2006). 
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LINGUISTIC KNOWLEDGE: The extensive, complex knowledge of speech sounds, phoneme-

grapheme correspondences, spelling patterns, and word structure that is required to effectively, 

systematically, and explicitly teach code-based foundational skills to students (Kilpatrick, 2015; 

Moats, 1994, 2014; Castles, 2018). 

LITERACY: The ability to identify, understand, interpret, create, compute, and communicate 

using visual, audible, and digital materials across disciplines and in any context (International 

Literacy Association). 

LITERACY LEADERS: Literacy leaders in this study are considered to be individuals’ informal 

and informal positions who work in relational leadership to implement literacy curriculum. 

Literacy leaders are considered to be teacher leaders, principals, reading interventionists, literacy 

coaches, and librarians. 

ORAL READING FLUENCY: “The ability to read text accurately, with sufficient speed to 

allow sentences to cohere and with appropriate prosody (e.g., pausing in the right places) which 

is dependent on the readers automaticity in recognizing or decoding words and on his or her 

ability to comprehend” (Shannahan, 2014, p. 492). 

ORTHOGRAPHIC MAPPING: The strengthening of association of graphemes and phonemes to 

“bond the spellings, pronunciations, and meanings of specific words in memory” (Ehri, 2014, p. 

5). 

PHONEME: “The smallest unit of sound within spoken” words (Kilpatrick, 2015, p. 363). 

PHONEMIC AWARENESS: Awareness of the individual sounds in words demonstrated by the 

ability to blend, segment, and manipulate the individual sounds in words (Kilpatrick, 2015). 

Phonemic awareness is a subset of phonological awareness. 
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PHONOLOGICAL AWARENESS: Individual’s awareness of words in sentences, syllables in 

words, rhyme, onset and rime, and phonemes. Students demonstrate awareness of sounds at these 

different levels by blending, segmenting, and manipulating sounds. Phonological awareness and 

phonics differentiate because phonological awareness is purely based on sound, while phonics 

connects the sound to the graphic representation of that sound (Kilpatrick, 2015). 

PHONICS: A method for teaching reading and writing by teaching the relationship between the 

sounds of spoken language (phonemes) and the letters or groups of letters (graphemes) of the 

written language.   

READING COMPREHENSION: “Reading comprehension is the essence and goal of reading. It 

depends on decoding, vocabulary knowledge, and general language ability, including listening 

comprehension” (Shannahan, 2014, p. 493). Comprehension is considered a complex-level 

mental process that includes thinking, reasoning, imagining, and interpreting, dependent on 

having specific knowledge in a content area. The reading comprehension occurs as a result of 

language comprehension and decoding (Kamhi, 2007). 

RELATIONAL LEADERSHIP: Uhl-Bien defined relational leadership as an overarching 

framework for the study of leadership as a social-influence process through which emergent 

coordination (e.g., evolving social order) and change (e.g., new approaches, values, attitudes, 

behaviors, ideologies) are constructed and produced” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 654).  

SCIENCE-BASED READING RESEARCH: The convergence of scientific research evidence 

that shows that explicit, systematic instruction in phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, 

vocabulary, and comprehension will impact student reading achievement (Castles, 2018). 
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SCIENCE-BASED READING INSTRUCTION: Reading instruction that includes explicitly and 

systematically teaching students how the alphabet works, builds student skill incrementally from 

the part to the whole, and provides sufficient practice for students to achieve automaticity 

(Moats, 2014). As such, science-based reading instruction includes teaching alphabetic principal, 

phonics, phonemic awareness, and the application of those skills in reading words and text 

(Moats, 1994; Kilpatrick, 2015; Seidenberg, 2017; Castles, 2018). 

SIGHT WORD: A sight word is any word—high-frequency, phonetic, or non-phonetic—that can 

be read automatically and with little effort (Ehri, 2005). 

SIMPLE VIEW OF READING: A formula that demonstrates that reading has two basic 

components: word recognition (decoding) and language comprehension. The formula shows that 

a student’s reading comprehension score can be predicted if the student’s decoding score and 

language comprehension score are known. The formula is represented as Decoding x Language 

Comprehension = Reading Comprehension (Gough & Tunmer, 1986).  

WHOLE LANGUAGE: Reading instruction that emphasized that students learn to read through 

immersion in books where the focus of instruction is in making meaning. 

 

Chapter One Summary 
 

 

 In this chapter, relational leadership was introduced as a framework for literacy leaders to 

support the implementation of literacy programming based on the science of reading. The 

implementation of any literacy programming by literacy leaders will take place within the 

historic context of the reading debate between whole language, balanced literacy, and literacy 

instruction based on the convergence of research identified in this chapter as the science of 
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reading. The historical reading debate continues to affect literacy instruction through the 

knowledge and beliefs about early reading instruction that both teachers and literacy leaders hold 

about literacy instruction, and through the materials and artifacts that exists in schools to support 

early literacy instruction. Literacy leaders who are working to beat the odds to increase literacy 

achievement for all students face the challenges of the current reality of the number of students 

nationwide who currently demonstrate grade-level achievement on standardized tests. Also, 

literacy leaders face the reality of the number of students with outside factors, such as poverty, 

that contribute to students not achieving grade-level standards. The primary problem faced by 

literacy leaders addressed in this paper is how literacy leaders develop the deep linguistic 

knowledge and talent necessary to increase student achievement in the context of teachers who 

may have differing beliefs, skills, and knowledge about how children learn to read and the best 

way to provide early reading instruction. Finally, this chapter introduced the purpose of the 

study, which is to deeply understand how literacy leaders work in relationship with others in 

order to facilitate a shift in vision in literacy instruction in a specific context. Further, 

understanding how literacy leaders include and empower others in a purposeful, ethical way 

through the process of the science of reading curriculum instruction will serve to inform literacy 

leaders in other districts how a shift in literacy vision can be supported. The research questions 

were introduced in this chapter to help clarify the purpose of this research. 
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CHAPTER TWO 

 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Historical View of Reading Programs in the US 
 

 

 Classical approaches to teaching reading were rooted in competing philosophies, rather 

than scientific research (Kilpatrick, 2015). Also, political, social, commercial, and religious 

factors influenced both what was taught in early reading instruction and how it was taught. The 

current philosophies, attitudes, knowledge, and skills of teachers in reading instruction have 

roots in the historical approaches to reading that can be described as a bottom-up approach or a 

top-down approach to the teaching of reading. In a bottom-up approach, students are taught the 

parts of the word (alphabet, phonics, syllable, grapheme) in order to read words and comprehend 

text. In comparison, a top-down approach focuses on the whole word or the whole meaning as 

the unit of focus of instruction.  

 

Early Bottom-Up Approach 

The earliest approaches to teaching reading were bottom-up approaches. The primary 

approach to teaching reading from the 1600s to the 1800s was the alphabet method. One early 

method in colonial America was the alphabet method in which children said the letter name of 

each letter in the word before reading the word. Children then advanced to reading syllables and 

then prayers listed in their “Lord’s Prayer Hornbook” (Monaghan, 2005).  

Noah Webster popularized an alphabet approach to reading that linked sounds to letters 

when he wrote “The American Spelling Book”. Webster’s purpose wasn’t purely educational, as 
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the intent was to separate the American system of writing from the English system of writing by 

focusing on the spelling of words (Kendall, 2012). In this approach, children were first taught 

syllable and letter combinations “(e.g., ib, id, ic, em, in, mi, mo, mu)” (Kilpatrick, 2015, p. 24). 

In 1805, Joseph Lancaster created Monitor Schools as a cost-efficient way to educate 

poor children. In these schools, one school master was in charge to up to 1,000 children. The 

school master taught monitors in the first hour of the day, and the monitors taught 10 children 

who sat on a bench. Instructional materials consisted of charts on the wall and sand for writing. 

The Lancaster method of reading used an alphabet approach to reading instruction that included 

eight levels of reading instruction; the first level of reading instruction was the memorization of 

letters that had to be memorized before going to the next level. As children progressed through 

the levels, they memorized increasingly long syllables and then children memorized words. In 

levels seven and eight students read from the New and Old Testament (Ediger, 1999). 

 

Early Top-Down Approaches 

In the middle of the 19th century, education leaders began to expand their view of reading 

and to value the social implications of children learning to read. As a result, reading leaders 

began to question how reading was being taught. For example, Horace Mann served as the first 

Secretary to the State Board of Education in Massachusetts from 1839 to 1852. Mann and the 

teachers in the common schools debated which reading method (top-down vs. bottom-up) should 

be taught. Teachers advocated for a phonics approach, and Mann advocated for a top-down 

approach to reading called the look-and-say method, which involves memorizing words as 

patterns of letters. In the debate, Mann (1844) wrote that focusing on the alphabet was wrong 

because letters are “skeleton-shaped, bloodless, ghostly apparitions” that do not have meaning 
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(Kilpatrick, 2015). Mann believed how children learned to read would impact a student’s future 

love of reading and learning, and lead to students focusing on meaning, which is the true purpose 

of reading. Much of the current debate in reading connects to this early debate on how to best 

teach reading. 

During the 1870s, another top-down approach developed by John Dewey was the 

sentence method, which focused on the whole sentence as the unit of study rather than individual 

letters or sounds (Kilpatrick, 2015). Teachers presented students with a picture, the student made 

up a sentence, and then the teacher wrote the sentence down. The child then would read the 

whole sentence, each word in the sentence, and then the letters in the sentence (Cavanaugh, 

1994). 

 

Reading Instruction in the Mid-20th 

Century: The Roots of the Reading Wars 
 

 

In 1948, William S. Gray wrote “On Their Own Reading”. According to Kim (2008), 

Gray objected to teaching children the letters of the alphabet, their sounds, and blending sounds 

together to sound out words because he viewed phonics drills as mechanical and word-by-word 

reading as dull. Gray (1948) recommended a meaning-first and word-analysis-later approach to 

early reading instruction. The underlying theory was that children would learn to read more 

quickly if they memorized whole words and read more like adults. This method became known 

as “look-say,” which constituted a whole-word approach to reading instruction. There was 

research that supported the use of the word method; as a result, the publication of basal readers, 

such as the “Dick and Jane” books, were widely used. The Dr. Seuss books were also based on 

the “look-and-say” method (Kilpatrick, 2015). 
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 In 1955, Rudolph Flesch wrote “Why Johnny Can’t Read-And What You Can Do About 

It” in which Flesch challenged the dominant reading instruction strategy during the time which 

emphasized reading instruction based on the sight method. Flesch (1955) advocated a return to a 

phonics approach to early reading instruction. Chall (1967) described the book as a challenge 

that was “strongly, clearly, and polemically” written (Chall, 1967, p. 3). According to Kim, 

Flesch’s message was directed to parents and teachers to win the debate about how to teach 

children to read. In the context of the cold war, Flesch’s message was embraced by politicians 

who feared that “the American educational system was losing ground to the Russians” (Kim, 

2008, p. 91).  

 Flesch’s work is frequently cited by members of the science of reading community 

(Chall, 1967; Kilpatrick, 2015; Seidenberg, 2017). Often, the book is credited as a turn in the 

reading wars that shifted the pendulum from whole-word reading instruction to phonics-based 

reading instruction, and the more positive impact of his book is highlighted. However, the darker 

side of the impact of the book was underscored by Adams, who described Flesch’s presentation 

of his argument as intensely political and based on emotion. Further, Adams wrote, “He named 

names and pointed fingers. He called out the profit motive and impugned the intellect and 

honesty of experts, schools, and publishers. He developed conspiratorial motives, alluded to 

communists, and made insinuations about the intellectual predispositions and capacities of 

females and minorities. Thus not only was the debate politicized, it was politicized on 

dimensions that were wholly irrelevant to the question of how to best teach reading” (Adams, 

1991, p. 6–7). Adams went on to criticize Flesch for oversimplifying the debate, blurring the 

issues and suppressing rational debate. 
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The reading wars is a term used to describe the philosophical debate about how reading 

should be taught and has been characterized as a pendulum that swings back and forth between a 

bottom-up and a top-down approach to reading instruction (Kim, 2008; Pearson, 2004). This 

brief summary of reading-teaching shows how philosophy, religion, poverty, and politics all 

influenced the historical teaching of reading. This helps frame the research problem that the 

teaching of reading is not purely a scientific question with scientific answers; instead, the 

teaching of reading is an educational question that exists in a socioeconomical-political context.  

 

Federal Literacy Research and Criticism 
 

 

 In the years between 1967 and 2009, federal government agencies or foundations 

conducted six major, comprehensive reviews of reading research. The goal of each research 

review was to determine the current state of reading research in terms of how children learn to 

read, and best practices in the teaching of children how to read.  

 

Federal Research Review: Learning to  

Read: The Great Debate by Jeanne Chall 
 

Chall received a grant from the Carnegie foundation to perform a critical analysis of the 

research on early reading instruction that was already in existence. Chall spent three years 

visiting classrooms, analyzing studies, and examining textbooks. She also interviewed textbook 

authors, reading specialists, and teachers. Chall found that studies of beginning reading 

supported teaching phonics, and went on to say that studies of early reading found that phonics 

instruction was particularly effective for children of lower socioeconomic status (Chall, 1967). 

She also found that, for beginning readers, knowledge of letters and sound had more of an effect 
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on reading achievement then the child’s tested IQ. However, Chall recognized that combining 

the whole-word reading method and phonics could be beneficial for early readers. Because 

phonics instruction nurtures logic and whole-word reading is based on memorization, children 

could benefit from both methods. While Chall acknowledged that some good teachers have 

“developed methods of their own that are far superior to any that have been investigated and 

commercially published” (Chall, 1967, p. 308), she went on to call for a change in beginning 

reading method. Chall stated that good teaching is always needed, and that one method in 

reading instruction will not guarantee that all children will become leaders.  

 

Criticism of Chall 

 Chall’s work was challenged by Kenneth Goodman who rejected that early reading 

instruction should involve the exact identification of letters, words, spelling patterns, and larger 

language units. Instead, Goodman argued that reading was a “psycholinguistic guessing game” 

because good readers used context clues and background knowledge rather than precise 

identification of letter-sound relationships to predict, confirm, and guess at the identification of 

an unfamiliar word. Goodman went on to argue that syntax and semantics were as important as 

graph-phonetic-cues word reading (Goodman, 1967).  

 Goodman’s theory prompted research on the processes underlying word reading among 

linguists, cognitive psychologists, and educational researchers (Kim, 2008). For example, the 

work of Frank Smith also supported that the purpose of reading was to make meaning (Smith, 

1975). Further, Smith theorized that reading was a natural process, just like children learning to 

speak, and that the best way for children to learn to read was to spend time reading. Smith 

directed his writing to teachers and gave deference to the judgement of teachers (Kim, 2008). 
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Federal Research Review: Becoming a Nation of Readers  

 In 1985, The National Institute of Education sponsored “Becoming a Nation of Readers”, 

which was released through The Center for the Study of Reading at the University of Illinois. 

The report found that most students in the US received phonics instruction, but that much of that 

instruction was poorly conceived with too much time spent in workbooks and skill sheets. The 

report identified that phonics instruction should end for most children by the end of second 

grade. Another important feature of the report was that schools develop an ethos that supports 

reading and that schools should maintain well-stocked libraries. According to Kim (2008), the 

report helped to reframe the reading debate by rejecting the dichotomy that reading instruction 

could either focus on the alphabetic code or provide opportunities for children to engage in 

quality literature. Also, the report called for researchers to broaden their focus to include reading 

comprehension and language development (Anderson, Hiebert, Scot, & Wilkinson, 1985). 

 

Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning about Print 

The U. S. Department of Education commissioned a report in response to the ongoing 

conflicting reports by experts as to the place for phonics instruction in early reading, which 

resulted in the 1991 report by Adams, “Beginning to Read: Thinking and Learning about Print”. 

The report echoed the work done by Chall and the NIH, that phonics instruction facilitated word 

recognition skills and spellings skills that are significantly better than programs that do not 

emphasize code-based instruction. 

The work of Adams directly contradicted the psycholinguistic theory of Goodman and 

Smith, which hypothesized that skilled readers used context to support word recognition. Instead, 

Adams found that skilled readers used knowledge of letter-sound relationships to process all the 



26 

 

 

graphic information contained in identifying a word. Skilled readers automated this process, 

could read connected text with speed, and were able to focus on comprehension (Adams, 1991).  

 

The National Research Council (1998)  

and National Reading Panel (2000) 
 

In 2000, the United States Government authorized the National Reading Panel (NRP) to 

conduct an extensive review of the research on reading instruction. The NRP concluded that 

there is strong scientific consensus regarding the importance of the systematic instruction of 

phonics at the early stages of reading (National Reading Panel, 2000). The report from the NRP 

consisted of over 100,000 experimental or quasi experimental, empirical studies that met the 

criteria for the study. The NRP findings were summarized in the five areas of reading instruction: 

phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and text comprehension. These five areas 

would become to be known as the “science of reading.” Similar findings in studies by the United 

Kingdom (Rose, 2006) and Australia (Rowe, 2005) found a convergence of scientific evidence in 

science-based reading research.  

 

Criticism of the National Reading Panel 

 According to Kim, the federal government has frequently turned to scientists instead of 

teachers to determine evidence-based practice in K–12 schools. The assumption behind this 

practice is that scientists have the tools and knowledge to understand research. However, for 

teachers, the reading scientists may be viewed as novices who do not have experience or 

knowledge of the practice of teaching reading in K–12 schools (Kim, 2008). Further, meta-

analysis can be viewed by teachers as an irrelevant tool in addressing the immediate needs of 30 

first-grade students sitting in the classroom. Joanne Yatvin was the only teacher on the National 
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Reading Panel; she filed a Minority View in the NRP appendix. Yatvin wrote, “Outside teacher 

reviewers should have been brought in to critique the panel’s conclusion, just as outside 

scientists were to critique its processes” (National Reading Report, 2000). 

 

National Early Literacy Panel  

  In 2008, The National Early Literacy Panel (NELP) wrote “Developing Early Literacy: 

Report of the National Early Literacy Panel”. The panel used meta-analysis of studies of early 

literacy strategies of children from birth to 5 to provide clues about what might be influencing 

the effectiveness of a literacy intervention. The NELP identified five skills that could predict 

later literacy achievement: (1) letter naming and identifying sounds from printed letters, (2) 

phonological awareness, (3) rapid naming of letters of numbers, objects, or colors, (4) writing 

one’s name, and (5) phonological memory. The NELP also identified that there was a need for 

better research about how to develop early literacy skills. 

 

Educational Research from the Whole-Language Perspective 
 

 

 During the time period of the federally funded research reviews, research and writing was 

also being done by educational researchers that focused on whole-language principles. Whole-

language emerged as a philosophy for the teaching of reading that was heavily influenced by 

constructivist theories and related to previous top-down approaches that emphasized providing 

children with a love for reading. As a result, the importance of teaching the systematic 

relationship between letters and sounds was diminished. Instead, teachers were advised to teach 

students to skip puzzling words, guess what the unknown word was, and, lastly, sound the word 

out (Smith, 1971). 



28 

 

 

In whole-language, reading is considered a natural process where learning to read is a 

similar process to how children learn to talk (Goodman, 1967; Smith, 1971). The teacher’s role 

in whole-language is to promote literacy by providing a text-rich environment with authentic 

literacy experiences in reading and writing to support the child’s discovery of how reading 

works. In addition, teachers are considered a guide on the side promoting student choices. Smith 

emphasized the importance of the role of the teacher, and wrote that prepackaged phonics 

programs undermined teacher autonomy. Whole-language advocates questioned how researchers 

and policy makers, far removed from the classroom, could know what was best to teach children 

in classrooms (Goodman, 1967).  

 

The Text in Whole-Language 

 The whole-language model was based on students engaging with authentic literature 

while providing students with choices in their learning with the intention of providing students 

with a love for learning. Goodman advocated for real literature by real authors, and he rejected 

basal readers. In whole-language, the instructional emphasis was on students making meaning in 

authentic reading experiences, reading engagement, and reading whole texts (Goodman, 1986).  

 

Word Reading and Comprehension 

In the whole-language approach, word reading depends on comprehension, and 

comprehension depends on word reading. As a result, whole reading is an interactive approach to 

reading (Kilpatrick, 2015). Readers sample from the words and letters in the text that they read 

and primarily rely on semantic context to construct meaning from print (Goodman, 1996, 2005). 

The focus of literacy instruction should not be on the meaningless segments of language, such as 
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sound symbol relationships (Stahl & Miller, 1989). Thus, the development of word recognition 

as a whole unit rather than as a result of decoding through the alphabetic principle was the source 

of the great debate between phonics and whole-reading advocates (Chall, 1967).  

 

Whole Language in California 

 In 1987, the California state legislature adopted a reading approach which de-emphasized 

skills instruction and phonics instruction through an adoption of new curriculum materials (Kim, 

2008). The 1987 California language-arts framework advanced the philosophy that children 

should construct knowledge on their own, based on their interests (Kim, 2008). When the 1994 

NAEP scores were released, California scores fell to near the bottom, only outscoring 

Mississippi, District of Columbia, and Guam (NAEP, 1995). Student scores from 1992 to 1994 

declined among all ethnic and socioeconomic groups. According to Kim, among policy makers, 

there was a perceived link between whole-language and the decline in test scores. 

 

Balanced Literacy Approach to Reading Instruction 
 

 

After the National Reading Panel Study, the balanced literacy approach was developed to 

end the reading wars by combining whole-language and phonics in response to student need 

(Seidenberg, 2017). Pressley, Roehrig, Bogner, Raphael, and Dolezal found, when balanced 

literacy is skillfully implemented, children increase their awareness of the purposes and process 

of reading, build positive attitudes toward reading, develop strategies for interpreting text at a 

high level, and enrich vocabulary and general knowledge (Pressley, Roehrig, Bogner, Raphael, 

& Dolezal, 2002). Balanced literacy is the norm in most classrooms in the United States 

(Seidenberg, 2017). The teaching of balanced literacy frequently takes place during reading and 
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writing workshop; however, teaching of balanced literacy may also be guided using a basal 

reading program. 

 

Balanced Literacy in Reading Workshop 

During reading workshop, teachers engage in reading of authentic text and gradually shift 

the responsibility of the learning (reading and writing) to the learner. Emphasis is placed on 

teacher read aloud, shared reading, and guided reading during which responsibility for learning 

shifts from the teacher to the child. Small group, differentiated instruction is highly valued in the 

form of guided-reading instruction where teachers identify student reading levels and provide 

students with books at their level. Teachers engage in responsive teaching where they make 

instructional decisions about phonics and word study based on student needs, which are typically 

determined from error analysis during instruction. Student choices are valued during intendent 

application of skills. Writing workshop emphasized children writing about their own 

experiences. Spelling and writing lessons were developed based on the context of the students’ 

writing (Calkins, 1994). 

 

The Three-Cueing System of Balanced Literacy 

The three-cueing system is based on the philosophy that readers identify words using 

three interactive cueing systems: contextual, linguistic, and grapho-phonic (Goodman, 2005). 

When a student struggles with a word or makes an error while reading, the teacher determines 

the cause of the error. If the cause was contextual the teacher may ask the student to look at the 

picture or to guess at the meaning of the word. 
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Criticism of Three-Cueing System 

 Neuroimaging and brain electrophysiological studies (Forster, 2012; Perfetti, 2011) found 

that, after third grade, when good readers see a word, the area of the brain responsible for 

orthography and phonology activate sooner than the part of the brain responsible for semantics 

(making meaning). These studies suggest that readers make meaning from the word-based 

knowledge of the word before using the context to make meaning.  

 

The Role of Foundational Reading  

Skills: Phonics, Phonemic Awareness 
 

Phonics instruction in balanced literacy is taught incidentally rather than systematically 

as recommended by the NRP. Fountas and Pinnell described this strategy as “solve words on the 

run while reading for meaning” (Fountas &Pinnell, 2003). Phonics instruction occurs according 

to individual teacher’s judgment of student need (Calkins, 1994).  

 

Science-Based Reading Research: Reading and  

the Simple View of Reading Framework 
 

 

The science of reading refers to science-based reading research (SBRR), which is the 

convergence of an accumulated body of evidence from experimental and quasi-experimental 

research on reading acquisition and instruction (Seidenberg, 2017). The studies were conducted 

by cognitive scientists. In summary, the science of reading refers to how children learn to read.  

 The Simple View of Reading (SVR) framework was developed based on the science of 

reading research. The Simple View of Reading framework can be used to organize and 

conceptualize the science of reading research, and the SVR framework functions as a practical 
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guide for educators to make decisions in instruction, assessment, intervention, and literacy 

programming. The Simple View of Reading is one basis for science-based reading instruction. 

 

Simple View of Reading Framework 

The Simple View of Reading (SVR) framework (Gough & Tunmer, 1986) posits that 

reading comprehension is the result of decoding and linguistic comprehension. On the most basic 

level, SVR can be understood by reading comprehension = decoding x linguistic comprehension 

(Kilpatrick, 2015). The logic is that, if a reader can translate the written word to spoken 

language, and the reader can understand the written word when it is read aloud, then the reader 

will comprehend the text (Kilpatrick, 2015). In SVR, decoding specifically refers to word 

recognition that is accomplished through alphabetic coding; the act of relating phonological 

structures to letter sequences within a given word, which creates access to the word’s location in 

the reader’s mental lexicon (Hoover & Tunmer, 2018). 

 Assuming a child has mastered alphabetic principle and orthographic mapping, reading 

comprehension is highly dependent on the child’s knowledge about the topic he or she is reading. 

Recht and Leslie conducted a study to find the effect of students’ baseball knowledge and 

reading ability on the students’ ability to reconstruct a narrative on the topic of a baseball game. 

Recht and Leslie found that, if the student was a poor reader but had strong baseball knowledge, 

that student performed as well in reconstructing the baseball inning as a much stronger reader 

(Recht & Leslie, 1988).  
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Simple View of Reading Framework Studies 

In a study of 305 students, Chiu assessed oral-related and code-related skills of students 

at the beginning of kindergarten and at the completion of third grade in order to examine the 

Simple View of Reading framework. Chiu used structural equation modelling latent variable 

analysts and found that 94% of the variance in reading comprehension was found through the 

independent contributions of word recognition and oral language. The study also found that the 

variables of oral language (vocabulary, grammar, discourse) and code (letter and print 

knowledge, phonological processing) skills predicted reading comprehension through the two 

core components of the Simple View of Reading (Chiu, 2018). 

Another study by Lonigan, Rurgess, and Schatschneider that examined SVR with a group 

of 757 children in grades 3 through 5 evaluated the variance that can be explained in reading 

comprehension by decoding and oral language comprehension. They found that 88% to 100% of 

the variance could be explained by decoding and language comprehension (Lonigan, Rurgess, & 

Schatschneider, 2018). This was a higher rate of variance than the Hoover and Gough study that 

found 72% to 85% of the variance in first- through fourth-grade reader’s reading comprehension 

was explained by decoding and language comprehension (Hoover & Gough. 1990). A second 

part of the study examined the SVR from a developmental perspective and found that language 

comprehension had a greater role in reading comprehension relative to decoding for older 

students than for younger students. Lonigna et al. (2018) concluded that adding another construct 

to the framework would lead to only a small, direct role in reading comprehension and was more 

likely indirectly related through decoding and language comprehension. 
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The SVR also serves as a practical framework for educators to guide decisions in 

assessment, instruction, programs, and intervention. In England, a national reading program was 

developed based on the SVR. Prior reading teaching in England focused incidental to teach 

phonics and phonological awareness (Hoover & Tunmer, 2018). A longitudinal study by Double, 

McGrane, Stiff, and Hopfenbeck focused on the relationship between early phonics skills and 

later comprehension in England where a national phonics screen was implemented to assess 6-

year-old students’ ability to phonetically decode (Double, McGrane, Stiff, & Hopfenbeck, 2019). 

Students who failed the check, took the screener the following year. Since the introduction of the 

assessment, the pass rate has increased from 58% in 2012 to 82% in 2018. For the study, Double 

et al. divided the students into three groups, students who passed, students who failed-passed and 

students who failed-failed. Then, the researchers checked the students’ reading performance four 

years later 

 

Gap Between Science-Based Reading Research and Reading Practice 
 
 

 Although the scientific research on teaching reading should have brought an end to the 

debate about how children should be taught to read, a gap remains between the research on the 

science of reading and practice of teaching reading (Moats, 2007; Seidenberg, 2017). One 

explanation for the gap between the research on the science of reading and teaching of reading is 

that the science of reading is largely described as a phonics approach to reading. There has not 

been enough dialogue about what happens to teach reading comprehension, which is largely the 

purpose of reading (Castles, 2018). 

Seidenberg attributed the gap between the science of reading research and the lack of 

classroom instruction based on the science of reading research to a two-cultures problem which 
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he described as “beliefs about reading, learning, and development, reinforced over many years 

within the insular culture of schools of education do not coincide with facts about reading, 

learning, and development uncovered using a variety of methods in laboratory and naturalistic 

settings” (Seidenberg, 2013, p. 346). The “two-cultures” problem describes a barrier in academia 

between schools of education and schools of psychology, neuroscience, and cognitive science. 

The result of the two-cultures program is the systematic output of general-education and special-

education teachers of reading who have limited linguistic knowledge. 

 

Teacher Linguistic Knowledge 
 

 

The best predictor of a child’s reading skill is the child’s incoming level of reading-

related skills, (Olson et al., 2014). However, when teachers explicitly teach students how the 

alphabetic system works, build skills incrementally and synthetically, and provide students with 

sufficient practice to gain automaticity, poor readers can “beat the odds” and significantly 

improve (Brady, 2011). Further, because of differences in students, teachers need deep linguistic 

knowledge to make decisions about instruction, depth, and sequence of activities to build skill in 

phonology, phoneme-grapheme correspondence, spelling, morphology, syntax, and discourse 

comprehension (Calhoon & Petscher, 2013). When teachers have this deep linguistic knowledge, 

teachers can make decisions about instruction, intervention, and assessment that will benefit all 

readers. 

If teachers are to provide explicit, systematic instruction in code-based instruction, 

teachers need knowledge in linguistic concepts and the ability to interpret linguistic principles 

for children. In a seminal study, Moats developed an instrument to assess teacher linguistic 

https://www-tandfonline-com.proxybz.lib.montana.edu/doi/full/10.1080/19404158.2014.941093
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knowledge and found that teachers scored between 10% and 45% correct in linguistic 

knowledge. Moats concluded that most teachers did not have a strong base of knowledge of 

spoken and written language and would therefore be unable to teach these skills concepts 

explicitly to emergent or struggling readers (Moats, 1994). Studies of teacher linguistic 

knowledge with similar instruments produced mean scores of 50% to 68% correct (Spear-

Swerling & Chessman, 2012; Spencer, Scheuele, Guillot, & Lee, 2008).  

In a comparison case study of 114 teachers by Cohen, Scheider, and White, the linguistic 

knowledge of 60 teachers who taught at schools currently using a scripted explicit, code-based 

curriculum that included materials and scripts for the explicit instruction of phonics, phonemic 

awareness, high-frequency words, reading fluency, and comprehension were compared to 

teachers from schools that do not teach from a scripted, code-based program (Cohen, Scheider, & 

White, 2017). Cohen et al. found that teachers from the code-based program scored 65.95% 

correct and teachers from the other program scored 67.45% correct. Teachers from the code-

based program scored higher in the area of applying knowledge. This study showed that an 

explicit scripted program alone would not provide teachers with linguistic knowledge. Lose 

explained, “To be successful, the most struggling child requires the most expert teacher. 

Teachers, not programs, teach children to read” (Lose, 2007, p. 277). 

 

Orthographic Mapping 
 

 

 Along with linguistic knowledge, teachers of early reading need understanding of 

orthographic mapping along with the ability to put that knowledge into practice at the right time 

for students. In orthographic mapping, students strengthen their knowledge of the relationship 
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between graphemes and phonemes. Through this process students learn to “to bond the spellings, 

pronunciations, and meanings of specific words in memory” (Ehri, 2014, p. 5). Students 

essentially rapidly employ their knowledge of individual letters and strings of letters to 

differentiate between words that are similar in how they look in order to read words. 

Orthographic mapping is an essential element of contrast between students memorizing whole 

words to become sight words and students gaining sight words by increasing the fluency with 

which they understand letter/sound relationships (Ehri, 2014). 

 

Literacy Leadership 
 

 

 Classroom teachers are the most influential factor in student achievement (Goddard et al., 

2000) Classroom teachers become literacy leaders in their school as their knowledge, skills, and 

practices in literacy and leadership grow. Literacy-leadership research has focused on reading 

specialists and literacy coaches (Bean et al., 2015; Mongillo et al., 2012). Research has also 

focused on how to develop literacy leadership in all teachers (Sharp, Piper, & Raymond, 2018). 

Literacy leaders understand their role and responsibilities and are knowledgeable and prepared to 

manage the institutional aspects of education (Tang, Cheng, & Wong, 2016). Literacy leaders 

collaborate in professional learning (Lent & Voigt, 2014). Professional development and role 

clarification experiences grow collective and individual efficacy in teachers (Steeg & Lambson, 

2015). Literacy leaders know the best practices in the field of literacy instruction and what is 

present in the literacy standards (Wepner, Gomex, Cunningham, Rainville, & Kelly, 2016). With 

their literacy knowledge, literacy leaders advocate with their colleagues for a literacy curriculum 
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that is responsive to the cultural and social needs of all learners (Sharp, Piper, & Raymond, 

2018).  

Literacy leadership is necessary to ensure the highest quality of literacy instruction for 

students. Leadership that is based on open, trusting relationships with a commitment to a moral 

sense of purpose and a shared belief that collective action will result in the fulfilment of that 

purpose (Donaldson, 2006). Most of the literature in the field of literacy leadership and 

implementation research based on reading instruction focuses on the technical aspects of 

curriculum implementation. 

 

Literacy Standards 
 

 

 The International Literacy Association, formerly the International Reading Association, 

advocates for research as the foundation for literacy leadership. The International Literacy 

Association (ILA) designates five categories of literacy professionals: specialized literacy 

professionals, classroom teachers, principals, teacher educators, and literacy partners. In 2018, 

the ILA released its third iteration of standards, “Standards for the Preparation of Literacy 

Professionals 2017 (Standards 2017)”. The goal of “Standards 2017” is to provide a coherent, 

comprehensive, and explicit set of performance criteria. “Standards 2017” identifies the 

dispositions, knowledge, and skills for literacy professionals. The focus of this review is on the 

six standards preK/primary grade band, which consist of: (1) Foundational Knowledge, (2) 

Curriculum and Instruction, (3) Assessment and Evaluation, (4) Diversity and Equity, (5) 

Learners and the Literacy Environment, and (6) Professional Learning and Leadership (ILA, 

2018).  
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 The purpose of this study is to understand literacy leaders’ experiences in implementation 

of literacy curriculum based on the science of reading. This section situates this purpose within 

the “Standards 2017”. Foundational Knowledge encompasses literacy leaders’ knowledge of 

“theoretical, historical, and evidence-based foundations of literacy and language and the ways in 

which they interrelate and the role of literacy professionals in schools” (ILA, 2018). More 

specifically, the Foundational Knowledge Standard for pre-K/primary teachers focuses on 

reading development (i.e., concepts of print, phonological awareness, phonics, word recognition, 

fluency, vocabulary, comprehension), writing, and centrality of language to literacy learning 

(ILA, 2018). The Curriculum and Instruction Standard focuses on motivating curriculum that 

focuses on foundational reading skills (concepts of print, phonological awareness, phonics word 

recognition, fluency), vocabulary, comprehension, and writing processes including orthographic 

knowledge (ILA, 2018). The third standard, Assessment and Evaluation, emphasizes that literacy 

professionals use a variety of formal and informal measures in an ethical way to interpret and 

explain student progress in order to inform families and colleagues (ILA, 2018). The fourth 

standard, Diversity and Equity, expects literacy professionals to analyze their own cultural 

experiences and that of their students, set high standards for all students, and situate diversity as 

a core asset (ILA 2018). The fifth standard, Learners and the Literacy Environment, identifies 

that literacy professionals create environments for learners based on learner development and 

learning differences that enhance students’ language and learning in order to motivate and 

engage literacy learners (ILA, 2018). Standard 6, Professional Learning and Leadership, includes 

reflecting on practice, collaboration in professional learning communities, and advocate for the 

teaching profession, students, schools, and communities (ILA, 2018). 
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Relational Leadership Theory 
 

 

Relational leadership theory detaches leadership from historical managerial and 

hierarchical roles and, instead, relational leadership is considered a process that consists of social 

influence and change (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Relational leadership theory posits relationships are 

trans-directional and socially constructed (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Each individual chooses behavioral 

responses and further deepens the relationship bond between individuals. Uhl-Bien theorized 

leadership as a relational and ethical process of people who are collectively attempting to 

accomplish positive change. Relational leadership in this study has been conceptualized as a 

relational and ethical process of people working together in an attempt to accomplish positive 

change where the relationships are the focal point of the leadership process (Komives et al., 

2013). The relational leadership framework consists of five components and is an approach to 

leadership that is “purposeful and builds commitment toward positive purposes that are inclusive 

of individuals and diverse points of view, empowers those involved, is ethical, and recognizes 

that all four of these elements are accomplished by being process-oriented” (Komives et al., 

2013). 

 

Relational Leadership Framework in Schools 
 

 

 Gittel and Douglass defined relational leadership as a pattern of reciprocal interrelating 

between workers and managers to make sense of a situation, and then determine what action to 

take and how to take that action (Gittel & Douglass, 2012). The relational leadership framework 

consists of a social-influence process based on a desire to change for the better, through a change 

in values, attitudes, behaviors, and ideologies, which leads to the construction of a conducive 
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milieu for teaching and learning (Uhl-Bien, 2006). Binns further described relational leadership 

as “a practice of caring for colleagues, enabling others to act, acknowledging and learning from 

one’s mistakes and being emotionally authentic” (Binns, 2008, p. 601). 

According to Darling-Hammond (1997), because schools are democratically governed 

bodies with professional employees, schools can only take on problems successfully with a 

model of leadership that focuses on relationships in order to value each person’s voice and 

responsibility to contribute to the school’s success. Donaldson developed a relational leadership 

model for schools, which he named Three Streams Model. The Three Streams Model consists of 

a focus on open, trusting relationships, commitment to a deep moral purpose, and a shared 

commitment to action-in-common (Donaldson, 2006).  

 

Relational Leadership: Open, Trusting Relationships 
 

 

 In relational leadership, people commit themselves to cultivating open, trusting, and 

affirming relationships with others in order to serve the school’s mission (Donaldson, 2006). An 

underlying assumption of relational leadership is that leadership is not measured by the actions 

and behaviors of one individual; instead leadership is observed as the result of collective action. 

The collection action is guided by common ethical ideals, beliefs, and values (Donaldson, 2006). 

In relational leadership, information flows between members and formal leaders, including ideas 

and concerns. As a result, members have the capacity to judge the trustworthiness of both the 

information and colleagues (Senge, 1990). To facilitate this ease of communication and 

trustworthiness in relational leadership, members work directly with each other (Bryk & 

Schneider, 2002).  
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 According to Donaldson, there are four characteristics of open, trusting relationships in a 

relational leadership framework. First, leaders give attention to emotional management and how 

members are behaving toward each other. This means paying attention to members’ concerns as 

well as members’ successes. Second, communication takes place about roles and responsibility. 

This communication includes negotiation that results in clear, productive agreements. Third, in 

relational leadership, people gather to address common issues and nurture working relationships. 

Linking and connecting colleagues is valued. Fourth, leadership relationships grow through 

individuals being trustworthy, open, and respectful.  

 

Relational Leadership Framework 
 

 

 The goal of the relational leadership framework is to connect five key elements of 

leadership to support a healthy, ethical, and effective group working toward positive change. 

Figure 1 depicts a visual representation of the components of the relational leadership model. 

 

Figure 1. Relational Leadership Model

 
 The relational leadership model breaks down the five elements listed above into the 

knowledge, attitudes, and skills that are embedded in each element. Table 1 breaks down each 
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element of the relational leadership model into the knowledge, attitudes, and skills that a literacy 

leader needs in order to put each element into practice. Knowledge, attitudes, and skills are 

interconnected skills, as what a leader knows influences what a leader believes and what skills a 

leader develops (Komives et al., 2013). The knowledge and attitudes of a literacy leader are the 

antecedents, or factors, that a leader brings to the process of influencing others (Murphy & 

Louis, 2018). Judge, Piccolo, and Kosalka discussed antecedents or traits theory of leadership 

saying, “The leader trait perspective has had a long intellectual tradition, with decades of great 

prominence in the literature followed by years of skepticism and disinterest” (Judge, Piccolo, & 

Kosalka, 2009, p. 871).  

 

Table 3. Relational Leadership Model Compared to Knowing-Being-Doing 

Leadership 

Component 

Knowing Being (attitudes) Doing (skills) 

Purposeful How change occurs 

Core elements of    

   Change 

Role of mission or  

   Vision 

Shared values 

Common Purpose 

Hopeful 

Committed 

“Can do” attitude 

Likes improvement 

Commitment to  

  social responsibility 

Identifying goals 

Envisioning 

Message-making 

Creative thinking 

Involving others in  

  vision-building  

   process 

Inclusive Self and others 

Citizenship 

Frames and multiple  

   Realities 

Open to differences 

Values equity 

Web-like thinking 

Believes everyone  

  can make a  

 difference 

Talent development 

Listening skills 

Building coalitions 

Framing and   

   reframing 

Civil discourse 
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Table 3. Relational Leadership Model Compared to Knowing-Being-Doing Continued 

Leadership 

Component 

Knowing Being (attitudes) Doing (skills) 

Empowering  Power 

How policies block 

   or promote  

   empowerment 

Personal mastery 

Control is not  

   Possible 

Believes each has  

   something to offer 

   Self-esteem 

Concern for others’  

   growth 

Values others’  

   contributions 

Willing to share  

   power 

Gate-keeping skills 

Sharing information 

Individual and team  

   learning 

Encouraging or  

   affirming others 

Capacity building 

Providing self- 

   leadership 

Practicing renewal 

Ethical 

 

How values develop 

How systems of  

   influence justice  

   and care 

Self and others’  

   values 

Ethical decision- 

   making models 

Commitment to  

   socially responsible  

   behavior 

Confronting behavior 

Values integrity 

Trustworthy 

Authentic 

Establishes sense of  

  personal character 

Responsible 

Expects high  

  standards 

Puts benefit to others  

  over self-gain 

Being congruent 

Being trusting 

Being reliable 

Having courage 

Using moral 

imagination 

Process Oriented Community 

Group process 

Relational aspect of 

leadership 

Process is as 

important as 

outcomes 

Values process as 

well as outcomes 

Quality effort 

Develops systems 

perspective 

Collaboration 

Reflection 

Meaning making 

Challenge 

Civil confrontation 

Learning 

Giving and receiving  

   Feedback 

 

Relational Leadership Component: Purpose 

 Purposeful leadership means having a commitment to a goal with a vision in common, 

and having the ability to collaborate with others and find common ground. Purposeful leadership 

works toward positive change, which can mean working hard to resolve differences within an 
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organization in order to build a shared vision (Komives et al., 2013). In purposeful leadership, 

the vision drives the collective action of everyone within the school district. This means that, 

when individuals collaborate, the purpose of the work is both questioned and articulated in terms 

of the overall vision or purpose of the collective whole.  

 Purposeful leadership employs socialized vision, which means the vision is built among 

group members because people support what they help to create. The purposeful leadership 

component emphasizes personalized vision, which is the vision of an individual; usually an 

individual with legitimate authority who imposes that vision onto others (Komives et al., 2013). 

The purposeful component of relational leadership uses a group vision to help set priorities and 

make decisions congruent with the vision (Komives et al., 2013).  

According to Donaldson, there are three characteristics of commitment to a deep purpose 

in relational leadership. One, leaders assist the school community in articulating purpose, which 

is the process of articulating mission and core values. The purpose should be viewed as morally 

good. Further, leaders attend to individuals in both their roles and work. Two, leaders 

consistently balance the daily work of staff, students, and parents with the ideals of the school’s 

purpose. Leaders help their colleagues understand how their efforts contribute to the school’s 

purpose, or how their efforts do not contribute to the school’s purpose. While engaging in this 

process, leaders enact an elevated sense of professional purpose and reward. Third, leaders look 

for incongruities in the outcomes of their work and the school’s purpose. They do this by inviting 

tough questions and testing the appropriateness of current practice against the school’s ideals 

(Donaldson, 2006). 
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Relational Leadership Component: Empowering 

 Komives describes two dimensions of empowerment: “(1) a sense of self that claims 

ownership, claims a place in the process and expects to be involved and (2) a set of 

environmental conditions (in the group or organization) that promote the full involvement of 

participants by reducing the barriers that block the development of individual talent and 

involvement” (Komives et al., 2013, p. 115). Empowerment is both claimed and shared with 

others by mitigating aspects of the school that can block the meaningful involvement of others.  

 Empowerment is visible when leaders engage in job-crafting with a focus on creating 

meaning and agency of educators who are engaging in organizing and carrying out the work of 

the school (Murphy & Louis, 2018). At the same time, individual teachers and educators also 

engage in job-crafting; the degree to which people’s agency in designing their jobs can change 

the meaning of work (Chen et al., 2007). In turn, individual teachers develop ideas about what 

they perceive as required or optional, which result in actions that could be good or bad for the 

school as a whole (Murphy & Louis, 2018). Additionally, relational leaders effectively empower 

teams through coaching from leaders (Carson et al., 2007).  

 Autonomy, defined as confidence in teachers’ professional competence, is a key element 

of empowerment (Murphy & Louis, 2018). Autonomy combined with sustained investment of 

effort supports positive job-crafting and meaningfulness (Giardini & Frese, 2008). When 

individuals in an organization are encouraged to reflect on how they engage in in the daily work 

of teaching, meaning is created that is socially situated (Lave & Wenger, 1991). Another example 

of a job-crafting intervention would be to remind teachers to experiment with instructional 

practices and curriculum (Murphy & Louis, 2018). 
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 Empowerment is more likely to happen in environments where individuals recognize that 

things can always be better than they are now, which means the organization operates on trust 

and inclusivity (Kohn, 1992). Komives et al. discussed the differences between empowerment 

and delegation in that, if a leader delegates a task to participants without sharing authority and 

responsibility, the leader is demonstrating a lack of trust. In this instance, participants would not 

feel empowered; rather, participants may feel resentful, unprepared, or manipulated. Conversely, 

delegation with shared authority and responsibility creates trust and empowerment. 

 

Relational Leadership Component: Inclusive 

 Relational leadership includes the component of being inclusive, defined as 

“understanding, valuing, and actively engaging diversity in views, approaches, styles, and 

aspects of individuality, such as gender or culture, that add multiple perspectives to a group’s 

activity” (Komives et al., 2013, p. 108). In relational leadership, members do not act identically; 

rather, different styles, talents, roles, and contributions complement one another (Senge, 1990). 

Relational leaders understand and respect that different groups or individuals might view 

problems and issues from varying perspectives. Therefore, relational leaders view issues and 

problems as connected to an underlying web of issues versus being isolated or discrete (Komives 

et al., 2013). Because relational leaders understand that events, situations, or problems may 

appear unpredictable and even unconnected, relational leaders know that seemingly unrelated 

events, situations, or problems influence both each other and the whole organization. As such, 

the organization or the school represents unity built from the smallest subunits of the system 

(Komives et al., 2013). 
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Because relational leaders acknowledge and value different perspectives within the 

organization, relational leaders have the skill to develop talent in members of the organization so 

that those members can also be involved, which in turn fosters new leadership, thereby 

strengthening the organization over time (Komives et al., 2013). Successful leaders develop the 

talents of their colleagues and exhibit a willingness to provide opportunities for learning (Cerit, 

2009). Further, relational leaders need to have “knowledge of each follower’s unique 

characteristics and interests” (van Dierendonck & Patterson, 2014, p. 119). 

 Relational leaders understand and value the importance of each individual educator in a 

school district because each educator “concurrently represent[s] and influence[s] the whole” 

(Komives et al., 2013). Variations in how each individual educator describes and applies the 

purpose, vision, and values of the school bring creativity and energy to the shared purpose of the 

school, so the goal of relational leaders is not to overcome the variations and differences in 

educators, but to build an inclusive system that develops the strengths and skills of individual 

leaders in order to contribute to the group’s goals (Komives et al., 2013).  

 During change, educators do not always view problems and issues in the same way and 

they do not always find the same solutions to problems and issues (Komives et al., 2013). 

Educators who disagree with how an issue should be handled should be involved in the change 

process. Those who disagree can bring an outside viewpoint or be able to identify issues that 

other members of the group do not see from their perspective (Komives et al., 2013). The goal of 

relational leaders is to build support and form coalitions in an inclusive way, which means 

listening to varying views and engaging with others in a respectful manner. 
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Relational Leadership Component: Ethical 

 Ethical leadership in the relational leadership model emphasizes leadership that is driven 

by values and standards that are moral in nature (Komives et al., 2013). In relational leadership, 

educators share a deep educational purpose regarded as morally good. Leaders articulate and 

invigorate the sense of purpose in order to strengthen members’ commitments to this deep 

purpose and to each other. Beyond the purpose being moral, the purpose is also current and 

practical. In relational leadership, leaders encourage dialogue. Spillane, Reiser, and Reimer 

found that leadership may be observed in open question and constant invention of better practice 

among practitioners (Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). “The educator’s calling has a moral 

dimension: When all is said and done, he or she seeks to make individual lives and society in 

general better: teachers enlighten and empower their students and they ameliorate the human 

condition” (Palmer, 1997). 

“We have always endorsed the principle that parent and teacher can and should be the 

ultimate judges of what is good for our children” (Donaldson, 2006, p. 60). Thus, effective 

models of leadership in the implementation of reading programming will include the leadership 

of teachers. 

 

Relational Leadership Component: Process-Oriented 

 Komives et al. depict the process-orientation of relational leadership as the process 

through which individuals interact with each other and leaders and participants work together to 

accomplish change. The process must be intentional and refers to the “recruitment and 

involvement of members, how the group makes decisions, and how the group handles the tasks 

related to its mission and vision” (Komives et al., 2013, p. 132). In relational leadership, process-
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oriented leaders understand that processes have the potential to devalue others by being highly 

controlled or expecting members of the group to act or think alike (Komives et al., 2013). In the 

process of implementing a new reading program, relational leaders understand that the 

differences in beliefs about reading will occur and should be valued and understood. Relational 

leaders with a process-orientated view of leadership include those with different views about 

how to teach reading. 

 The key processes of relational leadership include collaboration, reflection, feedback, 

civil confrontation, community-building, and meaning making (Komives et al., 2013). Making 

meaning refers to the human interaction between leaders and participants where leaders use 

images, symbols, words, and actions to organize and build the understanding of others (Murphy 

& Louis, 2018). During times of uncertainty, coaching and sense-making may result in 

dissatisfaction with the leader (Morgenson, 2005). This means that leaders may need to be 

assertive with teams, even if it leads to being less popular with team members (Murphy & Louis, 

2018). 

 Donaldson discussed the process orientation of a group in terms of a shared belief in the 

group that the collective action of the group will better fulfill the group’s purpose than individual 

efforts alone. Action-in-common occurs when people modify what they believe and value in 

order to behave differently in their work (Donaldson, 2006). Bandura found that collective 

efficacy is higher in organizations with higher levels of functioning than in organizations with 

lower levels of functioning (Bandura, 1997). According to Donaldson, when there is a shared 

commitment to action-in-common in a school, the relationships are strong enough, and the sense 
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of purpose robust enough to make the commitment to learning, trying, and sticking with new 

methods of teaching worth the individual’s time and effort. 

 Donaldson identified four characteristics of shared commitment to action-in-common in 

relational leadership. First, teachers are supported in the interdependent aspect of their work. For 

example, teachers who share students or who have complementary talents collaborate in order to 

multiply their effectiveness rather than working in isolation. Second, leaders communicate 

feedback on the results of collective work so that parents and teachers know how well their 

efforts with children are working. Third, through actions and words, leaders exude confidence in 

the collective learning and action of all members of the school. Fourth, leaders commit to action 

based on the information they have about their effectiveness, and they support people in taking 

action by seeking new and different practices, problem-solving, and planning. 

 

Chapter Two Summary 
 

 

 Chapter Two began by highlighting the political, social, and commercial factors that 

influenced early reading instruction. Early historical approaches to reading instruction included a 

bottom-up approach and a top-down approach, which eventually formed the foundation for the 

reading wars of the 20th century. The nature of the reading debate during the reading wars 

emphasized that, rather than focusing primarily on research, both sides of the debate employed 

political tactics, which in turn underscores that the teaching of reading is an educational 

endeavor that exists within a political context. The next section highlighted the current research 

on the teaching of literacy instruction, and the research on teacher knowledge of that research. 

The section following that discussed literacy leaders and situates literacy leadership within the 
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literacy standards. The final section of Chapter Two contained a discussion of relational 

leadership. 
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CHAPTER THREE 

 

METHODOLOGY 

 

Introduction 
 

 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine and identify the knowledge, 

practices, and state-of-being of literacy leaders who successfully led deep change in literacy 

practice through the lens of relational leadership. Specifically, relational leadership during the 

transition of literacy practices based on balanced literacy to literacy practices based on the 

science of reading. Essential characteristics of qualitative research include (1) eliciting meaning 

and understanding that individuals have constructed, (2) the researcher as the primary instrument 

in data collection and analysis, (3) the use of fieldwork, and (4) inductive analysis of data and 

findings that are richly descriptive (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016).  

Case study, from a social constructivist perspective, supports an ontological view of 

multiple perspectives where the nature of reality is created during social interaction. According 

to Merriam and Tisdell, a qualitative case study is an “intensive, holistic description and analysis 

of a bounded phenomenon such as a program, an institution, a person, a process, or a social unit” 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 37). A case study design is intended to provide an “in-depth 

understanding of the situation and meaning for those involved” (p.38). In this case study, I 

sought to gain an in-depth understanding of the meaning literacy leaders in a school district 

attribute to deep change in curriculum practices in the teaching of early reading. In case study 

design, the interest is in “process rather than outcomes, in context rather than a specific variable, 

in discovery rather than confirmation” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p.38). In this case study, the 
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process of program implementation was being examined through the perspective of relational 

leadership. 

According to Yin, the essence of a case study, the central tendency among all types of 

case study, is to “illuminate a decision or set of decisions: why they were taken, how they were 

implemented, and with what results” (Yin, 2014, p. 17). The qualitative method was selected for 

this case study to explore the general relational leadership experiences of the participants during 

the implementation of literacy curriculum based on the science of reading. Many factors have 

been found to influence student achievement, including leadership practice (Dorathy, 2013). 

There is a gap in the literature about how relational leadership supports the meaning educators in 

a school assign to early reading instruction. 

 

Research Questions 
 

 

This qualitative case study seeks to understand how literacy leaders describe their roles 

and responsibilities in relationship with each other as they lead the implementation of a new 

literacy curriculum based on the science of reading through the lens of relational leadership. 

Further, this research seeks to understand how literacy leaders include multiple perspectives and 

empower others in a purposeful, ethical way throughout the process of science of reading 

curriculum implementation. The results of this study will be used to inform literacy leaders how 

relational leadership practice could facilitate the change by answering the following research 

questions: 

1. How is relational leadership developed during the implementation of a literacy  

curriculum based on the science of reading? 
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2. What are the antecedents of relational leadership development among formal and 

informal school leaders during the implementation of a literacy program based on the 

science of reading? 

 

Research Design and Procedure 
 

 

A qualitative case study seeks to clarify and explain viewpoints and experiences of a 

phenomenon (Creswell, 2014). A defining characteristic of case study research is delimiting the 

case that is the object of study (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The process of delimiting the case 

includes determining whether or not there were a limited number of people who could be 

interviewed or observed. In this study, the case will be delimited to a single school district to 

uncover the interaction of significant factors regarding the phenomenon of changing reading 

instruction from a balanced literacy philosophy and practice to reading instruction from a science 

of reading philosophy and practice. 

Multiple-case-study design and single-case-study design were considered for the design 

of study. A multiple-case study would consider each participant in the study, each from the same 

school district, as a case. A single-case-study design was chosen for this study, so that the focus 

of the study would be on the process and relationships of literacy program interactions, rather 

than the characteristics and behaviors of the individual leaders. Further, a single-case-study 

design was chosen in order to reveal a detailed understanding of the issue of how principals, 

literacy coaches, and teachers engage in relational leadership to support profound change in 

literacy instruction.  
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Qualitative-case-study research is “interested in understanding how people interpret their 

experiences, how they construct their worlds, and what meaning they attribute to their 

experiences” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The purpose of this qualitative case study is to 

understand how literacy leaders interpret their experience with relational leadership in the 

specific context of their school district during literacy program implementation and the meaning 

that they attribute to their experience. The product of qualitative research should be “richly 

descriptive” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The results of this study included the language used by 

participants in interviews, panels, and document review. The heuristic nature of case study helps 

the reader of the study extend their experience, bring about new meaning, and gain insight into 

what to do or not do in a similar situation (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

In education, case study is most often used to identify and explain problems in 

educational practice. In this case study, the identified problem in practice is understanding how 

literacy leaders engaged in relational leadership to support deep change in both the practice and 

philosophy of literacy instruction. Case study is appropriate in studying how relational leadership 

facilitates the implementation of a literacy program based on the science of reading because the 

case study “investigates a contemporary phenomenon within its real-life context, especially when 

the boundaries between phenomenon and context are not clearly evident” (Yin, 1994, p.13). The 

unit of analysis for this study was the relationship leadership of literacy leaders in one school 

district implementing science-based reading instruction. The case study focused on a bound 

system—a school district that has implemented a change in literacy programming from balanced 

literacy to a program based on the science of reading—so a single case study design was 

appropriate (Yin, 2014).  
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 A major step in case study is to operationally define the boundaries of the case being 

studied (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Before the case for this study was selected, steps were taken 

to ensure that the case under consideration was relevant to the issues and questions of the study 

(Yin, 2014). The unit of analysis for this study will be bounded by a single school district where 

a reading curriculum based on the science of reading is being implemented. Within the single-

case-study design, subunits (principal, literacy coach, reading interventionist, teacher leaders) 

were embedded (Yin, 2014). The subunits provided opportunities for extensive analysis that 

augmented understanding of the larger case. Then themes from the individual subunits were 

applied back to analysis of the school as a unit of analysis (Yin, 2014). 

 

Sampling Procedure 
 

 

Non-probabilistic, purposive sampling was used to ensure that participants were able to 

provide information relevant to the research question. Purposive sampling is based on the 

assumption that the researcher wants to discover, understand, and gain insight; thus the 

researcher must select a sample by which the most can be learned (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

The goal of purposive sampling is to find an information-rich case. The first step in purposive 

sampling is to determine the selection criteria (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The case for the study 

had to meet specific criteria. First, the school district selected had completed implementation of a 

literacy program based on the science of reading. Second, the implementation of the program 

included the participation of teacher leaders, an instructional coach, a reading interventionist, 

and/or administrators. Third, the school district experienced an increase in test scores, such as 
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third-grade state test scores, or benchmark scores from a standardized reading screener. Fourth, 

the school district student population contained diversity. 

 I sought out recommendations for a school district that meets the criteria from reading 

experts. After securing permission from the Institutional Review Board, I contacted the 

individuals listed as reading specialists on the Cooperative Educational Service Agencies 

(CESAS) website. The purpose of the CESA in the state of Wisconsin is to “serve educational 

needs in all areas of Wisconsin by serving as a link between school districts and the state” 

(Wisconsin State Statute, Chapter 16, 1983). The rationale for contacting the reading specialists 

was that they would be more likely to have an understanding of literacy programming and the 

differences between balanced literacy and literacy based on the science of reading. In an email, I 

asked these reading specialists for referrals of schools that would potentially meet the criteria of 

the study. 

 Each CESA reading specialist in the state responded to my email, but only two of the 12 

CESAs responded that they knew of a school district who met the criteria of the study. Only one 

of the two who responded affirmatively was willing to recommend a school district. That reading 

specialist recommended a school district that she had been a part of during the implementation of 

a literacy program.  

After the school district recommendation by the reading specialist, the first contact with 

the potential participant was an invitational email sent to the district superintendent which briefly 

explained the study and requested participation in the study. The superintendent granted 

permission and referred me to the district director of instruction. I contacted the director of 
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instruction and we had a conversation in which I confirmed that the district met the qualifying 

factors for the study.  

 After the case was selected, sampling within the case took place to determine who would 

be interviewed and participate in the focus groups (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The goal of the 

study is to understand how literacy leaders describe their roles and responsibilities in relationship 

with each other as they lead the implementation of a new literacy curriculum based on the 

science of reading (SoR) through the lens of relational leadership. Relational leaders include 

individuals in formal positions of leadership as well as other individuals who exhibit leadership, 

but are not in formal positions of leadership (Komives et al., 2013). The criteria for selecting 

participants included individuals in the formal positions of literacy coach, teacher leaders, 

principal, and librarian. In the interviews with individuals in these formal positions, snowball 

sampling was used to identify additional informal leaders to participate in the study. The criteria 

for selecting additional leaders included teachers who teach kindergarten through second grade 

and special education teachers who participated in the implementation of the program. In 

informal positions will be teachers who mentor others, collaborate in meetings, participate in 

professional development, and model positive, relational leadership qualities during the 

implementation of the literacy curriculum. 

 

Characteristics of the School District 

 

The school district selected for this research serves 8,300 students and nearly 1,300 

employees and consists of 13 elementary schools. The student population is made up of 65% 

white students, 20% Asian students, 6% Hispanic students, 2% Black Students, 1% American 
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Indian students, and 6% two or more races. In the school district, 46% of students receive free or 

reduced lunch. An additional 12% of students qualified as English language learners. 

 

Qualitative Data Collection and Data Management 
 

 

 In this qualitative research study, I will focus on collecting and analyzing data focused on 

the participants’ meaning. Merriam and Tisdell described analyzing data as, “making sense out of 

the data involves consolidating, reducing and interpreting what people have said and what the 

researcher has seen and read—it is the process of making meaning” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 

202). The intent of this study is to describe the process of relational leadership during the 

implementation of a literacy program based on the science of reading. In this study, I conducted 

the research within a single school district, and gathered an array of information about the case 

and situation of relational leadership during the implementation of a literacy program based on 

the science of reading. For this study, I employed the following methods to collect data: (1) 

interviews with six literacy leaders, (2) a focus group consisting of literacy leaders, and (3) 

examination of artifacts.  

 

Interviews 
 

 

Interviews in qualitative research can be defined as a conversation with a purpose to find 

out people’s feelings, thoughts, and intentions, or situations that took place at some previous 

point in time (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). After the case was identified, interviews were 

scheduled and took place on the Zoom platform. Due to Covid-19 restrictions, all interviewees 

felt most comfortable with completing the interviews over an online platform due to safety 
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concerns. Before starting each interview, participants were given an Informed Consent Letter 

(Appendix B) that explained the potential risks and benefits to participants, including the 

participant’s right to refuse any or all questions and to terminate participation in the study at any 

time without recourse. Participants took a picture of the signed form and emailed it back to me. 

The semi-structured interviews of literacy leaders in formal and informal positions were 

conducted based on an interview protocol developed for the study. Interview protocols were 

developed based on the review of the literature, theoretical framework, and research questions 

(Appendix A). Creswell and Poth recommend that initial questions in the interview be designed 

to help participants open up and explain their perceptions (Creswell & Poth, 2014). The 

protocols were tested through a pilot prior to interviews to ensure clarity of the questions and 

reduce vagueness during interviews. Revisions to the interview protocol were made according to 

feedback from the pilot. The purpose of the interview questions was to elicit deep understanding 

of the perception of literacy leaders of their relational leadership reading during the 

implementation of the literacy program based on the science of reading.  

Each interview began with a summary of the purpose of the study followed by a reminder 

that participants could choose not to respond to any question. Additionally, I informed all 

participants that they would be recorded, and the record feature of the online platform was used 

to record the interview. Pseudonyms were assigned to each participant as a measure to ensure 

confidentiality and to support each participant’s comfort in sharing lived experience. Each 

interview lasted 30 to 40 minutes. At the conclusion of the interview, I explained that the audio 

recording of the interview would be transcribed, and sent to the participant for review for 

approval or possible revision. Member checking was employed to ensure that the transcript was a 
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true representation of each participant’s perception of her experience. I also explained that, if the 

participant does not respond, it would be assumed that the participant approves of the transcript 

without revision. 

Mills and Gay define an interview as a “purposeful interaction in which one person 

obtains information from another” (Mills & Gay, 2019, p. 554). A challenge to interviewing is 

the potential of a power differential between the researcher and the participant where the 

researcher controls the questions, direction of the interview, and tone of the interview. Further 

the lived experience of each individual in the interaction may affect both the interpretation of 

meaning and responses to the questions. I approached each interview in an unobtrusive way in 

order to establish a relationship with each participant in the study. According to Mills and Gay “a 

trusting relationship is essential if participants are to answer questions—particularly about 

sensitive issues—with candor” (p. 555). My goal in each interview was to actively listen, tolerate 

silence, avoid leading questions, and ask clarifying questions (Mills & Gay, 2019). 

 Qualitative interviews have the capacity to collect rich data on an issue of study from the 

perspective of the individuals in the study (Creswell & Poth, 2014). Because of this, the 

qualitative interview method of data collection advanced the exploration and understanding of 

the relational leadership between principals, literacy coaches, and teacher leaders during the 

implementation of a research based literacy program. 

 

 

 

 

 

Focus Group 
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 According to Hatch “Group discussions provide a different kind of information that can 

be generated from individual interviews and observations” (p. 24). The goal of the focus group 

was to understand how participants describe the implementation process in relationship with 

each other. After the individual interviews were completed, the participants from the individual 

interviews were invited to participate in a focus group interview. The focus group interview was 

also via Zoom due to restrictions with the Coronavirus. The focus group interview protocol 

(Appendix A) was developed based on a review of the framework, research questions, review of 

the literature, and initial analysis of the individual interview responses. Participants were again 

informed of their rights as participants in the research study at the onset of the focus group 

interview. 

 

Document Review 
 

 

Data from documents were used in the same way as data from interviews, which was to 

furnish descriptive information (Merriam & Tisdell, 2013). Documents exist outside of the 

context of research, and documents are a product of the context in which they were created 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2013). Documents that are of public record were reviewed. The first step 

was to find relevant materials based on the research question. Authenticity and accuracy of the 

documents were also assessed. 

 

 

 

Positionality 
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 My professional and cultural experiences provide context for how I interpreted the data 

collected in this study (Creswell & Poth, 2014). I learned to read in a whole language reading 

program during the early 1980s. During my teacher preparation program, I learned about the 

findings from the National Reading Panel, but primarily I learned about the teaching of reading 

from a whole language or balanced literacy perspective through the methods classes I took for 

certification in English language arts. At the same time, I learned about the teaching of reading 

through Direct Instruction programs through the classes I took for teaching special education.  

I view the teaching of reading as a social justice issue. Reading provides access to the rest 

of the curriculum in schools. I have been a teacher of special education students and regular 

education students. As a middle school English teacher, I noticed many students especially had a 

hard time reading multisyllabic words, and I wanted to learn more about how to help them. 

During my tenure as literacy coach, my school was part of a literacy grant through which I 

received professional development in the science of reading and the Simple View of Reading. 

For the first time, after a BA in English, an MA in curriculum and instruction, and an MA in 

educational leadership, I learned about the syllable rules in English, the role of phonemic 

awareness in learning to read, morphemes, graphemes, and other linguistic knowledge. As an 

instructional coach and vice-principal, I saw that the teachers I worked with had similar 

knowledge to my own. Recently I moved to another state where the teaching of reading has been 

heavily influenced by balanced literacy. In my role as a literacy coach, I have been working with 

teachers in making a shift from balanced literacy instruction to instruction based on the science 

of reading.  

Data Analysis Procedures 
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 According to Flick, the process of qualitative data analysis can be described as, “the 

classification and interpretation of linguistic (or visual) material to make statements about 

implicit and explicit dimensions and structures of meaning-making in the material and what is 

represented in it” (Flick, 2014, p. 5). As data from interviews and the document review were 

obtained, analysis of the data was simultaneously analyzed in order to clarify what should be 

asked in the next interview (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). The focus of analysis for this case study 

was to develop further understanding of the concept of relational leadership in the context of the 

implementation of early reading curriculum where the curriculum is a shift from balanced 

literacy to science of reading. 

 Yin described four strategies for qualitative data analysis: relying on propositions, 

working data from the ground up, developing a case description, and examining plausible rival 

explanations (Yin, 2014, p. 132). The propositions for this study come from the relational 

leadership model developed by Komives et al. The propositions include leadership that is 

empowering, purposeful, ethical, inclusive, and process-oriented. The plan for data collection 

linked to the propositions of the study through interview questions based on the propositions and 

review of the literature on the teaching of early reading based on both the strategies of whole 

language and the science of reading. 

 The propositions before data were collected helped with organizing the data analysis; 

however, in a case study, there is a great volume and variety of data collected, which complicates 

data analysis. Therefore, I coded sections of the data in order to begin to look for themes. 

Saldan͂a (2009) described this process as assigning “a summative, salient essence-capturing, 

and/or evocative attribute to a piece of text or visual from the data with a word or short phrase” 
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(Saldan͂a, 2009, p. 3). In vivo coding was used when analyzing the interview transcripts. In vivo 

coding is a technique that emphasizes the participants' words (Saldan͂a, 2009). In vivo coding 

was chosen for this study in order to “prioritize and honor the participant’s voice” (Saldan͂a, 

2016, p. 106). The specific word choice and voice of the participants can be highlighted in this 

way. 

 After reading through the data and writing initial memos based on my observations and 

reflections, I analyzed the individual interview and focus group interview data through two 

coding cycles, which researchers refer to as first cycle and second cycle coding (Saldan͂a, 2009). 

During the first cycle, I also used analytic memo writing to record a summary of my thoughts 

and reflections. I wrote memos to myself to capture my reflections, tentative themes, hunches, 

ideas, and other items to pursue, and the memo was attached to the raw data (Merriam & Tisdell, 

2016). After the first cycle of coding, there were over 30 codes assigned to salient sections of the 

data. During the second cycle, axial coding was used to transition the data from codes to 

categories. I organized the codes into categories by renaming certain codes or merging codes 

with other codes. As a result, categories emerged from the data. Saldan͂a (2009) characterized 

this process through the image of the axis of a wheel representing the emerging categories and 

the codes from the first cycle representing the individual spindles on the axis. The outcome of 

the coding cycles is the development of themes (Saldan͂a, 2009). According to Saldan͂a (2009), 

this should be an attempt to “progress from the particular to the general by inferring transfer” (p. 

13). Another way of describing this process is “making sense out of the data involves 

consolidating, reducing, and interpreting what people have said and what the researcher has seen 

and read—it is the process of making meaning” (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016, p. 202). In other 



67 

 

 

words, through the process of coding and categorizing, general themes emerge from the data that 

may be relevant to similar contexts of how relational leadership can support the implementation 

of reading curriculum, which constitutes a deep shift in both reading philosophy and practice. 

Then, I compared the categories to the dimensions of the relational leadership framework, and 

considered each code as a dimension of the categories in the relational leadership framework 

(Saldan͂a, 2016).  

 

Document Analysis 
 

 

Saldan͂a recommended that as the researcher read through each document to “attune 

yourself to words and phrases that call for bolding, underlining, italicizing, highlighting, or vocal 

emphasis if spoken aloud” (p. 107). Initially, for the purpose of identifying a school district for 

the study, publically related documents were collected. Information collected included a literacy 

vision statement that was written during the beginning stages of the implementation of the new 

curriculum, enrollment figure related to English language learners, ethnicity, and free-and-

reduced lunch qualification. School characteristics included class size, attendance rates, and 

graduation rates. The goal of this study was to move beyond description to describing the 

phenomenon of relational leadership in the context of implementation of curriculum based on the 

science of reading. The themes developed from this process became the findings of the study 

(Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). 

 

 

Data Management 
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 First, the data were transcribed from each recorded interview in order to create a clean 

record. The goal of the next step, data identification, was to divide the data text into “analytically 

meaningful and easily locatable segments” (Reid, 1992, p. 126). During the third step, data 

manipulation, the segments may be searched for, sorted, retrieved, and rearranged (Merriam & 

Tisdell, 2016). In this way, segments of data that were codded similarly were able to be 

retrieved. Yin (1994) called the material in this organized data the case study data base. I used 

Microsoft Word and Excel for this process on a computer that was password-protected. 

 

Validity, Reliability, and Ethical Considerations 
 

 

 Merriam and Tisdell stated that “all research is concerned with producing valid and 

reliable knowledge in an ethical manner” (p. 237). This is especially true in the field of education 

where educators are intervening in the lives of children (Merriam & Tisdell, 2016). Further, 

Merriam and Tisdell state that, in order for research “to have any effect on either the practice of 

theory of education, these studies must be rigorously conducted; they need to present insights 

and conclusions that ring true to readers, educators, and other educators” (p. 237). 

Creswell and Poth recommend that qualitative researchers engage in at least two of the 

nine commonly used validation strategies used by qualitative researchers. The validation 

strategies for this study included corroboration of evidence through triangulation of multiple data 

sources, member checking, and generating a rich, thick description. I also clarified my bias as a 

researcher by revealing assumptions, worldview, and theoretical orientation of the study 

(Merriam & Merriam, 1998). Triangulation of the data was achieved by using different sources 

of evidence to corroborate the development of themes. The sources of evidence came from 
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participant interviews, documentation, and memos made throughout the interview process, 

document review, and analysis of the data. For member checking, participants were provided 

with the opportunity to confirm or revise their interview transcript. This process provided the 

participant an opportunity to be part of the research process (Creswell & Poth, 2014). Generating 

a rich, thick description allows readers to make decisions about transferability due to the detail 

about the participants and context provided by the researcher. In order to ensure a rich, thick 

description, I will go back to the raw data after data collection and write in memos about my 

observations including my impressions of what was said based on the participant’s tone and body 

language (Creswell & Poth, 2014). 

  In qualitative research, “researchers seek to describe and explain the world as those in the 

world experience it” (Merriam & Merriam, 1998). Reliability of the data from the study can be 

thought of in terms of being dependable and consistent. Interviews were audio-recorded and then 

transcribed. I provided the transcript of their interview to each participant to give each individual 

an opportunity to clarify and/or expand on any topics they may have felt were misrepresented. 

The process of member checking also increased trustworthiness that the interview data reflects 

each participant’s perception of leadership (Creswell, 2013). I used a code book to record and 

organize codes in order to support the trustworthiness, as documenting the specifics of the 

research in this way will allow others to understand my approach in determining findings, and 

increase the rigor of the data analysis (Creswell, 2013). The use of an interview protocol, 

document protocol, and specific procedures for coding also supported the trustworthiness of the 

study. 

Summary 
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 The relational leadership of literacy leaders in a single school district during the 

implementation of literacy curriculum represented a deep shift in teaching practices and 

philosophy in the teaching of reading. Data from individual interviews, panel interview, 

documents, and websites were triangulated. The propositions from the relational leadership 

framework (Komives et al., 2014) helped to guide the data collection and data analysis for this 

qualitative case study. Triangulation of the data was achieved through individual interviews, a 

panel interview, and a review of documents. The purpose of this study is to study how literacy 

leaders understand their roles and responsibilities with each other as they lead the 

implementation of a new literacy curriculum based on the science of reading, Further, the goal 

was to study how literacy leaders include multiple perspectives to empower others in a 

purposeful, ethical way through the process of science of reading literacy implementation. The 

results of this study will inform literacy leaders of how relational leadership practices support the 

implementation of profound change in literacy practices and philosophy in a school district.  
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CHAPTER FOUR 

 

ANALYSIS 

 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to examine and identify the knowledge, 

practices and state of being of literacy leaders who successfully led deep change in literacy 

practice through the lens of relational leadership. Specifically, this study focused on relational 

leadership during the transition of literacy practices based on balanced literacy to literacy 

practices based on the science of reading in order to answer the following research questions: 

In order to address these questions, six literacy leaders from the same school district were 

interviewed to describe how they understood relational leadership in the context of the 

implementation of literacy curriculum that represented a shift in literacy practices. Then, five out 

of the six literacy leaders were interviewed as a focused group to further examine relational 

leadership. Data were also collected from publically available sources in order to describe the 

context of the school district. The data provided the opportunity to examine and analyze the 

experiences of literacy leaders at various levels in the school district during the program 

implementation in order to examine the underlying questions of this research:  

1. How is relational leadership developed during the implementation of a literacy 

curriculum based on the science of reading?  

2. What are the antecedents of relational leadership development among literacy leaders 

during the implementation of a literacy program based on the science of reading? 

Data were gathered for this research through semi-structured interviews with literacy 

leaders. In addition, data were also gathered about the school district’s demographic, economic, 
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and literacy achievement context through publically available documents. The interview 

questions were based on the relational leadership framework developed by Komives et al. 

(Komives et al., 2013). The individual interviews consisted of 10 open-ended questions and 

lasted between 30 and 40 minutes. The focus group interview consisted of four questions and 

lasted 35 minutes. All of the interviews took place over Zoom and were recorded and then 

transcribed verbatim. The transcripts were analyzed to synthesize the important codes, themes, 

and relationships. The structure of the study provided thick data related to each individual 

literacy leader’s relational leadership in terms of knowing, doing, and being during the 

implementation of the literacy program that represented a deep shift in philosophy and practices 

for the school district in reading instruction, as well as the impact of relational leadership as a 

whole on the implementation of the literacy program based on the science of reading. The 

purpose of this chapter is to provide a description of the data analysis process, an analysis of the 

data, and a summary of the findings. 

 

Description of the Sample 
 

 

 The school district for this research was selected through purposive sampling to find an 

information-rich case. The criteria for selection was based on the review of the literature and on 

selecting a school that was implementing a literacy curriculum grounded in the science of 

reading through a relational leadership perspective. Written inquiries were sent to the literacy 

specialist in each CESA in the state of Wisconsin to insure that a school district implementing a 

shift in literacy practices was selected for the study. Only one literacy specialist returned 

information about school districts that were implementing curriculum based on the science of 
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reading. One literacy specialist said she did not feel comfortable sharing that information and the 

rest of the literacy specialists said they were not aware of any schools in their districts 

implementing literacy programming based on the science of reading. Willmington School district 

(pseudonym) was selected as the unit of analysis for this research. Wilmington School district is 

in a small city in Wisconsin. 

 The Wilmington school district invested heavily in balanced literacy through training 

literacy coaches at Ohio State University. Each participant in the study mentioned this 

investment by the school district. Additionally, each participant in the study discussed the 

beautiful book rooms that existed in each elementary school in the school district. The book 

rooms represented a significant investment of resources in the balanced literacy reading program 

that had been in place in the school district. 

The participants in the study were selected based first on their formal leadership position 

within the school district and then through snowball sampling in order to find individuals who 

engaged in literacy leadership from an informal position and who had knowledge of the literacy 

program implementation. The participants for this study included the district’s director of 

curriculum and instruction, two literacy coaches, a principal, and two teachers. One librarian, one 

principal, and one general education teacher declined to participate in the study after an 

invitational email was sent to them. The following sections provide a profile of the school district 

and each of the participants in the study. 

 

District Profile 

The research of this case study was collected at the Willmington school district 

(pseudonym) in an urban school district in Wisconsin. The school district selected for this 



74 

 

 

research serves 8,300 students and nearly 1,300 employees and consists of 13 elementary 

schools. The student population is made up of 65% white students, 20% Asian students, 6% 

Hispanic students, 2% Black Students, 1% American Indian students, and 6% two or more races. 

In the school district, 46% of students receive free or reduced lunch. Additionally, 12% of 

students in the district qualified as English language learners (ELL). 

During the course of the literacy implementation, the school district had a director of 

curriculum and instruction and two instructional coaches who worked in the elementary schools 

in the district. The Willmington school district invested heavily in the infrastructure of balanced 

literacy through the extensive training and professional development of literacy coaches and the 

development of book rooms with levelled readers in each elementary school in the school 

district. 

 

Background of the Participants 
 

 

Participant D1: Director of Curriculum and Instruction 

Angela (pseudonym) minored in reading in a different state, and she described her 

undergrad program as being done during the era of whole language. She taught in a large school 

district as a Title 1 reading and math teacher as well as an associate principal. Angela did not 

pursue formal licensure for reading specialist in the state, and instead pursued more education 

and certification in leadership. Angela stated that she had always being fascinated by learning 

how children learned to read; she thinks this was in part due to the fact that she was in Title 1 as 

a struggling reader as a child. Angela also discussed that, although she was taught to teach 

reading through a whole language approach, she had always felt that there was something 
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missing. As a leader, Angela described herself as someone who strives to find the balance 

between the philosophies of whole language, balanced literacy, and the science of reading. 

 

Participant C1: Literacy Coach 1  

Tammy (pseudonym) has been an educator for 25 years. She started her career in a large, 

urban district in Wisconsin. Tammy was also trained as a whole language teacher; however, in 

her second year of teaching, she described being in a building with strong leadership 

implementing response to intervention (RTI) with intervention time for students. Tammy signed 

up for a class on how to teach reading, which ended up being a class based on the Direct 

Instruction curriculum, Reading Mastery. Tammy described the class as being “secret” because 

the teacher who was doing the training felt that she would have been in trouble for teaching a 

Direct Instruction program. Tammy started implementing the techniques in her classroom 

without having the materials. At the same time, her principal learned about the program and they 

implemented a Reading Mastery pilot the following year that included coaching trainers and a 

yearlong study of the curriculum with half of the school doing Direct Instruction and the other 

half of the school doing what they had always done. The pilot had awesome results and the 

school switched to a full-school implementation. 

Tammy went on to work as a consultant for Direct Instruction and later earned a master’s 

degree in reading. Amy felt fortunate to also get LETRS training. Tammy was hired by the 

Willmington school district to coach teachers in the use of Direct Instruction for ELL students 

and special education. Tammy then went on to work as a literacy coach in the district. Tammy 

now works as a literacy specialist for a CESA in the state. 
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Participant C1: Literacy Coach 2 

Leah (pseudonym) has been in the Willmington school district for 30 years. She began 

her career in the classroom teaching kindergarten, first grade, and second grade. She went back 

for her master’s degree in reading and switched to Title 1 reading instruction. Leah described 

literacy instruction when she first started as being workbook-based instruction. Leah went on to 

describe the whole language movement as then sweeping through. Leah was selected by the 

Willmington school district to go to Ohio State University to be trained as a literacy coach. 

During that time, she helped the school district implement balanced literacy based on the Fountas 

and Pinell curriculum and teaching strategies. She discussed teaching teachers how to use the 

three-cueing system and organizing bookrooms for schools in the district for which she 

purchased thousands of dollars of books to create beautiful book rooms. Despite this work, Leah 

recalled that there were still children who struggled to learn to read in the school district who 

were guessing at words. Additionally, Leah highlighted the needs of children in the school 

district who came from homes that were less supportive of education. Leah described the 

influence of Tammy, the other instructional coach, on her own belief system. Tammy influenced 

her through sharing knowledge about how children learn to read. Leah also emphasized the 

importance of the modified LETRS training that Tammy brought to the school district in 

transforming her belief system about the teaching of reading. 

 

Participant P1: Building Principal 

Marley (pseudonym) started her interview by expressing her surprise that the curriculum 

director had thought she would be a good candidate for this study. Marley started her career as a 

music teacher. She highlighted her belief during her career in incorporating aspects of literacy 
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into music class, such as phonics and rhyming. She stressed that she felt students needed extra 

practice and that kids got excited about those activities when it was connected to music. Marley 

has served 9 years as a principal in the school district. At the beginning of her principalship, 

Marley interviewed new teachers with interview questions centered on balanced literacy. 

However, she observed that the degree of success students achieved in individual classrooms 

with balanced literacy depended on the skill of the teacher, especially how the teacher ran guided 

reading groups. Additionally, she felt some highly skilled teachers knew how to get more from 

kids and make them think at a higher level. However, for other teachers, their instruction was 

more of a routine and teachers would explain lack of student growth in that the students don’t 

participate much. As a literacy leader, Marley felt that literacy instruction in the school district 

needed to change. Marley discussed that she was part of a group that had the opportunity to meet 

with Louisa Moats in a small, group question-answer session, calling it a transformational 

experience in her own understanding of literacy instruction. Marley stressed her belief that she 

had to attend all of the literacy professional development as a building principal because, 

although she was not a literacy expert, she knew she had to know enough about literacy 

instruction to have conversations with teachers about literacy practices, student data, and 

curriculum. 

 

Participant T1: Regular Education Teacher 

Jessica (pseudonym) taught first grade for 21 years in the district. She is the literacy 

specialist on her grade-level team and she is part of the district literacy team. Jessica has a 

master’s degree in reading and she described her formal education in the teaching of reading as 

being grounded in whole language. Jessica elaborated that most of her knowledge about the 
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science of reading comes from professional development that she received through the school 

district. Additionally, as a literacy specialist, Jessica had a great deal of experience prior to the 

new curriculum implementation with Direct Instruction programs. Although, initially, Jessica 

was not sold on the Direct Instruction programs, Jessica experienced students achieving reading 

growth through the use of the Direct Instruction programs that convinced her of the value of the 

programs for helping struggling learners. Jessica attributes her experience with Direct Instruction 

programming to her excitement and passion about implementing the new literacy programming 

based on the science of reading. 

 

Participant T2: Special Education Teacher 

Harley (pseudonym) has taught special education in the elementary setting for 18 years in 

4K through fifth grade. Harley has her masters in behavior and she has a master’s in reading. 

Harley was a member of the vetting team for the new literacy program based on the science of 

reading. 

 

Research Methodology and Analysis 
 

 

 This study used a qualitative, single-case-study approach to collect data to describe how 

literacy leaders understand their roles and responsibilities in relation with each other as they lead 

the implementation of a new literacy curriculum based on the science of reading through the lens 

of relational leadership. Additionally, this study seeks to understand how literacy leaders include 

multiple perspectives and empower others in a purposeful, ethical way through the process of 

science-of-reading curriculum implementation. For this study, participants responded to semi-

structured interview questions about their district’s curriculum implementation process. 
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 The semi-structured interview structure provided the participants each with the 

opportunity to describe their beliefs, perceptions, and understandings of the implementation 

process and how that process was influenced by the components of relational leadership. The 

semi-structured nature of the interview allowed for the interviewer to ask follow-up question to 

ensure each participant fully described their perception and understanding of the implementation 

process. 

 The relational leadership framework from Komives et al. was used to develop the 

interview protocol based on the essential components of the relational leadership framework 

(ethical, process-oriented, purposeful, inclusive, and empowering) by literacy leaders who are 

knowledgeable, who are aware of self and others, and who act (Komives et al., 2013).  

 

Document Analysis 
 

 

At the onset of the study, analyzing publicly available documents supported the 

identification of a school district for the study. Information collected included a literacy vision 

statement that was written during the beginning stages of the implementation of the new 

curriculum, enrollment figure related to English language learners, ethnicity, and free-and-

reduced lunch qualification. School characteristics included class size, attendance rates, and 

graduation rates. 

 

Data Collection through Semi-Structured Individual Interviews 
 

 

Each of the six participants in the study participated in a semi-structured interview over 

the Zoom platform, which consisted of 10 questions and lasted 30 to 40 minutes. All interviews 
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were recorded and transcribed. The transcripts were shared with the participants for member 

checking before the beginning of the coding and analysis process. The information obtained from 

the interviews included rich information about the school context during the implementation of 

the literacy curriculum, participant’s background and experiences, and their description of 

relational leadership during the implementation of the literacy program based on the science of 

reading.  

 

Emerging Themes 
 

 

 The five themes that emerged from the data collected during the course of this study 

indicated that there is an interconnectedness among the factors that contributed to how the 

literacy leaders in this study understood and navigated the implementation of the literacy 

curriculum based on the science of reading. These five themes begin to reveal how one network 

of relational leaders provided relational leadership during deep change in the teaching of reading 

in their school district. 

 The first theme that emerged from the data was that relational leaders describe the 

importance of trust, transparency, and mutual positive regard during deep change in literacy 

instruction. In the context of this study, the relationships between key leaders based on mutual, 

positive respect was instrumental in the successful selection and implementation of the literacy 

curriculum. The second emergent theme in the data was that the vision was intentionally 

developed by and shared with teachers and administrators transparently throughout the school 

district over time in a myriad of ways. The third theme that emerged from the data was that 

intentionally designed teams met regularly throughout the entire process. The fourth theme that 
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emerged from the data was consistent messaging of fidelity to the implementation of the new 

literacy curriculum. Additionally, the fourth theme has two sub-themes; one regarding tension 

between teacher autonomy and fidelity to the curriculum, and the other of meeting the needs of 

all students, including students in Tier 2, and fidelity to the new literacy curriculum. The fifth 

and final theme was that support for teachers and administrators was purposefully designed to 

increase teacher/administrator knowledge and support for the deep shift in literacy practices from 

balanced literacy practices to practices based on the science of reading. 

 In the next section, each theme will be discussed in isolation and in connection to the 

relational leadership framework. These themes provide insight into the critical factors that 

contribute to the successful implementation of a literacy curriculum based on the science of 

reading. The implications of these themes for other literacy leaders, policy makers, and educators 

who are interested in the implementation of curriculum based on the science of reading will be 

discussed in depth in Chapter Five.  

 

Theme 1 

 

Trust Based on Mutual Positive Regard as Antecedent for Relational Leadership. The 

first emergent theme in the data described by the participants was the importance of trust and 

mutual positive regard during deep change in teaching-reading philosophy, practices, and 

materials from curriculum based on balanced literacy to the implementation of reading 

curriculum based on the science of reading. Each participant in the study stressed the importance 

of mutual respect and trust in relationships within specific teams and vertically between teams at 
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the district level and at the school level. Participants underscored expertise in reading and 

leadership as a factor in relational trust. 

In the context of this school district, the relationship between the director of curriculum 

and instruction, Angela, and the two literacy coaches, Tammy and Leah, provided a foundation 

for the change processes that was implemented throughout the school district. Each member of 

this group discussed how they trusted and had mutual positive regard for the expertise of the 

others in the group. Tammy was identified as a respected expert in reading instruction by five of 

the other participants in the study. Additionally, Tammy described herself as the catalyst for 

change in reading instruction in the district. Tammy’s leadership throughout the district was 

based on both her reading expertise and her relationships. In the relational leadership literature, 

leader-member relationships based on values and the demonstration of leader expertise impacts 

the change process (Hannah et al., 2005). The initial steps of the shift in literacy instruction from 

balanced literacy to literacy instruction based on the science of reading began with Tammy 

implementing Direct Instruction programming on a small scale with specific teachers in specific 

parts of the school district. For example, Tammy brought Reading Mastery into the school 

district, which was initially intended for students identified as ELL. Eventually other teachers in 

the district began to take notice that the students in these programs were learning to read. In a 

grassroots movement and by word of mouth, more and more teachers received training in Direct 

Instruction programs. At the time, it was considered against the rules, but some general 

education teachers started implementing Direct Instruction programming into their guided 

reading groups. Next, Tammy started implementing more data collection for students who were 

receiving interventions in Direct Instruction. Eventually, she asked school leaders to compare the 



83 

 

 

data for first grade students who were in Direct Instruction programming with students who were 

in Reading Recovery. The data showed that students from the Reading Recovery program scored 

similarly at the beginning of first grade as they did in the beginning of second grade after a 

Reading Recovery intervention. As a result of this work, Direct Instruction programs were 

implemented more frequently, and there were more teachers in the district who were beginning 

to learn about the science of reading.  

Then, as an instructional coach with a science of reading philosophy, Tammy worked 

with two literacy leaders with strong balanced literacy backgrounds. Tammy set out to use 

professional development to shift the thinking of her colleagues. Tammy said,  

Leah and I, when we started together, we were like polar opposites. I was DI girl 

and she was balanced literacy girl and we would argue with each other. And you 

would never know that today because we are so in sync with one another, but in 

the beginning it was very bad. It was very bad. After the Louisa Moats discussion, 

Leah and I were in the bathroom together. And she came to me in tears and she 

said that I get it now. I was like, “Oh my God, I reached her. I can’t believe it.” 

(Tammy) 

 

 Tammy described the interactions between herself and Leah as “very bad.” Yet, their 

discussions were ongoing based on their mutual desire to help students learn to read and based 

on professionalism. Leah and Tammy’s relational trust is evident in the conversation and 

emotion in the moment where Leah came to understand Tammy’s perspective. While Leah’s 

pivotal moment came after a small group discussion that Tammy had strategically arranged with 

specific individuals in the school district, Angela described her shift in philosophy in reading 

more conservatively. Her shift in philosophy was based on the mutual respect that the two 

literacy leaders had for one another. However, she felt that the pivotal moment for her came 

through her relationship and conversations with Tammy. The following quote from Angela 
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highlights the ongoing conversations between the two women, the direct relationship between 

those conversations, and the eventual vision that was developed in their relationship, which 

eventually led to the vision that guided the implementation of the deep shift in reading 

instruction in the district.  

Conversations with somebody like Tammy, who I respect so much because she 

has so much expertise. And our agreement to come to the middle…she brings her 

expertise, she recognizes I maybe have some insights on leadership and my vision 

that way, so it is aligning our visions. (Angela) 

 

 Like the relationship between Tammy and Leah, the relationship between Tammy and 

Angela developed over time. Initially, Tammy and Angela did not have alignment in vision with 

how reading should be taught, but through ongoing conversations based on mutual positive 

regard for each other’s expertise, the two leaders aligned their vision for literacy. In the relational 

leadership literature, leader-member relationships based on mutual understandings of the 

“reciprocity inherent in the relationship” lead to valuable outcomes (Nahrgang et al., 2009, p. 

256). The ongoing conversations between Tammy and Leah were a crucial step in the process 

that enabled clear, consistent communication and messaging about the purpose and vision of the 

implementation of the new literacy curriculum. 

Throughout the individual interview and panel interview, Angela continually found ways 

to honor the work, expertise, and contributions of the other members of the team. During the 

focus group interview, Angela discussed the relationships of the members in the focus group as 

well as the relationships of members throughout the school district. 

I think that it is nice to publically acknowledge the relationships of the individuals 

that you see on this team, just collegiality and respect back and forth, that has to 

be at the foundation any time you are embarking upon what I say is a deep change 

or a significant change. As you referenced earlier, balanced literacy, while 

respected, a lot of time and talents, energy put into that process over a significant 
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amount of years, many years even before I joined the district, and I can’t speak 

for anyone else on this screen, but to do that well and be tactful about, respect our 

past, but honor and embrace what might be in our future when it comes to 

teaching children. I think it is so important and you have to have those strong, 

trusting, collegial relationships. (Angela) 

 

 Angela’s quote highlights both the relationships of the people on the interview panel and 

other members in the school district who participated and led district-wide teams and building-

level teams throughout the implementation process. In this quote, Angela emphasized the 

importance of relationships that were “strong, trusting, collegial” during “deep change or 

significant change.” Her quote stressed that these relationships were important at the onset of the 

change process, and that those relationships were based on “respect back and forth.” This quote 

also shows another essential aspect of relationships based on trust and respect during a shift in 

reading instruction from balanced literacy to reading instruction based on the science of reading 

by underscoring the need to respect individuals who had worked hard to implement the balanced 

literacy curriculum, but at the same time “embrace what might be in the future when it comes to 

teaching children.” 

Jessica, a kindergarten teacher, was an example of a literacy leader in her building who 

had strong relationships at the building level that enabled Jessica’s colleagues to trust her 

judgement and knowledge regarding the curriculum materials based on the science of reading. In 

the final interview, Jessica emphasized how both her excitement for the program and her 

relationships at the building level helped to sell the program. 

Can I just say I think that this goes back to what we just said, in particular, the 

school that I was at, I had a really cohesive team that I worked with and I was 

close with the whole primary team, and I think those relationships really helped 

sell the program just because I was so excited, and I think I brought it to them as 

wait until we start this, it is fantastic. So I think that helped with the enthusiasm 

there. (Jessica) 
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 Jessica’s school had a strong implementation and strong reading achievement data after 

implementation. Jessica was part of the vetting team, she had advanced education in the teaching 

of reading, and was one of the teachers Tammy had worked with to implement Direct Instruction 

programs for students in Tier 2. Jessica attributed these factors to why it was easier for her to 

understand and feel excitement for the new literacy program based on the science of reading. 

Further, Jessica’s relationships with others, including the respect and trust others had in Jessica’s 

reading expertise, enabled her colleagues to adjust to the implementation of the new literacy 

curriculum with success. Jessica described her perspective in her first interview: 

So to me, shifting to this, which was more program-based, I was OK with it 

because I felt like I have seen the progress with the intervention programs. And I 

think that we are definitely going to see the progress with this organized program 

throughout the district. (Jessica) 

 

 Jessica highlighted that she accepted the change in literacy practices because she had 

experienced students making reading gains using similar programs based on the science of 

reading in intervention groups. This experience provided her with the expertise that she needed 

to share with the teachers in her building her excitement and knowledge of the program. 

Additionally, Jessica spoke of her excitement about the program 13 times during the course of 

her individual interview. 

 

Theme 2 

 

Intentional, Transparent Vision Building Takes Time. The second theme that emerged 

from the data was that relational leadership developed during the implementation of the literacy 

curriculum through the vision intentionally being developed and shared with all stakeholders 

throughout the school district over time. The vision was developed through a process that 
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included outside expertise and discussions based on the school district’s student achievement 

data. The Willmington school district shift in literacy instruction process started by bringing in 

an outside expert to help guide selected individuals through the district data. This two-day 

training included information about the science of reading, whole language, and the school’s 

reading achievement data. The inclusivity of this team will be discussed below.  

The vision for the implementation of new literacy programming and materials was 

intentionally developed through a process that started with bringing in an outside facilitator to 

lead a comprehensive team of district leaders in understanding the school district’s current 

achievement data. All six study participants highlighted the importance of the work of this team 

which included four out of the six study participants. The study participants who were not part of 

the original team knew about the importance of this work and discussed the importance of this 

work with similar language as those who were on the team. The transparency of the teamwork 

throughout the process will be discussed in the next section. Tammy discussed the significance 

of the intentional planning of bringing in someone from outside of the district to shine a light on 

the school district’s reading achievement data during the final focus group 

I think Angela captured a lot of who you have facilitating those types of data 

conversations also matter. So we did bring in an outside expert to help us have 

those hard conversations, who had this other perspective and this other way of 

presenting the data, which sometimes you hear things differently when somebody 

else is shining a light on what you have been looking at the whole time, and those 

were really pivotal days that we spent with Patty to help shake things up a little bit 

and in a way that wasn’t scary, but that generated some excitement for, yeah, we 

can do this…we do have issues, it is not the end of the world…what do we do to 

fix it? (Tammy)  

 

Tammy stressed two aspects of how data were used to support the creation of the district 

literacy vision. First, the individual leading the process was from “outside” the school district 
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and, as such, brought in “this other perspective” and “this other way.” In Tammy’s 

understanding of this outside expert, the outside expert provided an alternate perspective that 

allowed the team to perceive and interpret both the educational research and district achievement 

data “differently” because somebody else was able to “shake things up.” Second, Tammy 

stressed that the data were presented in a way that wasn’t “scary.” Instead, the data analysis 

seemed to generate excitement about the action steps that needed to be taken in order to “fix it.” 

An example of one literacy leader coming to the realization that something had to be 

done about the reading achievement data during the initial data dig occurred between Angela and 

Marley, a principal at Mountain View (pseudonym) elementary school. This realization helped 

form the district’s literacy vision. Angela overheard Marley discussing that the data that she was 

looking at must be accidently inverted. Angela described this moment in the final focus group 

interview: 

Our first two-day gathering of a large sum of individuals from every one of our 

elementary schools was rooted in the why we potentially might need to revisit 

how we were teaching children to read, was looking at data, and we had a 

principal in particular who was sitting behind me who was adamant that their state 

test results were inverted. She and her two staff members kept having this 

conversation and I gently turned around to join them and we actually pulled it up 

online because for whatever reason they were just concerned and it was their ah-

hah moment of ‘that is not OK.’ If only 38% of all third graders in the 

Willmington school district are proficient readers, that is not OK. And that was a 

pivotal moment I think in my process, in my thinking, because I could have taken 

myself out of that; it was really all of a sudden the data was speaking to them. 

And they wanted to rise up and be like what do we do? What do we do? (Angela) 

 

Angela made a conscious decision to engage with Marley in a “gentle” way about student 

achievement data, which was achievement data that indicated something in the system wasn’t 

working. Angela chose to engage in a way that was responsive to Marley, she rechecked the data 

online, and she engaged with Marley in a gentle way. Angela viewed this moment as a time 
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when she witnessed another school leader “owning” the data. Marley had decided to own the 

data that said 38% of students were at grade-level in reading, and she was ready to actively lead 

her teachers in a change process to support students in achieving better literacy outcomes. 

The vision for a change in literacy practices and philosophy started with a team of 

educators looking at the data with an outside expert. The next step was for the vision to be shared 

and understood in a meaningful way by educators throughout the school district. In large part, 

with Angel’s expertise in systems thinking, Angela guided the vision-building stage of the 

implementation process. During her initial interview Angela stressed, “If we did not do a good 

job of explaining the ‘why’ for a change, it wasn’t going to go well in the implementation 

process.” 

Angela stressed the need for explaining the change to all stakeholders and the time that it 

took for this explanation to take place. In her individual interview, Angela stated: 

And I am more systematic and a little slower as I indicated. I know that I am 

intentional when we do that because I know that if we do the front part well and 

we take more time when we implement or when we make a significant change, 

eventually we will be able to go faster. The process makes sense. It takes a lot of 

communication, but yes you have to have a strong vision of why you are making 

the decisions that you do, you have to have to hold true to them; not always 

popular. (Angela) 

 

 The intentional nature of the diffusion of the vision throughout the district had to be 

balanced with the time it took to communicate the vision throughout the school district. Evidence 

of the result of this intentional process was discussed by Harley, a special education teacher in 

the district, who did not participate in the initial vision work. Harley discussed the transparency 

and the communication of this process in her initial interview: 

Be very transparent with the whole staff. When we were vetting things there were 

updates to the whole district. So nobody was caught off guard, or left in the dark 
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that this huge change was happening. And they included as many opinions and 

aspects as they could in that vetting team, and that transparency was huge because 

that was something in our district many people felt that we didn’t have. It was a 

turning point really in our whole district. Hey, we are going to, as an 

administrative team, pull you guys along and show you how we did this so that 

you have ownership in it. (Harley) 

 

 Harley stressed the transparency of the work that the administrative team did, so that 

everyone in the district was informed about the changes that were being discussed. Harley used 

the word “ownership” to describe the outcome of the transparency and communication of the 

vision team. Further, Harley’s statement included the idea that as many opinions and 

perspectives as possible were included in the process. In order for the process to be transparent, 

the literacy coaches in the district met after each meeting to send out a communication to 

everyone in the district. In that way a central message was sent out, and there were 

representatives at each building who could discuss the message in a similar way. Harley’s 

statement also underscores that the transparency in communication throughout the 

implementation process was transformational to the culture of the school district. Harley said the 

transparency was “huge” because that hadn’t been in place before in the district. This suggests 

that trust and transparency were antecedents to relational leadership, but also an outcome of the 

relational leadership process that took place during the implementation of the change in literacy 

curriculum. 

A significant aspect of the intentional planning around the vision-making process and, 

later, the vetting process of new materials, which is discussed in the next section, was the 

intentional inclusion of representatives of all groups of the district. For example, each team 

included new teachers and veteran teachers, teachers from every building, administrators and 

teachers, and teachers of special education, general education, and of ELL students. 
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Additionally, Angela, Tammy, and Lynne intentionally included teachers and administrators who 

were proponents of the shift to reading practices based on the science of reading, and teachers 

and administrators who were adamantly against the shift were also included. 

 

Theme 3 

 

Knowing People and Teams Through Regular Interaction. The third theme that emerged 

from the data as both an antecedent of relational leadership and an important factor in the 

development of relational leadership was the importance of relational leaders knowing the people 

in the district and the makeup of teams through purposeful, consistent effort, such as meeting 

regularly. The teams that developed the vision and guided the implementation process were 

intentionally designed in an inclusive way to be representative of all educators in the school 

district. The teams met regularly to discuss the vision, training, and implementation of the new 

curriculum. Each of the participants in the study discussed the importance of meeting regularly 

about the implementation.  

Teams were created at the district level with school leaders and at the building level. 

Angela, Tammy, and Leah met regularly as the curriculum director and instructional coaches at 

the district level in order to ensure that they had a consistent message to share throughout the 

school district. Six out of six participants stressed the regularity of meeting with either the 

district level team, the building level team, or both. Tammy’s statement about meeting regularly 

is representative of the statements of the research participants: 

We met regularly, myself and Lynne, we met regularly with the principals, our 

admin, Andrea was the elementary principal team leader. So she invited us in 

regularly to basically have these brainstorming conversations, what is the best 

plan? (Tammy) 
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 Tammy’s statement provided an overview of the regular meetings that took place. This 

statement also provides insight into the implementation process in that the teams were working 

to make decisions about the implementation as they went through the process. In other words, 

the implementation process was not a fixed set of plans; instead, the process was designed to be 

reactive to feedback from teachers, observations of principals, and the achievement data of 

students.  

Three out of six research participants described the importance of the building principals 

in this process as the key connection between the team at the district level and the buildings. The 

team felt that the building principals were key to ensuring that information move back and forth 

between the building-level teams and the district-level team. In her individual interview, Andrea 

described the importance of building-level principals to this process: 

So between Amy, Lynne, and myself, each month we would provide our campus 

principals an update; where were we in the vetting process. We were making sure 

they understood the whys because they are key. If they understand the why, they 

are going to be our informal and formal leaders at the building site. So we did 

that, I think, intentionally. (Andrea) 

 

 Intentionally meeting and communicating with building principals and district-level 

leaders supported flexibility in the implementation of the literacy programming because the 

building principals were the link between the district planning of the implementation and the 

teachers who were implementing the curriculum. Principals needed to understand the vision for 

the shift in literacy practices, philosophy, and materials, so that principals would be able to 

support the implementation through feedback and coaching for teachers. Because the 

instructional coaches and curriculum director were systematically meeting with principals, they 

knew both the principals and the teachers in their schools. Angie discussed the importance of 
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understanding and knowing the educators in the district when it came to providing support at the 

building level in her individual interview: 

Amy and Lynne, having both in the district for long enough at that time. They 

knew the teams that they might have to really choose their words very carefully 

because maybe it was a team of maybe two or three educators who again have 

maybe been in the district for a period of time, still were not buying into the why 

for the change. So I give them a lot of credit because they know the teachers well. 

(Angie) 

 

Angie’s statement highlights the importance of district-level leaders knowing and 

understanding where individual teacher teams in the district were in the change process. Part of 

knowing a team means that the instructional coaches knew the best manner to communicate. 

This statement also underscores the ongoing support provided by the district-level leaders to both 

the building principal and the educators during the change process. By knowing their educators, 

the district-level leaders were able to be both empowering and inclusive of the educators 

throughout the school district. The inclusivity of the two district-wide teams was instrumental to 

the implementation process. The first district wide team was led by an outside expert to review 

the data and the research on the science of reading. Also, the first team started developing a 

vision of the implementation of the literacy curriculum based on the science of reading. The 

second district-wide team was intentionally developed to be inclusive and representative of the 

educators in the school district.  

The teams at the district level were intentionally designed to be inclusive. Six out of the 

six participants in the study described each of the district-wide teams as representative of all of 

the educators in the school district. Tammy described the planning that went into assuring that 

the initial district-wide team and the subcommittees of that team were representative of 

individuals who felt strongly about how reading should be taught, whether that be a balanced 
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literacy approach to teaching reading or the teaching of reading based on the science of reading. 

“It was kind of like a chess match, I was trying to decide who to bring to this. I brought the most 

reticent whole language, balanced literacy people to the table. It is seared in my memory 

forever.”  

Tammy’s statement reflects her intentionality behind including those who had differing 

views in the conversations and professional development. Because Tammy knew the individuals 

in the district, she was able to strategize which individuals to include at different parts of the 

process. Her team was able to determine who would need training, who would need coaching, 

and who would need convincing. Her statement also has a tone of the intensity she felt about 

making these decisions. The intentional nature of the inclusivity of the team was intentionally 

communicated throughout the district. Harley’s statement from her individual interview is 

representative of what each research participant discussed when talking about the inclusivity of 

the members of the building-level team: 

And that was a joint effort. There was about 35 people on the team, spanning all 

different areas of elementary school. There was K–5, at least two regular 

education teachers from each grade level on the team. Myself and there was at 

least two special education teachers on the team, along with Title 1 and English 

learning and then administration, principals, and different aspects. (Harley) 

 

 Each building team met regularly with teachers to ensure that communication and 

information was being delivered to teachers. Equally important, through meeting regularly and 

receiving feedback, and sometimes pushback, information filtered back up through the teachers, 

administrators, and to the district office. The regular meetings included professional 

development on the science of reading as well as information about decisions that were being 

made by teams, such as the vetting team. In addition, after each meeting of the vetting team 
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Tammy and Leah crafted messaging that went out to all stakeholders in the district about what 

was decided during the vetting team meeting. Six of the six research participants discussed the 

importance of the building-level meetings that were held in professional learning communities 

(PLC) to support the implementation of the new literacy curriculum. Marley, elementary 

principal, described the importance of the PLC meetings to support the implementation process 

in her initial individual interview: 

I think that was the smartest decision that our leadership made because it was set 

up in such a way that teachers in their PLC, well teachers meet weekly in the PLC 

format. And I started inviting the reading specialist, one of them, out to our 

building every 6 to 8 weeks to do group PLC. We would meet with grade levels 

and I participated in those meetings. I felt it was important because I thought, how 

am I going to know how to coach people if I do not fully understand? And clearly 

the reading expert is the reading expert. (Marley) 

 

 Marley’s statement emphasized three components of the third theme: the importance of 

the regularity of meetings, the importance of expertise in reading instruction, and the key factor 

of providing building-level principals with the knowledge they needed to support and coach 

teachers during the implementation of the new literacy curriculum. 

 

Theme 4 

 

Top-Down Fidelity to the Curriculum, but Open to Feedback. The fourth theme that 

emerged from the data was that fidelity to the implementation of the new literacy curriculum was 

a consistent message throughout the implementation process, but that the literacy leaders were 

open to feedback from educators throughout the district. Six of the six research participants 

discussed the message from the district office, that the curriculum must be implemented with 

fidelity, and each participant mentioned fidelity multiple times during their interview. The 
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message was consistent from leaders at the district level, the building level, and the teacher level. 

In her individual interview, Marley, elementary principal, described the message on fidelity from 

her perspective: “We did tell our teachers that the expectation was to have 100% fidelity. It 

really had to come from the district office, from the administration. That we made this purchase 

and that we do expect 100% fidelity.”  

 Marley equated the need for fidelity to the curriculum with the cost of the purchase. She 

also emphasized the need of this message coming from the district office. Six of the six 

participants in the study discussed the reading curriculum prior to the implementation of the new 

curriculum as being fully of teacher creativity and choice, with the consequence being that there 

was not a consistent curriculum in the school district. Jessica, elementary teacher, reflects 

Marley’s message in emphasizing both the importance of the fact that implementation of the 

curriculum to fidelity was not a choice and that it was a decision that had to come from the 

district office: 

But as far as the teachers that were struggling a bit, I will say, we needed to go 

forward this way. It was kind of a nonnegotiable because this is the program, it 

isn’t a choice. We will implement it and we are going to follow this, we are not 

going to deviate. And that was kind of strong language coming from the district. 

(Jessica) 

 

 Jessica’s statement also alludes to educators who were struggling with the philosophical 

shift from teaching reading from a balanced literacy perspective to teaching reading with 

curriculum based on the science of reading. Jessica’s perspective incorporates the idea that a top-

down decision was needed to support the shift for some educators who were struggling. 

Angela, curriculum director, in her individual interview also described why fidelity to the 

curriculum was important, as was the actual fidelity message. Her message slightly varied from 



97 

 

 

Marley’s, who included fiscal accountability, and Jessica’s, who included the need to support 

change. 

Teaching with fidelity or maintaining fidelity to part of the guaranteed and viable 

curriculum is in the best interest of the child. We are teaching with fidelity. We 

are using the new resource with fidelity. And part of our message with that was 

we will not know what is working well with the core resource unless we can say 

that we have extremely reliable teacher data to say everybody was doing this, this, 

and this. So yes, maintaining fidelity took on a whole new meaning over those 

years, but it was always well intended with a child at the center of that decision. 

(Angela)  

 

 Angela’s message on fidelity included the ethical component of intentionally planning a 

guaranteed and viable curriculum based on what is best for the child. Additionally, Angela linked 

fidelity of curriculum implementation with the need to study how the curriculum worked with 

the students in the context of the school district. Angela stressed that district leaders could only 

understand the curriculum and make decisions about supplementing the curriculum if the 

curriculum was implemented with fidelity. Three out of six participants discussed why fidelity 

was important in terms of understanding how the curriculum needed to be supplemented. In the 

winter of the first year of implementation, the district collected feedback from teachers and 

found that the second- through fifth-grade curriculum needed to be supplemented by a Direct 

Instruction program that focused on morphology because teacher observation and student data 

indicated that students needed more word study and spelling skills directly taught to them. The 

district also received feedback from teachers and principals with concerns about second-grade 

students and students in Tier 2. The sub-theme of fidelity articulates the challenges the district 

faced in defining fidelity in practice during the implementation of the literacy program based on 

the science of reading. 
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Sub Theme 1: Teacher Autonomy Versus Fidelity to the Curriculum. The first sub-theme 

that emerged under the theme of fidelity was that literacy leaders faced the challenge of defining 

and articulating the line between teacher autonomy and fidelity to the new literacy program. Six 

out of six participants discussed the tension between implementing the new curriculum and 

teacher autonomy or teacher choice. Angela described her vision of how teacher autonomy and 

fidelity to the curriculum should be balanced: 

How you do it, the autonomy of how you teach it, is valued, and that is who you 

are as an educator, and a professional, and that expert in the classroom…you can 

absolutely still teach using the best practices. No, you can’t run a themed unit for 

6 weeks and not do something related to a standard. If you can incorporate that 

into how you teach, I am fine with that, but you can’t pick and choose out of a 

year, what standards you are going to teach. (Angela) 

 

 Angela’s perspective of how autonomy and fidelity should be balanced honors both the 

individual and how the individual teaches as long as teaching practices are based on best 

evidence-based practices. Three out of six participants discussed the difficulty that teachers had 

in reaching the balance between autonomy and fidelity as described by Angela. The three 

participants who described this difficulty were the two teachers and the principal. Jessica, 

teacher, described the experience of teachers who struggled with the shift in literacy practices 

and instruction. “So, you could tell, that for some teachers it (guided reading groups, thematic 

units) was so grounded in what they did, they did not have their anchor, and I think that was 

really scary.” 

 Six of the six research participants stressed the emotional connection that some teachers 

had to how they taught the reading curriculum. Teachers that felt the disconnect between their 

past practice and the new practices being implemented required support. This support came 
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through ongoing meetings, professional development, and coaching, which will be discussed in 

the next section. Marley, principal, described this difficulty: 

I think the hardest part in the beginning was probably getting teachers to let go of 

some of the things…but I have always done this, you know, kind of thing. And 

saying… “yes but” or “yes, and” … “here is how you can do it better.” And you 

do not know how to do that, you can do this instead, and here is the reason why. 

(Marley)  

 

 Marley described the difficulty that teachers had letting go of their beliefs and practices 

about the teaching of reading. In this statement, she also describes the role that she played in 

coaching teachers through the process of what they should let go and what those practices and 

activities should be replaced with. In addition, the implementation process intentionally planned 

to honor the skills and knowledge that educators in the school district had in teaching reading. 

Tammy, instructional coach, discussed the importance of building connections between the 

knowledge and skills that teachers had and the new knowledge and skills that needed to be 

acquired during the implementation of the new literacy program:  

So, it was super important for us to honor the work, the language comprehension 

side of the rope, because we were doing a lot of things well with having 

discussions and read-alouds. And so that was like a must do in terms of honoring 

the knowledge base of many of the teachers in the district who firmly were guided 

reading. So, that was important. (Tammy) 

 

 Tammy’s statement was important to the articulation of fidelity because it shows the 

complexity of what literacy leaders need to understand and be able to communicate about the 

knowledge from balanced literacy that is transferable to literacy practices based on the science of 

reading. In discussing the tension between teaching with fidelity and teacher autonomy, Tammy 

went on to discuss the effect of the district’s emphasis on teaching to fidelity on teaching best 
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practices in literacy instruction that had been implemented the year before the implementation of 

the materials: 

Even though I knew how important fidelity was and how important we needed to 

be faithful to the curriculum especially knowing where people’s backgrounds 

were, we had to hold their feet to the fire, but that ended up being a double-edged 

sword. So having this tight line of controlling the curriculum, how it is taught, 

what is taught, what is said, which we did the year one. We were very, very 

vigilant about it. Well there is no perfect curriculum. Right? And so things that 

teachers knew to do, they learned the year before, all went out the door. And they 

just relied heavily on what was written in the book, which was very good, but…. 

(Tammy) 

 

 Tammy compared the district’s push of fidelity to the curriculum to a double edged 

sword. Tammy described the vigilance of the adherence to fidelity throughout the district, and 

the consequence of that vigilance being that teachers did not implement the literacy best 

practices and knowledge that had been implemented the year prior to the implementation of the 

new curriculum.  

 

Sub Theme 2: Skill Gaps in Tier 2 Versus Fidelity to the Curriculum. The second sub-

theme that emerged under the theme of fidelity was that literacy leaders faced the challenge of 

how to balance the need to fill skill gaps in second grade and with students in Tier 2 and remain 

faithful to fidelity to the implementation of the new curriculum. Tammy described the effect of 

the district’s decision to set aside the Direct Instruction materials that were used in Tier 2 

instruction during the first year of implementation: 

In an effort to be faithful and to align Tier 1 to Tier 2 we took all of our deep 

Direct Instruction materials and laid them aside for a year, which was a terrible 

mistake. If I could go back in time and do this over, I would probably still allow 

for the Superkids intervention that we created to live, but I would never take away 

those other pieces that we took away. (Tammy)  

 



101 

 

 

 Tammy’s description of taking out the Direct Instruction materials reflects her regret over 

this decision. This account provides an example of a challenge that school districts implementing 

literacy curriculum will face when making decisions about how to define and articulate fidelity 

during implementation. In another part of the interview, Tammy discussed a classroom 

observation where one of her trusted teachers was implementing the Direct Instruction materials, 

despite the district directive not to use the materials: 

I had a couple of maverick teachers that I worked with for many, many years. 

They were EL teachers that we went into the classroom. And one of them, she 

said to me, I went to coach her like I was just checking in on her, she was 

brilliant, and I saw her with her Reading Mastery book out in year one of our 

implementation of Superkids. And she was teaching first grade at the time and she 

said I am missing these kids Amy, I am just going to do it. And of course I knew 

her. I knew how strong she was, I knew that she was where I wanted all of my 

teachers to be to be able to make those knowledgeable judgements, to see in the 

moment, yep this is working for these kids here, but I have to intervene right now 

with these kids and she did. So of course her building as a first-grade teacher and 

a leader on her team did very, very well. (Tammy)  

 

 Tammy observed a teacher, whom she trusted, choosing to use the Direct Instruction 

program, which was not part of the district’s definition of fidelity to the implementation of the 

new literacy program. Tammy defined that teacher as a leader whose students demonstrated 

strong literacy achievement scores. When Tammy reflected later, she believes that taking away 

the Direct Instruction materials for students in Tier 2 was a mistake.  

 Six out of six research participants also discussed the issues in second grade during and 

after the implementation of the new curriculum. Tammy connected the problems with second 

grade to taking away the Direct Instruction materials in second grade and that the literacy 

curriculum was a three-year progression: 

Second grade really was doing badly and I think it was in combination with the 

fact that we had neutered our Tier 2 so significantly and we were bringing in this 
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program that is really a three-year progression. So our poor second graders did not 

have year 1 and year 2. The weak ones, they only had what they learned in our 

strong Tier 2 prior. (Tammy)  

 

 Although the definition and articulation of fidelity is a technical aspect of new curriculum 

implementation, Tammy’s quote demonstrates the ethical, real-world consequences of the 

definition and articulation of fidelity with the impact that was unforeseen on specific groups of 

students during the implementation. In this example, second grade was impacted by the decision 

to implement the curriculum with fidelity because the curriculum was designed as part of a three-

year progress, which the second grade students did not have access to the previous two years. As 

a result, there was an impact on the reading achievement of students in this group. 

 

Theme 5 

 

Intentional Support and Effort of Teachers and Administrators. The fifth and final theme 

that emerged from the data was intentional effort and support of teachers of teachers and 

principals during the implementation process. Six of the six participants emphasized the support 

of the instructional coaches, principals, and district office during the implementation of the new 

literacy curriculum. The implementation process took 18 months because the literacy team 

decided to build capacity in teachers and principals about the science of reading before 

implementing curriculum materials. Angela discussed the why behind the length of the support 

during the implementation process: 

We felt it necessary, again, to provide our classroom educators and our campus 

leaders or our principals the opportunity to grow and learn more about 

philosophically the difference between, again, whole language and phonics and 

could we come somewhere in the middle and is there a place for both. (Angela)  
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Angela’s statement discusses the dichotomy between whole language and phonics and a 

need for the school district to help classroom teachers and building principals understand both 

philosophies for teaching reading, while at the same time finding a balance between the two 

philosophies. The change in philosophy was deep change and required systemic and intentional 

planning and support in order to be successful. Marley provided an overview of the systemic 

process for providing support to teachers and principals: 

It was really a pretty concerted effort from everyone around. The expectation of 

fidelity, after school support, the monthly meetings. A lot of emails, a lot of phone 

calls, a lot of visits to schools. The extra coaching that we brought in. When we 

had PD days for the district, those were typically focused around Superkids. So 

they still had the extra support, it wasn’t just passing out the materials and saying 

go. It was a lot of extra support. (Marley)  

 

The support that was provided for teachers and administrators developed over time. In the 

initial stages of the implementation, a small group of teachers and administrators had the 

opportunity to hear Louisa Moats speak, and then she met with the group for a 90–minute 

question and answer session. Tammy wrote a grant to fund the implementation LETRS training 

by Louisa Moats. Six of the six participants in the study discussed the LETRS training and the 

meeting with Louisa Moats. Four out of six participants participated in this event. After the small 

group met with Louisa Moats, the literacy leaders brought LETRS training into the school. 

Harley discussed the support provided by the school district from her perspective as a teacher 

leader: 

The literacy leaders in our district went and got LETRS training. And then they 

came back and took a group of us, and gave us training also. And then 

implementation, there was trainings we did in the summer, and then we did 

several meetings over the year with trainings, then coaching during that first and 

even second year of the implementation. There were several mandatory trainings 

over the first year. (Harley)  
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Harley, special education teacher, discussed how the trainings, meetings, and coaching 

occurred over time before implementation and during the first 2 years of implementation. Six of 

the six participants in the study reflected on the importance of the decision to purchase coaching 

from the publishing company in the second year of implementation, which was a significant 

investment by the school district. The study participants emphasized that the coaching was 

initially purchased for year 1 of the curriculum implementation. Then, several teachers and 

building leaders asked for additional coaching, so the district decided to purchase additional 

coaching in year 2. Marley, principal, discussed the decision to purchase additional coaching in 

her interview and highlighted the importance of the additional coaching for both her own 

knowledge and for the knowledge of the teachers in her building: 

We have had people from Superkids come to our building in the beginning and 

they would coach our teachers that, I am just coming in to watch the daily routine. 

And then they just give them feedback, it was non-evaluative, it was coaching 

feedback, suggestions in how to improve instruction and gave teachers an 

opportunity to meet with coaches, and I am sure that came with a pretty hefty 

price tag to have that built in professional development. I think that it has been so 

worthwhile. I feel like that is something that the district has done really well, is 

the amount of professional development that we provided to teachers both in 

reading and math has been amazing. (Marley)  

 

Marley emphasized the value of teachers receiving feedback from coaching to improve 

instruction and the value of the professional development provided to the classroom teachers in 

the district. 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

This chapter reviewed the findings of the study. The first section of the chapter reviewed 

the case and participants, the second section of the chapter reviewed the participants in the study, 
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and the third section of the study identified the themes and sub-themes that emerged from the 

findings of the study along with quotes from the interviews that best illustrated each of the 

themes. 
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CHAPTER FIVE 

 

DISCUSSION AND RECOMMENDATIONS FOR PRACTICE 

 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how literacy leaders describe 

their roles and responsibilities in relationship with each other as they lead the implementation of 

a new literacy curriculum based on the science of reading through the lens of relational 

leadership. Further, the study sought to understand how literacy leaders include multiple 

perspectives and empower others in a purposeful, ethical way through the process of science-of-

reading curriculum implementation. This chapter begins with a discussion of the findings of the 

study in relation to the relational leadership framework (Komives et al., 2013) outlined in 

Chapter One. Next, each of the five themes that emerged is positioned within the literature and 

connected to the components of the relational leadership framework. The chapter concludes with 

recommendations for practice and future research. 

In this chapter, the discussion and future research possibilities are designed to help 

answer the research questions: 

1. How is relational leadership developed during the implementation of a literacy 

curriculum based on the science of reading? 

2. What are the antecedents of relational leadership development among school literacy 

leaders during the implementation of a literacy curriculum based on the science of 

reading? 

The antecedents for relational leadership and the development of relational leadership 

during the implementation of a literacy curriculum based on the science of reading is 
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multidimensional and comprised of five themes: (1) trust and mutual positive regard as 

antecedents for relational leadership, (2) intentionally developed vision building takes time, (3) 

knowing people and teams through regular interaction, (4) consistent messaging of fidelity to the 

implementation of literacy curriculum, and (5) intentional support and effort of teachers and 

administrators. These factors connect to what relational leaders know, their state of being, and 

their actions, and these factors work together to create a context where a deep change in the 

teaching of literacy can take place within a school system. The five themes that emerged from 

the data can be more fully understood in connection with the relational leadership framework. 

 

Relational Leadership Framework 
 

 

The relational leadership framework connects “five key elements that can serve as a 

responsive approach to leadership” (Komives et al., 2013, p. 95). This framework provided a 

lens through which I was able to understand the data that were collected during the course of the 

study and to connect the data to existing educational leadership literature. The five components 

of the framework provided a foundation for understanding the array of data that were collected in 

terms of how literacy leaders describe their responsibilities in relationship with each other during 

the implementation of a literacy program based on the science of reading.  

The relational leadership framework provides a focus for five components of leadership, 

which is an approach to leadership that is “purposeful and builds commitment toward positive 

purposes that are inclusive of people and diverse points of view, empowers those involved, is 

ethical, and recognizes that all four of these elements are accomplished by being process-

oriented” (Komives et al., 2013, p. 96). 
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Interpretation of the Findings 
 

 

Each of the five themes that emerged from the study was an essential component of the 

relational leadership antecedents and the development of relational leadership during the 

implementation of the literacy curriculum based on the science of reading, which represented a 

deep shift in the teaching of reading. Each theme was described in detail with excerpts from the 

interviews in the subsequent section. 

 

Trust and Mutual Positive Regard as  

Antecedents for Relational Leadership 
 

 

 This study’s conclusion that trust based on mutual positive regard as antecedents for 

relational leadership agrees with the historical and current literature that indicate increased trust 

creates mutual commitments, associations that are positive, and thereby enables positive social 

relationships between adults and students, which is the bedrock to successful school 

improvement (Bryk & Schneider, 2003; Nahrgang et al., 2009). Each of the participants in the 

study stressed the importance of the relationships they had with specific teams and individuals 

before the process of implementing deep change in reading instruction. The teams worked 

closely with one another, which allowed for information to flow between the formal leaders and 

members, including ideas and concerns that resulted in team members being able to judge the 

trustworthiness of the information and their colleagues (Senge, 1990; Bryk & Schneider, 2002). 

The participants stressed that, along with trust, reciprocal positive regard and respect facilitated 

both the vision-making process at the beginning of the implementation and the implementation 

process itself. 
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 An important aspect of trust and respect during the implementation of the deep change in 

reading curriculum based on the science of reading was that the leadership team at the district 

level sought to honor and respect the individuals who had worked hard to implement balanced 

literacy in the district, while at the same time acknowledging that the district was moving in a 

new direction. The study participants all expressed understanding and empathy for those teachers 

who had deep connections to teaching thematic units or guided reading, and who initially 

struggled to implement the new reading curriculum. This connects to the literature on trusting 

relationships, which highlight the importance of leaders paying attention to the emotional 

management of members in the group (Donaldson, 2006). The relational leadership framework 

also provides a perspective for further understanding the antecedents for trust and mutual 

positive regard for relational leadership. In the relational leadership framework, leaders 

simultaneously understand or know each component of the framework, embrace each component 

of the framework into their state of being, and enact each component of the framework through 

their behavior. In this way, the relational leaders in this study had knowledge of the district’s past 

philosophy and practices in teaching reading and knowledge of reading based on science-of-

reading practices. The relational leaders valued the past knowledge of teachers and the 

organization while valuing the needs of all children learning to read, and the relational leaders’ 

behaviors engendered trust based on the ethical, purposeful, empowering, inclusive process 

through which the leaders designed both the vision-building process and the implementation 

process of the new curriculum (Komives et al., 2013).  

The curriculum director in the study discussed that the implementation of the new 

literacy curriculum represented a deep change in teaching practice and philosophy for the 
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teachers and leaders in the school district. Each of the study participants discussed the 

importance of leadership behaviors that promoted trust and a positive school climate. Sebring 

and Bryk (2000) found that positive climate and trust promoted risk-taking behaviors on the part 

of teachers when trying new and challenging forms of instruction. 

 

Intentionally Developed Vision Shared over Time 
 

 

 Relational leadership developed during the implementation process through the 

intentional development of a vision for literacy that was developed with an inclusive group of 

stakeholders and shared with educators throughout the school district over time. The process for 

the development of the vision for the implementation of the new literacy program based on the 

science of reading was intentionally designed to include the elements of relational leadership: 

inclusive, process-oriented, empowering, purposeful (Komives et al., 2013). The process began 

by empowering others through providing information about the research on the science of 

reading and connecting that research to the school district’s reading achievement data and 

demographics with the support from an outside expert who specialized in the work of vision-

building based on research and data. The step of providing leaders in the district with more 

literacy knowledge on the science of reading connects with the research in literacy leadership 

where literacy leaders advocate with their colleagues for a literacy curriculum that is responsive 

to the needs of all learners (Sharp et al., 2018). This step also connected to the relational 

leadership literature because providing this information to other leaders in the district 

empowered and enabled them to take action in terms of student reading achievement (Binns, 

2008). 
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 In this study, the district’s vision-building process took time, which connects to the 

relational leadership literature. The change in reading curriculum from balanced literacy reading 

workshop to the implementation of a systematic curriculum based on the science of reading 

signified a deep change in reading philosophy and teaching practices in the school district. This 

deep change constituted a change in approach to teaching reading, the values of what was taught, 

and a change in ideology. Relational leadership stresses that leadership is a “social influence 

process” through which change such as new approaches, values, attitudes, behaviors, and 

ideologies are “constructed and produced” (Uhl-Bien, 2006, p. 654). The nature of a social-

influence process means that time and space must be given to individuals to interact and 

communicate in a trans-directional manner. The participants in the study who participated in the 

vision-building meetings all stressed the importance of this step. Each participant specifically 

discussed the importance of the conversations and dialogue based on the research and the data 

presented during these meetings, which connects with the relational leadership literature, which 

stresses that language in conversation and dialogue can be transformational (Aguiar & Tonelli, 

2018). Further, the participants who did not participate highlighted that the transparency of what 

happened in those meetings was transformational in the district for creating more trust between 

teachers and the administration at the district level.  

 

Knowing and Interacting with People and Teams Consistently 
 

 

 The study’s conclusion, that leaders knowing the people and teams in the organization 

requires consistency in interaction, is an antecedent of relational leadership and supports the 

development of relational leadership during the implementation of literacy curriculum based on 
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the science of reading. Each of the participants in the study discussed knowing the people on 

their teams, in their buildings, knowing the expertise of certain individuals, and/or being known 

by others. Knowing people and teams through consistent interaction is supported by the 

relational leadership literature. According to Murphy and Louis initial relationships between 

leaders and members are based on limited trust and reciprocity. Over time, through ongoing 

interactions, relationships can deepen as understanding for each other grows and they can even 

become more compassionate or transformational (Murphy & Louis, 2018; Wang et al., 2005). 

The relationships grow out of interactions and conversations; some of those conversations take 

place in formal meetings, while others take place in informal situations (Fairhurst, 2007).  

As part of knowing people and teams in the district, the literacy leaders at the district 

level were able to act in both intentional and respectful ways with the members of the district. 

Further, the relational leaders in the district were able to provide learning opportunities for the 

teams and/or individuals. For example, each participant in the study discussed the team of 

educators who met with Louisa Moats at the onset of the implementation process. The literacy 

coach discussed the strategizing that went into selecting the individuals who would participate in 

the opportunity to meet with Louisa Moats. She was able to bring the right people to that meeting 

who would have the most impact on others because she knew the people and the teams in the 

district. In this way, the leaders were able to individualize the needs of the individuals who 

participated in the training and meeting with Louisa Moats, rather than employing a one-size-

fits-all approach (Deirendonck & Patterson 2014; Cerit, 2009). The theme of knowing others to 

develop leaders agrees with studies in the literacy leadership literature that literacy leaders focus 

on developing literacy leadership in all educators (Sharp et al., 2018). In this study, leaders who 
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agreed and disagreed with the implementation were strategically brought to the table to learn 

about and discuss the implementation of the new literacy program.  

Several of the participants discussed the importance of knowing and understanding the 

emotions of their colleagues during the implementation process. The study participants 

understood that some of their colleagues were going through a “grieving process” in giving up 

some of their teaching methods. Each of the study participants expressed understanding and 

respect for their colleagues’ emotional process as they went through the implementation process. 

Research on support for growth highlights the importance of leaders being attune to the emotions 

of others, having the ability to understand people and situations, and then being able to act in a 

supportive way based on that knowledge (Frost, 2003).  

 

Consistent Messaging of Fidelity to the 

Implementation of Literacy Curriculum 
 

 

While all of the study participants referenced the importance of the policy message that 

the new literacy curriculum would be implemented throughout the school district with fidelity, 

each participant also highlighted the effects of the fidelity of implementation on specific groups 

of students. The decision to implement the curriculum was made by the group of educators who 

selected the curriculum. The implementation with fidelity message was central to each research 

participant’s discussion of the implementation process. Further, each participant used similar 

language in discussing the fidelity-of-implementation message. Several of the participants 

discussed implementing the new reading curriculum with fidelity as an ethical issue; that each 

child in the school district should have access to a guaranteed and viable curriculum. The 

decision to ensure a guaranteed and viable curriculum by bringing teachers together in support of 
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the new curriculum is well supported by the implementation science literature (Marzano, 2009, 

2016). The literacy leadership literature also highlights the importance of literacy leaders 

knowing the best practices in the field of literacy instruction and, with their literacy knowledge, 

advocating with their colleagues for a literacy curriculum that is responsive to the cultural and 

social needs of all learners (Wepner et al., 2016; Sharp et al., 2018). 

Additionally, each research participant discussed the importance of a guaranteed and 

viable curriculum within the context of the previous literacy curriculum, which the participants 

described as highly variable and dependent on the interests, creativity, and knowledge of each 

individual teacher in the school district. Coburn found that the implementation of instructional 

reform is highly influenced by the context in which the reform is implemented. Because each 

individual’s interpretation, sense-making of policy messages, is influenced by their previous 

knowledge and by the social context within which the policy is being implemented, teachers 

often interpret messages on policy in ways that either reinforce preexisting knowledge and 

practices about teaching and learning or lead teachers to surface-level adoption of new practices 

(Coburn, 2004; Spillane, Reiser, & Reimer, 2002). One literacy coach in the study articulated 

that professional development had been given on the science of reading during the year before 

the implementation, and those teachers were implementing research-based practices from that 

training during the year before implementation. The decision was made by the implementation 

team to begin the implementation process with training in the science of reading in order to build 

teacher knowledge and practices. Many studies have discussed a deficit in educator knowledge 

around linguistics and the science of reading (Sper-Swerling & Chessman, 2012; Moats, 2009; 

Moats, 2016). 



115 

 

 

In spite of the first year of training and a year of implementing the teaching strategies 

from the training into practice, the instructional coach found that the majority of teachers in the 

district did not put the teaching strategies into practice during the first year of the implementation 

of the reading curriculum. Educators deficit in linguistic knowledge was a challenge for the 

district leaders in this study during the implementation of the new curriculum because teacher 

understanding of what the district was asking them to do in their teaching of reading was 

understood in their individual understanding of teaching reading and the historical context in the 

teaching of reading through a balanced literacy model in the school district. 

During the implementation of the literacy curriculum, literacy leaders faced the challenge 

of articulating the definition of fidelity to a guaranteed and viable curriculum versus teacher 

autonomy in using their individual expertise, interests, and creativity in creating curriculum. 

Each participant in the study expressed the difficulty that some teachers had giving up certain 

teaching practices that teachers felt emotionally attached to, such as thematic units. The 

relational leadership framework (Komives et al., 2013) provides insight into this challenge for 

relational leaders. Leaders in the implementation were balancing the elements of relational 

leadership of empowering teachers with the ethical element of guaranteeing a viable curriculum 

for each child in the school district. The relational leaders were able to strike this balance 

through their purposeful vision that the implementation of a guaranteed and viable curriculum 

based on the science of reading would ensure that more than 38% of the students in the district 

would read at grade level after third grade. This vision included students who were identified as 

special education students and students who were identified as English language learners. 
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While the vision of the implementation of the new literacy curriculum included ELL 

students and students identified as being at least a year below grade level, each of the 

participants in the study discussed the impact that teaching with fidelity had on students in 

second grade and students in Tier 2, which resulted in a decrease in student literacy achievement 

for students in these groups. This was due to the decision that was made in defining teaching 

with fidelity during the implementation, which was to not use the Direct Instruction curriculum 

materials that had been widely used in a successful way throughout the district for students in 

Tier 2. Although the literacy leaders received feedback from veteran teachers that this was a 

mistake, and some of the participants observed teachers actively ignoring this part of the 

implementation with fidelity policy, the focus group felt that the district should have put in a 

mechanism to receive feedback about what needed to change in the implementation sooner in the 

implementation process. The focus group reached consensus that this should have happened after 

the first semester of the implementation. 

 

Intentional Support and Effort 
 

 

 District leaders developed relational leadership throughout the implementation of the 

reading curriculum process by providing intentional support to other leaders and educators in the 

school district. Each of the participants in the study highlighted the support they received and 

gave throughout the implementation process. In addition, each participant in the study was 

initially trained to teach reading through a whole language perspective, and each participant in 

the study discussed believing that there was something missing in their initial training, especially 

when it came to teaching learners who struggled to learn to read. This aligns with teacher 
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linguistic knowledge studies that have repeatedly found a deficit in teacher linguistic knowledge, 

which is foundational to the teaching of early reading acquisition and to the teaching of students 

with reading deficits (Moats, 1994, 2016; Castles, 2018; Spear-Swerling & Chessman, 2012). 

All of the educators in the study received balanced literacy training as part of their 

teacher education program. This trend aligns with the research on teacher training that indicates 

that most teachers receive training in balanced literacy during their training (Castles, 2018). 

Further, each participant in the study highlighted the effort the district had put into training 

teachers and coaches in balanced literacy and whole language practices in the years prior to the 

implementation. Coburn found that teachers differed in their interpretation of policy during the 

implementation of reading reform in a process that was in part shaped by their preexisting 

knowledge about reading. In the study, Coburn found that half of the teachers in her study 

adjusted the policy message to fit with their underlying assumptions about learning and their own 

teaching practice, one-quarter of the teachers actively rejected information about reading that ran 

counter to their own beliefs about reading instruction, a smaller group of teachers adopted 

superficial practices, and a small number of teachers responded to policy messages by 

transforming their own assumptions about teaching and learning. Coburn’s research aligns with 

the research discussion with how various teachers in their building interpreted the new policy 

about the new reading curriculum and, consequently, the different levels of support that teachers 

needed as a result of their understanding of the new curriculum and teaching practices. 

Several of the research participants discussed the importance of the support that was 

provided to building principals, so that the building principals would have the efficacy to provide 

support in literacy to teachers in their buildings. In a review of research on educational reform, 
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Neurmerski found that principals play a key role in the implementation of educational reform 

(Neurmerski, 2013). The practice of developing literacy leaders throughout the school district 

connects to the relational leadership framework in that relational leaders empower others to lead 

according to the vision (Komives et al., 2013). Additionally, the district’s theory of practice in 

ensuring that principals had understanding of the change in literacy practices, philosophy, and 

practice is supported by research that suggests that teachers are influenced in their understanding 

and implementation of new policies and practices by other actors in the school system, including 

principals (Coburn, 2005; Spillane, 2000). The research study examined how principals interpret 

new policy and then communicate that information about instructional reforms to teachers. 

Further, principals with superficial understanding of new reading practices led to confusing and 

contradictory messages about how reading instruction was communicated to teachers (Coburn, 

2005). 

In addition to providing training and coaching to building principals, the school district 

purchased coaching from the company that created the curriculum for both year one and year 

two of the curriculum implementation. Each of the participants in the study highlighted the 

importance of the purchase of the coaching from the curriculum company for year two of the 

implementation because the coaching from the curriculum company was specific to the needs of 

buildings in the district, teacher teams, and individual teachers. The practice of using sustainable, 

connected coaching that is based on the curriculum that teachers are using is supported by 

research on effective professional development (Guskey & Yoon, 2009).  
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Implications for Practice and Research 
 

 

This qualitative case study has sought to address the problem of the gap between 

educational research and practice in terms of the convergence of research on the science of 

reading and relational leadership in the context of the implementation of reading curriculum. 

More specifically, the difficulty that educational leaders have in translating the body of research 

based on the science of reading into practice as curriculum based on the science of reading is 

being implemented. Further, this study sought to address the problem that, while a great deal of 

research exists about how children learn to read, there is a lack of research about how literacy 

leaders can effectively lead a school district through the implementation of a reading curriculum 

that symbolizes a deep change in the teaching of reading. This study acknowledges that the 

implementation of reading curriculum based on the science of reading takes place in the larger 

context of the historical debate between reading researchers and educators about how children 

learn to read and within a context of the national rates. 

Many studies approach the problem of the gap between research and practice in the 

science of reading from a deficit approach, such as studies that examine the gap in teacher 

linguistic knowledge, superficial principal literacy knowledge, and messaging that is not clear 

(Moats 2009; Moats, 2014; Coburn, 2005). Other studies focus on deficits in reading 

achievement as a result of current teaching practices (Castles, 2018). While these studies focus 

on deficits, the results of this study indicate that literacy leaders should focus on honoring and 

respecting the strengths that teachers in the school district have built in their teaching practices 

that are supported by the science of reading research. This implication is supported by the 

research that indicates that increased trust creates associations that are positive and thereby 
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enables positive social relationships between adults, which is the bedrock to successful school 

improvement (Bryk & Schneider; 2003; Nahrgang et al., 2009). 

An implication for further research in the implementation of literacy curriculum based on 

the science of reading is examining how can literacy leaders determine the most appropriate 

process for implementation. Researchers could help determine if school districts should start 

with professional development and vision development for the implementation of curriculum 

based on the science of reading, or if the first step should be the selection of curriculum materials 

based on the science of reading. Research studies about the effectiveness of instructional 

coaching have found that coaching connected to the materials teachers use is effective (Coburn, 

2005). However, there is also evidence that instructional leaders need to be provided with 

information and professional development about literacy in order to be empowered to make 

decisions, such as the informed decision-making in the selection of a new literacy curriculum. 

 

Recommendations for Practice and Research 
 

 

The purpose of this qualitative case study was to understand how literacy leaders describe 

their roles and responsibilities in relationship with each other as they lead the implementation of 

a new literacy curriculum based on the science of reading through the lens of relational 

leadership. The relational leadership lens of the study focused on how literacy leaders include 

multiple perspectives and empower others in a purposeful, ethical way through the process of 

science of reading curriculum implementation. Finally, the results of this study could be used to 

inform literacy leaders of how relational leadership practice could facilitate a deep change in 

literacy vision and practices during curriculum implementation.  
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Recommendation for Practice 1 

 

Literacy Leaders Build Trust and Respect Through Acknowledging Knowledge and 

Skills Teachers Acquired in Balanced Literacy Teaching Practice. Literacy leaders should adopt 

an attitude of respect and understanding toward literacy teachers with a focus on educator’s 

knowledge and skills that translate from previous reading instruction to knowledge and skills that 

are essential during the implementation of reading curriculum that signifies a deep change in 

instruction from practices and philosophy based on balanced literacy to practices and philosophy 

based on the science of reading. For example, teachers of balanced literacy develop skills to 

facilitate student group discussion of quality literature, which translates to building strengths of 

the language comprehension side of the Simple View of Reading (Tunmer & Gough, 1986). 

When supporting literacy teachers during the transition between whole language teaching and 

teaching based on the science of reading, literacy leaders can discuss flipping the error analysis 

method and support teachers in focusing on sound-letter analysis first and then meaning and 

context. 

 

Recommendation for Practice 2 

 

Strategically Employ Expertise from Inside and Outside of the District to Support each 

Stage of the Implementation Process. Literacy leaders should know the level of instructional 

knowledge and skills of groups of educators within their school district, including strengths and 

areas of need of growth. Along with understanding the instructional knowledge and skills, 

literacy leaders should have an understanding of the attitudes that educators have toward changes 

in instructional policy. Based on their understanding of teacher knowledge, skills, and attitude 
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toward instructional policy changes, literacy leaders should identify the level of support that 

individual teachers and groups of teachers need to continue in their growth during a change 

process. Accordingly, expertise from outside the school district should be used at critical points 

to help specific teachers and leaders increase their knowledge and/or change their attitudes 

toward a particular policy. Critical points in the process include the vision-making process, initial 

implementation, and several months into the implementation when feedback should be solicited 

to inform adjustments that may need to be put into place during the implementation process. 

Expertise from inside the district is most critical when relational leadership components are 

needed, especially, empowering others, ethical decision-making, and taking inclusive action. 

 

Recommendation for Practice 3 

 

Policy Message of Fidelity of Implementation with Mechanisms for Collecting Feedback 

in a Timely Manner. Literacy leaders need to have a clear message about what curriculum 

implementation with fidelity means in the context of the specific school district. Further, fidelity 

of implementation should be connected to the vision for the implementation. All educators in the 

district should understand why the district is changing literacy practices, policies, and curriculum 

in reading instruction. The message must contain more information than simply implement the 

curriculum with fidelity. This means that there should be a clear message about what practices 

teachers of reading should continue and which practices need to stop. During the implementation 

of reading curriculum based on the science of reading, school leaders will need to explicitly 

address topics such as thematic units, book rooms, levelled readers, guided reading, teacher read-

alouds, and other curriculum materials outside of the curriculum implementation. The science of 
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reading has strong research about which practices should stop, such as the use of levelled readers 

from book rooms; however, there is no research to suggest when practices should stop or the 

order in which practices should start and stop. Until that research exists, literacy leaders will 

have to make decisions about these literacy practices based on their knowledge of their people, 

their relationships with educators, student achievement data and other information sources. 

Literacy leaders will need to be ready to support teachers in both skills and attitudes when major 

changes take place in a way that honors each teacher’s knowledge and skills.  

 

Recommendation for Practice 4 

 

Develop Mechanisms for Two-Way, Inclusive Communication that Empowers Leaders 

Throughout the School District. School leaders should plan for collaborative conversations, data 

collection, observations, and informal conversations with teachers to determine next steps in the 

implementation of a reading curriculum. School leaders should pay attention to how various 

groups are responding to the program implementation, including, special education students, 

ELL students, and students performing below grade level in reading. After feedback and data is 

collected, school leaders should take action accordingly. School leaders should plan decision 

making to take place in an inclusive way, and those decisions should be communicated to all 

educators in the school district with transparency.  

 

Recommendation for Practice 5 

 

Empower and Recognize Teacher Leadership Throughout the School District. District 

leaders, including instructional coaches, principals, and district directors, should identify 
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leadership potential in educators throughout the school district. Educators with leadership 

potential should be empowered to participate in decision making, and relational leaders should 

create opportunities for teacher leaders to provide feedback about what is going well. Relational 

leaders throughout the district should meet systematically to ensure that the collective vision for 

the implementation is aligned for all stakeholders. Teachers leaders like Jessica who understand 

the vision of the implementation and who have strong relationships with other educators in the 

district are instrumental in communicating information about the implementation that impacts 

their colleagues’ attitudes toward the implementation, as well as coaching knowledge and skills. 

 

Limitations of the Study 
 

 

 This study was performed at one school district and focused on the relational leadership 

between individuals at the district and building levels during the implementation of reading 

curriculum that signified a significant change in philosophy and instructional practice. Although 

the qualitative case study limited the scope of the study, this methodology allowed for deep 

analysis within a single context, which was important for answering the research questions in the 

study. Additionally, the gap in the literature around qualitative studies on the implementation of 

reading curriculum based on the science of reading and relational leadership served as a purpose 

for this study. Quantitative methods are used by researchers to study the effectiveness of literacy 

interventions and curriculum (Spear-Werling & Stenberg, 2001). This study would have been 

strengthened by getting the perspectives of more educators in the district, such as another 

principal and a librarian. 
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One limitation of the study was that the study took place during the 2020–2021 school 

year, which was greatly impacted by the Covid-19 pandemic. As a result, the research had to be 

conducted through a web-based application. Consequently, the researcher was unable to see the 

research participants in their natural environment outside of the context of the internet. Another 

possible limitation of the study is that the study was dependent on the recollections and 

interpretations of the participants’ memory of the implementation. 

 

Conclusion 
 

 

 Leadership in schools will likely need to continue to evolve in order to address the needs 

of increasingly complex and diverse teachers and students. Likewise, school systems will need to 

continue to evolve in order to meet the future needs of an increasingly complex and diverse 

society. In order for schools to evolve, school leaders will need to work with their communities 

to identify the traditions, practices, and symbols that schools should retain to support students, 

and likewise identify the traditions, practices, and symbols that need to be relinquished to 

prepare increasingly diverse students for a complex, unknown future. In that future, students 

from all backgrounds will need to have language comprehension skills and the ability to read. 

Educational researchers will continue to study and increase knowledge about how children learn. 

It will be up to teachers and school districts to find effective methods for implementing that 

knowledge into educational practice. This means that educational leaders will need to understand 

the needs of the students in their specific context and be able to select the teaching practices and 

materials that will be the most beneficial for their students. In turn, teachers will need to be able 

to adapt to changes in instructional knowledge and skills beyond what they have learned in their 
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teacher preparation programs. Instructional leaders in schools will not only need to stress the 

technical aspects of changes to instructional practices, but will also need to foster educational 

environments that enable positive relationships based on trust, so that relational leadership may 

enact purposeful, inclusive, and ethical practices that empower all leaders in the organization. 
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INDIVIDUAL INTERVIEW 
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Individual Interview 

  

Inclusive 

1. In what ways were you able to include people with differing views of 

how reading should be taught in this process?  (Uhl-Bien, 2018) 

2.  How were you able to develop talent in those who may not have 

agreed with the process initially? (Uhl-Bien, 2018) 

Empowering 

1.  How did individual expertise of the group affect the implementation? 

(Fitzsimmons, 2012) 

  2)      How was information and decision making shared? (Uhl-Bien, 2006) 

   3)    How was knowledge of SoR developed in others? (Uhl-Bein, 2006, 

Castles, 2018) 

Purposeful 

1.  How did you involve others in the vision making process? (Uhl-

Bien,2006) 

2.  How did you handle mistakes or setbacks? (Binns) 

Ethical 

1.  Were there any ethical dimensions during this implementation? 

(Binns) 

2. How did you handle them? 

3. What did you do when people disagreed? (Uhl-Bien, 2006) 

Process 

Oriented 

1. How did you engage in conversations with others to solve a problem? 

2.  When you reflect on the implementation process, what stands out to 

you? (Komives) 
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Group Interview 

 
1. Tell me about what you needed to learn as a group in order to implement literacy 

curriculum? 
a. Probes - reading knowledge, skills communication 

2. How would you describe the vision for literacy instruction in your school? 
3. How do you know the curriculum has impacted students? 
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SUBJECT CONSENT FORM 
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Subject Consent Form 

For 

Participation in Human Research at 

Montana State University 

Implementation of New Literacy Practices Based on the Science of Reading: A Relational 

Leadership Approach 

Nichole Sullivan 

N4132 County Road X 

Black River Falls, WI 54615 

406-202-2396 

The study you have been asked to participate in examines how literacy leaders understand their 

own role and collaboration in the process of implementing literacy curriculum based on the 

science of reading. The results of this study may help us better understand how literacy leaders 

can effectively support the implementation of literacy curriculum based on the science of 

reading. 

 

If you agree to participate in this study, you will be asked to participate in a 30-60 minute 

interview regarding your perception of your role and the process in the implementation of the 

science of reading curriculum. You will be asked about your experience in what went well and 

the challenges that you faced during implementation. The interview will be recorded and then 

transcribed verbatim. After the interview, I will contact you via email, so that you can review the 

transcript for accuracy, and to ask any clarifying questions regarding the interpretation of the 

data from your interview. Only Nichole Sullivan will have access to the video. These videos will 

be erased by July 15, 2021. Your identity will be protected by the use of a code and a 

pseudonym. You will not risk being connected to your interview, however, it will take some of 

your time to participate. However, your insights will help us better understand literacy leadership 

implementation of reading based on the science of reading. 

 

Your participation in this study is voluntary. You are free to stop participating at any time or may 

decline to answer any question. You may ask about the procedures. Your participation in this 

study is confidential. If I believe any information from the interview could result in you being 

identified, I will not disclose that information. 

 

If you have any questions regarding this project, you can contact Dr. Tena Versland at Montana 

State University. Any additional questions about the rights of human subjects can be answered 

by the Chair of the MSU Human Subjects Committee. 

 

AUTHORIZATION: I have read the above and understand the discomforts, inconvenience 

and risk of this study. I agree to participate in this research. I understand that I may later 

refuse to participate, and that I may withdraw from the study at any time. I have received 

a copy of this consent form for my own records.  

 




