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[bookmark: _heading=h.6b19m266ewjo]Overview: Early Literacy Look-Fors and Instructional Examples - PK-3

Resource Key Focus Areas
· Evidence-based Content Knowledge
· Phonological Awareness
· Phonics (decoding and encoding)
· Fluency
· Vocabulary
· Comprehension
· Writing
· Oral Language
· Implementation of the Early Literacy Observation Form
· Opportunities for Candidates to Acquire, Practice and Demonstrate Skills
· Training of Program Supervisors and Supervising Practitioners
· Field-based Experiences
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[bookmark: _heading=h.ei596ba87ump]Resource Description and Timing for Use
The Early Literacy Observation and Feedback Tool provides prompts for Supervising Practitioners (SPs) and Program Supervisors (PSs) to guide their observations of Teacher Candidates (TCs) teaching PreK-3 students. This resource provides specific guidance and concrete examples of evidence-based practices in PreK-3 instruction that align with each “Look For.” 

This resource may also be useful to SPs and PSs who want to make their feedback more targeted by suggesting instructional practices directly connected to the observation indicators. This document is also helpful to share with TCs throughout their program, even prior to the practicum experience. TCs could use this resource while observing a live lesson or a recorded teaching demonstration. For upper elementary instruction, refer to the Early Literacy Look-Fors and Instructional Examples: Grades 4–6, available on the resource hub. 

This resource uses the Early Literacy Observation Feedback Tool, which is designed for use with Teacher Candidates. To learn more about an aligned tool for in-service educators, visit DESE’s collection of Instructional Planning and Observation Tools.
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Resource Alignment and Context 
Proficiency Level: Practice and Demonstrate

Alignment to Early Literacy Program Approval Criteria: 
· INS.A.1-4, INS.C.1-5, INS.D1-5., INS.E.3-5. 
· FBE.A., FBE.B.

Alignment to Mass Literacy: 
· Components of the Core Literacy Block
· Skills for Early Reading
· Pathway to Equity in Early Literacy

Contributors: Dr. Marlene Correia & Dr. Susan Flis, Bridgewater State University
Date Posted: December 2025


Note: This resource was submitted for inclusion in the Evidence-Based Early Literacy Professional Learning Resource Hub. It is intended to serve as a reference and source of guidance for Educator Preparation Programs as they implement the Early Literacy Program Approval Criteria. While it reflects one approach, users should adapt its content to fit the specific context and needs of their own institutions.
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The following three tables highlight the Early Literacy Look Fors for the three core components of the literacy block across PreK–3 (Foundational Skills, Engaging with Complex Text and Writing) as outlined in The Early Literacy Observation Tool. Each table is followed by examples of instructional practices that demonstrate how the indicators may look in action.


[bookmark: _heading=h.ay7gjf3td86b]Note about DESE’s Look-For Tools
Teacher candidates in Early Childhood, Elementary, and/or Moderate Disabilities PK-8/PK-2 licensure programs are required to the Teacher Candidate Early Literacy Observation Form as part of their Candidate Assessment of Performance, with Look Fors for each of the components of a core literacy block. The Teacher Candidate Early Literacy Observation form was designed to support future educators as they work to build critical competencies in evidence-based early literacy instruction.

District leaders are encouraged to use an aligned Early Literacy Observation form for in-service teachers. The tool, part of a suite of resources available on DESE’s Instructional Planning and Observation Tools webpage, is intended to promote effective teaching practices and guide the decision-making of instructional leaders to lead to improved early literacy experiences and outcomes for all students. It can support a range of learning- and growth-oriented instructional purposes, including:
· Building a common understanding, language, and vision for effective early literacy instruction.
· Fostering educator reflection toward a shared vision of best practices in early literacy.
· Planning and supporting coaching conversations, including setting goals, providing feedback, and identifying effective practices.
· Setting team structures and goals at the district, school, content, or grade level. 

Like the Teacher Candidate Early Literacy Observation form, the in-service teacher observation form is aligned to the principles of the Mass Literacy Guide and the Standards for Effective Practice.

[bookmark: _heading=h.r7leau4kn5a3]For districts and schools who partner with an educator preparation program to support the preparation of Elementary, Early Childhood, and Moderate Disabilities teacher candidates, the Early Literacy Observation tool may be useful in identifying in-service teachers who are well-positioned to step into the role of Supervising Practitioner and guide pre-service teachers as they develop the necessary knowledge and skills for effective, culturally and linguistically sustaining early literacy instruction. 
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[bookmark: _heading=h.llbstx8g54yq]DESE’s Early Literacy Observation Tool

	Was the teacher…
	Were the students…

	· Delivering instruction in phonological awareness, phonics and decoding, and/or fluency that is explicit, accurate, and grade-level appropriate, using culturally relevant curricular materials? (I-A-1)

· Gradually releasing responsibility when introducing new content in foundational skills? (II-A-1)

· Building on students’ strengths, needs, and background knowledge about speech and language? (II-B-2)

· Using text and activities purposefully for whole and small-group instruction, based on student needs, interests, and identities, to promote transfer of phonics and decoding skills? (I-A-1, II-A-1)
 
· Providing reinforcement and/or corrective feedback in a way that holds students to high expectations while affirming their sources of knowledge about language? (II-A-1, II-B-2)
	· Practicing phonological awareness, phonics and decoding, and/or fluency through differentiated tasks in centers, small groups and/or independently? (I-A-1 , II-A-1)

· Actively engaging in repetitive, playful, and efficient practice of foundational skills, with support as needed? (I-A-1 , II-A-1)

· Interacting with the teacher and peers in ways characterized by mutual trust and positive, supportive relationships? (II-B-2)

· Making visible learning progress towards mastery of grade-level foundational skills? (I-A 1)
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[bookmark: _heading=h.es2o5pa0d0eq]Examples of Instructional Practices
Below are some illustrative examples of what you might be doing in your lesson that meet these indicators for Foundational Skills. This list is not exhaustive nor is it definitive. 

Student Interests/Strengths
· Reference data used to inform instruction
· Connect texts to student interests/cultures

Phonological Awareness and Phonics
· Use of poetry, songs, rhymes
· Practice in small groups for Phonological Awareness
· Oral practice with sound games (Ex: Using a puppet, segment words /sh/-/i/-/p/ and the students reply back to puppet by blending /ship/
· Use hand motions/tapping for blending and segmenting sounds
· Model and practice blending routines.
· Refer to and use a sound wall
· Practice with sound/spelling cards from an approved, evidence-based reading or phonological awareness/phonics program
· Use an alphabet arc.
· Correctly pronounce sounds to model for students
· Teach MLLs sounds that are similar in their language first, and point out sounds that might be hard for particular
Languages
· Use Elkonin boxes first with manipulatives, then progress to using letters
· Word sorts/ building words with phonics patterns
· Reading connected text (decodables) so that students can apply newly learned and reinforced phonics skills

Gradual Release
· Model, provide guided practice and an opportunity for independent practice
· Give constructive feedback in an affirming way
· Shared reading
· Conversations with students about texts that are not always teacher-led

High-Frequency Words
· Orthographic mapping
· Say it/spell it/say it routines
· Highlighting irregular sounds in HFWs (heart words or underlining irregular sounds)
· Read-Spell-Write-Extend routines (Wiley Blevins)

Fluency
· Use of Rapid Automatic Naming charts
· Repeated readings
· Reader’s theatre
· [bookmark: _heading=h.1z44vb9sik6g]Use of decodable texts
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	Was the teacher…
	Were the students…

	· Using high-quality, culturally relevant, complex texts and text sets that are rich in academic language, provide diverse and nuanced perspectives, and promote critical thinking? (I-A)

· Giving all students equitable access to grade level texts, tasks, and experiences as well as the supports they need to meet high expectations? (II-A-1)

· Modeling the process of making meaning from reading through read and think alouds? (I-A-1)

· Facilitating student discussion in whole-group and small groups using text-based questions that move from literal to deeper and more inferential thinking based on grade-level standards? (I-A-1, II-A-1)

· Providing explicit vocabulary instruction and opportunities for students to hear and use new words? (I-A-1)
	· Examining diverse perspectives and thinking critically about texts and topics with real-world impact? (I-A-1)

· Listening to, reading, writing about, and discussing multiple texts (e.g., article, essay, video, image) on the same topic to build knowledge and deepen understanding? (I-A-1)

· Asking and responding to text-based questions orally and in writing with evidence from the text and in various group configurations (partners, small group, large group)? (I-A-1, II-B-2)

· Practicing increasingly complex oral language through extended discussion with partners or small groups and in playful learning opportunities? (II-A-1, II-B-2)

· Interacting with the teacher and peers in ways characterized by mutual trust and positive, supportive relationships? (II-B-2)

· Making visible learning progress towards mastery of grade-level ELA/Literacy standards? (I-A-1)
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The following are some illustrative examples of what you might be doing in your lesson that meet these indicators for Engaging with Complex Texts. This list is not exhaustive nor is it definitive. 

· Match texts to readers’ backgrounds, interests and cultures.
· Texts used are high-quality and free from bias
· Scaffold access to text sets for diverse readers through read-alouds, audio-assisted reading, or peer-assisted reading.
· Survey and preview texts
· Using text sets (including digital texts/media) to build background and vocabulary on specific topics
· Use a think-aloud to model making meaning
· Asking text-dependent questions (especially helpful for MLLs)
· Using Question Answer Relationships (QARs), Depth of Knowledge (DOK), or Bloom’s Taxonomy to ensure varying levels of text complexity
· Include critical literacy prompts in the discussion.
· Activate and build background knowledge (Anticipation guides, K-W-L forms, videos, articles)
· Provide sentence frames/starters for oral or written responses to reading (especially helpful for MLLs)
· Write in response to reading (short responses, graphic organizers, reading notebooks)
· Explicitly teach vocabulary (Frayer model, 7-steps, Text Talk).
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[bookmark: _heading=h.kowb8i75de2l]DESE’s Early Literacy Observation Tool
	Was the teacher…
	Were the students…

	· Providing explicit, standards-aligned instruction in sentence structure, conventions, craft, and/or writing process using culturally relevant curricular materials? (I-A-1) 

· Facilitating guided practice and application of writing skills using questions and tasks that support students to actively draw upon their backgrounds, make connections, examine their own and others’ perspectives, or help advance student thinking and actions about real-world issues? (II-A-1) 

· Providing models (e.g., exemplar texts, student samples, sharing their own writing)? (II-A-1)
 
· Providing feedback on students’ writing that is timely, asset-based, and actionable? (II-A-1) 
	· Practicing and applying skills in the context of culturally relevant and meaningful writing tasks? (I-A-1) 

· Demonstrating agency and choice in selecting and developing ideas, topics, or styles of writing? (II-B-2) 

· Writing for specific and grade-appropriate purposes and audiences (opinion, informative/explanatory, or narrative)? (I-A-1) 

· Engaging in discourse with the teacher and peers to extend their thinking and develop ideas for writing? (I-A-1) 

· Incorporating feedback from the teacher and peers into their writing? (II-A-1, II-B-2) 

· Interacting with the teacher and peers in ways characterized by mutual trust and positive, supportive relationships? (II-B-2) 

· Making visible learning progress towards mastery of grade-level ELA/literacy standards? (I-A-1) 
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The following are some illustrative examples of what you might be doing in your lesson that meet these indicators for Writing. This list is not exhaustive nor is it definitive.
· Write for an audience other than the teacher or peers.
· Use authentic purposes for writing (advocating, writing to authors, creating informational resources, etc.)
· Use high-quality and culturally relevant mentor texts as exemplars for writing.
· Use examples from the MA Writing Standards in Action Project.
· Model your own writing process.
· Explicitly teach conventions and sentence structure
· Use pre-writing supports such as drawing pictures or using graphic organizers
· Provide word banks or sentence frames for MLLs
· Confer with writers for constructive feedback
· Have peers work together to share writing and provide feedback
· Provide multiple opportunities for practice with writing craft/ skills in a writer’s notebook
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