
Setting Instructional Non-
Negotiables in Early Literacy

Nell K. Duke
University of Michigan

@nellkduke Slides from presentation October 2, 
2018 for access on ProLEER site 
(only)



Plan for this Session

• Non-negotiables concept
• Some Pre-K non-negotiables
• Some K to 3 non-negotiables
• Codifying non-negotiables
• Professional development processes to 

support implementation of non-negotiables
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Non-negotiables



Non-negotiables





What instructional practices 
should be used in every 
preschool and/or 
kindergarten-to-third-grade 
classroom? 

In other words, what should 
be instructional non-
negotiables in early literacy?
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Criteria for Classroom-based 
Non-Negotiables in Early 
Literacy
• The practice has to have a strong body of 

research to suggest that ‘it works’ to 
positively affect literacy knowledge, skills, 
and/or dispositions within that grade band.

• The practice has to have been shown to 
work for a wide range of learners and 
settings.

• The practice has to be doable with the 
resources provided to teachers. Duke



Disclaimer: These are 
Examples of Possible Non-
Negotiable Practices; It is not 
an Exhaustive List
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Preschool



Print-Referencing Read 
Alouds
Verbal and non-verbal strategies for drawing 

children’s attention to print during adult-child read 
aloud (e.g., Justice & Ezell, 2002; Justice, McGinty, 
Piasta, Kaderavek, & Fan, 2010), such as:
• running finger under words 
• noting specific features of print and letters (e.g., 

“that is the letter D like Deondre’s name”)
• asking children where to start reading
• counting words
• pointing out print within pictures Duke
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Why? One Reason: Concepts 
of Print Development

A. 

B.



A.___________________________________________
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____________________________________________
____________________________________________
____________________________________________
__________________________________________  B.

One of the Benefits of P-R 
Read Aloud: Developing 
Concepts of Print



One of the Benefits of P-R Read 
Aloud: Developing Concepts of 
Print
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Preschool: Literacy-Enriched 
Dramatic Play
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Shopping List and Story by Hannah, Age 3, 
from Harste, Woodward, & Burke, 1984, p. 157

Why? One reason: genre 
knowledge



Birthday List, Letter, Map, Story Page by 
Stephanie, prior to first grade, 
from Harste, Woodward, and Burke, 1984, p. 84



Interactive Writing
• Interactive writing involves young children in 

contributing to a piece of writing led by the 
teacher. 

• It is synonymous with or similar to (depending 
on whose description you read) shared writing 
or “sharing the pen.”

• There are multiple studies indicating that 
interactive writing fosters literacy 
development. Duke



Research-supported 
instructional practices
For example:

Hall, A. H., Toland, M. D., Grisham-Brown, J., & Graham, S. 
(2014). Exploring interactive writing as an effective practice 
for increasing Head Start students’ alphabet knowledge 
skills. Early Childhood Education Journal, 42, 423–430.

Craig, S. A. (2003). The effects of an adapted interactive 
writing intervention on kindergarten children’s phonological 
awareness, spelling, and early reading development. 
Reading Research Quarterly, 38, 438-440. 

Roth, K., & Guinee, K. (2011). Ten minutes a day: The impact 
of interactive writing instruction on first graders’ 
independent writing. Journal of Early Childhood Literacy, 
11, 331- 361.



Interactive Writing



Family Literacy Workshops

For example: 
Roberts, K. L. (2013). Comprehension strategy 

instruction during parent–child shared 
reading: An intervention study. Literacy 
Research and Instruction, 52(2), 106-129. 
DOI: 10.1080/19388071.2012.754521

Duke



Roberts (2013)
5-10 Minutes: Parent and child engaged in a recorded 

shared reading session of a fictional narrative 
picturebook

10-15 Minutes: Children out of the room, parent 
discussion

15-20 Minutes: Parents learned new strategy via 
discussion, a handout, video., and Q & A 

15-20 Minutes: Parents chose and previewed book and 
read it with new strategy

(Roberts, 2013, p. 113)
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Roberts (2013)
• In between sessions and after last session

• received letter
• received bookmark
• received storybook

• Control group was just encouraged to read aloud to 
their children

• Experimental group showed greater comprehension
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The Engaging 
Families . . .
Workshop 
Series*

* I receive no royalties for 
sale of this product.

A collaboration with Kathryn Roberts and Gail Jordan; and Kate 
provided some of the slides that follow.



Five Sessions

Session 1: Introduction: Literacy Happens in 
the Home

Session 2: Literacy Happens in the Living 
Room

Session 3: Literacy Happens in the Kitchen
Session 4: Literacy Happens in the Bedroom 

and Bathroom
Session 5: Literacy Happens Out and About



From The Engaging Families . . . Workshop Series by Roberts, Jordan, 
and Duke, published by Scholastic

[Video]



Some Preschool Non-
Negotiables
• Print-referencing read aloud
• Literacy-enriched dramatic play
• Interactive writing
• Family literacy workshops

Discussion: Select one practice under-utilized in 
your country. How could this practice get into 
widespread use in your country? 
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Grades K - 3



Interactive Read Aloud
• Reading aloud with expression, but also with 

interaction
• Teacher questions and comments
• Child questions and comments
• Higher-order discussion
• Text may be read over multiple sessions.
• Text may be read multiple times.
• There is research support for interactive read 

aloud and interactive read aloud with a 
vocabulary focus. Duke



Interactive Read Aloud with a 
Vocabulary Focus

Before the read aloud
• Select words
• Plan child-friendly explanations of the words
• Plan strategies for revisiting the words after 

reading
• Gather materials needed

(E
.g

., 
B

ec
k 

&
 M

cK
eo

w
n,

 2
00

7)

Duke



Interactive Read Aloud with a 
Vocabulary Focus

During the read aloud
• Provide child-friendly explanations of words 

within text 
• Use supports within text if available

• Ask children to say the word
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Interactive Read Aloud with a 
Vocabulary Focus
After the read aloud
• Revisit the words using tools such as:

• Movement
• Props
• Video
• Photo
• Examples
• Non-Examples

• Reuse the words at other times
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Purposes and Audiences for 
Writing
• Purcell-Gates, Duke, & Martineau (2007) 
• Block (2013)
• Guthrie & colleagues’ research 

(cori.umd.edu)
• What Works Clearinghouse 

Practice Guide



Showed this video

https://www.edutopia.org/article/new-study-
shows-impact-pbl-student-achievement-nell-
duke-anne-lise-halvorsen

https://www.edutopia.org/article/new-study-shows-impact-pbl-student-achievement-nell-duke-anne-lise-halvorsen




Phonics Instruction

• Research is very strong.
• But. . . 
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Phonics Instruction
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Small-Group Instruction

• E.g., Taylor et al., 2000 high-poverty settings
• E.g., Connor et al., 2011 differentiation
• E.g., WWC Practice Guide on Effective literacy and 

English language instruction for English learners in 
the elementary grades

• E.g., Elbaum, Vaughn, Hughes, Moody, 1999 meta-
analysis
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Example of What this Might 
Look Like
• A group of students is doing things like 

reading house for home and stair for step. . . 
• Teacher pulls them together for a small 

group.
1. Teacher does some explicit explaining

• What they’re doing well
• What they can work on
• How it will help them and for what

2. Teacher engages students in Word Ladders D
uk

e



McCandliss, B., Beck, I. L., Sandak, R., & Perfetti, C. (2003). Focusing attention on 
decoding for children with poor reading skills: Design and preliminary tests of the word 
building intervention. Scientific Studies of Reading, 7, 75-104. DOI: 
10.1207/S1532799XSSR0701_05



Example of What this Might 
Look Like, cont.
3. Children choose among books related to a 

topic the class is studying. 
4. As they read, they’re prompted to attend to 

all of the letters in words.
5. The teacher coaches.
6. Children discuss what they learned about 

the topic from the books.
7. Children each share an example of a word 

for which they looked carefully at all the 
letters. Duke



Another Example. . . 

Showed video at 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KKzDifXt
Ph4&t=1s

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=KKzDifXtPh4&t=1s


Some K to 3 Non-Negotiables

• Interactive read aloud with a vocabulary 
focus

• Purposes and audiences for writing
• Phonics instruction
• Small-group instruction

Discussion: Select one practice under-utilized in 
your country. How could this practice get into 
widespread use in your country? D
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What instructional practices 
should NOT be used in 
preschool and/or 
kindergarten-to-third-grade 
classrooms? 
In other words, what 
practices should it be non-
negotiable that we NOT use 
in early literacy?

Duke









Codifying Non-negotiables
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Codifying Non-negotiables

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/



literacyessentials.org















Free Online Modules About 
the Essentials



Instructional Non-Negotiables Require 
Strong Professional Development (PD)

Weak PD 
Processes

Strong PD 
Processes

Weak PD 
Content

Strong PD 
Content

(e.g., non-
negotiables)
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Instructional Non-Negotiables Require 
Strong PD

Weak PD 
Processes

Strong PD 
Processes

Weak PD 
Content

No hope of 
improvement

Teachers get really 
good at practices that 

don’t work 

Strong PD 
Content

(e.g., non-
negotiables)

Teachers don’t 
actually implement 
practices that do 

work

Our best chance for 
improvement
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Strong PD Processes

Five Essential Elements:
(1)Face-to-face and/or online workshops

• Minimum of 14 hours (Yoon, 
Duncan, Lee, Scarloss, & Shapley, 
2007) or 20 hours (Desimone, 2009) 
on a topic

Duke







Strong PD Processes

Five Essential Elements:
(2)Opportunities to see practices 

modelled
• Video
• Online
• Live by coaches
• Live through learning walks (group 

or individual)

Duke



Strong PD Processes

Five Essential Elements:
(3) Opportunities to be observed and receive 
feedback

Related study out 

this summer. . . 
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From the Tuma, Hamilton, & Tsai, 2018

• Most teachers found feedback helpful. 
• More feedback and observation were perceived as 

more helpful.
• Observation or feedback from someone other than 

the administrator was perceived more positively.
• More than 1/3 of teachers say they received 

insufficient resources related to feedback.
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Strong PD Processes

Five Essential Elements:
(4)Ongoing support from a literacy coach 

(see also all other elements)
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Strong PD Processes

Five Essential Elements:

(5) Collective participation

“This feature can be accomplished through 
participation of teachers from the same school, 
grade, or department. Such arrangements set 
up potential interaction and discourse, which 
can be a powerful form of teacher learning 
(Banilower & Shimkus, 2004; Barko, 2004; 
Desimone, 2003; Pullan, 1991; Guskey, 1994; 
Little, 1993; Loucks-Horsley et al., 1998; 
Rosenholtz, 1989).” 

- Desimone, 2009, p. 184

PLCs

Study Groups

Etc.
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Strong PD Processes

An Optional Element:
Educative Curriculum Materials

Duke



Summary
• Some literacy instructional practices have 

such strong support in research, that their 
use should be non-negotiable.

• Strong awareness and professional 
development is needed to get these 
practices into widespread use.
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