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A Letter of Introduction 
 

When I had the opportunity to partner with First Nations schools to collaboratively develop a whole-

school system to increase the level of success for all children, it was one of the greatest honours and 

opportunities of my career.   

Our staff worked extensively with educators from 32 schools across Canada to identify the challenges they 

face every day. We then developed the innovative solutions they needed, hand-in-hand with a group of 

over 20 education researchers and specialists who brought to bear the most robust and contemporary 

research evidence and thinking.    

The result of this work is a coherent framework and a supporting suite of tools that I think you will find is 

a step ahead of anything else available – explicitly designed to give educators the boost they need to 

maximize their impact in their children’s lives.   

I am ever grateful for the ongoing support and contribution of our Advisory Circle Members and look 

forward to continuing to support future Confident Learners schools in bringing research to bear to ensure 

the very best outcomes for our children.   

Sincerely,  

 

 

 

Dr. J. Douglas Willms 

President, The Learning Bar Inc. 
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The K-3 Literacy Challenge 
 
The most recent results of the Programme for International Student Assessment (PISA) indicated that 30% 

of Canadian youth at age 15 scored at Level 2 or lower on the six-level reading test.1 A further 7% were 

excluded from writing the test, in most cases because of a physical or intellectual disability.  These 

numbers are telling as we know children must ‘learn-to-read’ by the end of Grade 3 so that they can ‘read-

to-learn’ in Grade 4 and beyond. Without this fundamental skill children are unable to take full advantage 

of learning opportunities in all subject areas and develop confidence in their ability to learn. This slowly 

leads to student frustration and disengagement, and ultimately to dropping out of school.  The good news 

is that acquiring strong literacy skills by the end of Grade 3 is a powerful protective factor against student 

disengagement and dropping out. Studies have found that approximately 89% of students living in poverty 

who read at grade level by Grade 3 graduate on schedule.2 

 
 
Early Grade 1 is a crucial turning point for children 

since approximately one-half of the essential 

coding and language skills required to become a 

proficient reader are taught in Grade 1. We call this 

intensive focus on literacy skills the “reading 

mountain”, a previously unnoted phenomenon in 

the research literature (see Figure 1). Children who 

start Grade 1 lagging behind in their early skill 

development struggle to traverse the reading 

mountain. This is a key finding revealed through an 

extensive review of literacy curricula in Canada and 

curricula from select jurisdictions in US, UK, and 

Australia that informed the development of the 

Confident Learners program’s Literacy Pathway 

approach. 

 
 

 

Barriers to Success 

Despite the extensive research on literacy skill development, schools continue to struggle to improve 

outcomes for all students.3, 4  Key barriers to success identified during the development of the confident 

Learners program were: 1) skills diversity in the classroom, 2) grade-based curriculum design, and 3) a 

fragmented approach to literacy development.   The Confident Learners program is designed to overcome 

each of these.5 

  

Figure 1. Map of code-related skill development 
outcomes based on Canadian literacy 
curricula 
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CHALLENGES 

 

1. Skills diversity in the classroom 

One of the key challenges educators face in 

ensuring all children become proficient readers 

is the range of learning needs students have 

when they begin school. A key finding from the 

Early Years Evaluation (EYE)6 analyses of 

children’s skill development confirms that when 

children are nearing the end of their 

kindergarten year and set to begin Grade 1, their 

pre-literacy skills span at least four years.  

When a child’s instructional needs and the 

instruction delivered are not aligned, children 

become bored and disengaged, and fail to 

develop confidence in their ability to learn, (see 

Figure 2).7  In a 2008 sample of 11,924 Canadian 

middle and high school students, less than one-

half of students reported a skills/challenge 

match.8   

 

“The assessment really helped me to plan my 

classroom.” 

- Anonymous Teacher Survey Respondent 

 

  

2. Grade-based curriculum design  

The range of skills students possess within a 

classroom highlights a key limitation of grade-

based curriculum design: the curriculum 

expectations are tailored to the average student 

and require teachers to spend a significant 

amount of time and effort tailoring the 

outcomes to meet each child’s needs.  

 

CRACK THE LITERACY CODE 

 

Accurately identify children’s literacy skills 

when they start school 

Receiving timely indicators of each child’s skill 

level over the course of the school year enables 

teachers to target instruction appropriately and 

increase student learning.  

The Confident Learners assessment and 

instructional planning tools were designed to do 

this and make it as easy as possible for teachers 

to meet the instructional needs of all children in 

the classroom. 

 

Move towards a skills-based approach to enable 

students to learn  

The Confident Learner’s program adopts a skills-

based, rather than grade-based approach to student 

learning and instruction.  It also includes a structured 

Literacy Pathway to provide a clear and coherent 

pathway to proficiency through a sequence of clearly-

stated learning outcomes. 

Figure 2. Csikszentmihalyi's Model of Engagement 



3 
 

CHALLENGES 

 

Many curricula require students to master a 

number of poorly-defined skills to demonstrate 

the achievement of curriculum objectives.  

Educators must identify the appropriate skills 

and sequence of instruction that will enable each 

student to demonstrate proficiency of a given 

outcome.   

CRACK THE LITERACY CODE 

 
 

“Different activities, easy to differentiate 

lessons, good to reach every child no matter 

their ability.” 

– Anonymous Teacher Survey Respondent 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“Two of the most important roles of the Elementary Principal are instructional leadership and 
support.  The Confident Learner program IS the tool we can use as Principals to do just that.  It is 
concise, data driven, student-centered and teacher friendly.  It has allowed me to learn alongside 

the teachers about literacy development and improvement of instructional practice."  
 - Neil Debassige, Principal, Lakeview School 

 

Provide a framework and tools for professional 

development and collaboration 

The Confident Learners program has an 

infrastructure of useful tools for schools, and a 

framework for local capacity building that allows 

schools to tailor professional learning and 

improvement efforts to their local context and 

needs rather than apply a one-size-fits-all 

approach. 

A key element of the Confident Learners program 

is its Professional Learning framework, which 

assists schools in identifying key areas of challenge, 

and provides a model and content to support local 

capacity building and development. 

 

3. Fragmented approach to literacy 

development  

Many schools have ‘tried it all’ and ‘got it all’, 

but continue to struggle to increase student 

literacy levels, despite a strong knowledge base 

on ‘what works’. Although teacher professional 

development is central to virtually all effective 

school-based improvement models, 

professional development and school 

improvement efforts are often fragmented.  

Meaningful, sustainable school improvement 

requires an understanding of what makes 

teachers effective, a commitment to 

collaborate and adapt strategies to achieve 

improvement, and a framework to set goals and 

measure success.  
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Program Overview 
 

Confident Learners is an evidence-based program that takes an holistic approach to maximize child 

learning and school capacity in the K-3 period.    

 

Four components of Confident Learners 

Teachers are able to integrate Confident Learners into their daily instructional cycle by using:  

1. A pathway approach to instruction and assessment, which sets out a detailed sequence of the 

learning objectives required to become a successful reader;  

 

2. A bank of over 600 engaging learning activities, which are linked directly to the learning objectives 

on the Literacy Pathway and designed to support Indigenous language and culture; 

 

3. A formative and summative assessment program which enables teachers to target instruction and 

monitor children’s progress as they acquire literacy skills to transition from learning-to-read to 

reading-to-learn; and 

 

4. A professional learning program for educators aimed at increasing their knowledge of the science 

of literacy skill development, assessment practices, and high-yield teaching strategies. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Figure 3. Confident Learners Program Model 
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Accurately Identify Students’ Literacy Needs 

 
Comprehensive K-3 Pathway 

A key element of Confident Learners is an 

approach to instruction and assessment that 

emphasizes children’s progress on the ‘pathway 

to literacy success.’ The act of reading is complex 

and relies upon a combination of pre-literacy 

skills. Research has identified a number of these 

crucial precursors to literacy development and 

provided effective teaching practices to utilize 

during early reading instruction.   

The foundational model of literacy and language 

development that the Confident Learners 

Literacy Pathway (see Figure 4) draws upon is the 

widely recognized and validated ‘Simple View of 

Reading.’4 This model has two critical and 

complementary dimensions: 

Code-related Skills – or ‘decoding skills’ -- the 

ability to efficiently recognize familiar and 

unfamiliar words. 

Language Skills – the ability to understand 

and interpret spoken and written language 

when they are part of sentences or other 

discourse. 

Children must master both to read fluently. The 

National Reading Panel issued a report in 2000 

which identified five critical areas of content: 

1. Phonological awareness; 

2. Letter-sound correspondence; 

3. Vocabulary knowledge; 

4. Reading fluency; and 

5. Reading comprehension. 9 

 

The Confident Learners program includes 

objectives covering each of these. 10, 11    
 

The Confident Learners Literacy Pathway has 20 

steps for skills in the Code domain (Code-related 

skills) and 20 steps for skills in the Language 

domain (Language skills). To effectively address 

the range of skill levels of students upon school 

entry, the Literacy Pathway covers pre-literacy 

skills (e.g., identify the front and back cover of a 

book) through to those of proficient readers 

(e.g., read correctly at least 100 words per 

minute in connected text).  Reading level 

measures are provided for each step in the 

program (Flesch-Kincaid Grade Level ranges 

from 0-3.8). Each step includes 14 skills-based 

learning outcomes to be mastered by the child 

before taking the next step on the pathway.  

When a child masters the skills for a pathway 

step, they are recognized for their success. Their 

confidence builds as they experience success 

and see their progress. With fourteen outcomes 

for each step, teachers can clearly communicate 

with parents and students about what skills are 

to be learned on each step on the pathway. 

Figure 4. The Literacy Pathway 
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Code-Related Skills Domain 

Children with a high level of skill in the code 

domain will be able to read text aloud clearly.  

However, they may or may not understand the 

text they are reading. Code-related skills are the 

focus of most early reading programs. As 

children master these skills and develop 

automaticity in their reading, language skills play 

an increasingly dominant role in their reading 

ability.  

For the Code-related domain, there are four 

subdomains and five sub-subdomains.  They are: 

1. Concepts about Print – The understanding of 

how printed text works and what it looks like. 

 

2. Phonological Awareness – The awareness of 

the sound structure of spoken language. This 

is a critical skill for learning to read.  

Phonological awareness is broken down into 

supra-phonemic awareness (e.g., words, 

syllables, and rhymes), and phonemic 

awareness (e.g., phonemes). 

 

3. Letter Knowledge – The familiarity with the 

alphabetic code and the symbols used to 

represent speech sounds (i.e. graphemes).   

 

4. Reading Fluency – The reading of texts 

accurately, quickly and with adequate 

expression so that attention can be allocated 

to comprehension. This includes word 

decoding and spelling, word recognition and 

spelling, and speed and prosody.   

Language Skill Domain 

Children who have strong language skills will 

have strong oral communication and 

comprehension skills.  They may or may not be 

able to read a text aloud expressively or with 

ease. Children with well-developed spoken 

language in the early school years have a solid 

foundation for learning to read.  

 

Oral language development impacts reading 

achievement and broader educational 

attainment,12, 13 as well as behavioural outcomes 

and psychosocial well-being.14, 15  Some children 

from particular social and linguistic backgrounds 

start school with a low level of oral language 

skills. These children require a dedicated oral 

language instruction program to become 

proficient readers. 16 

There are four Language skill subdomains: 

 

1. Vocabulary – The in-depth knowledge of 

words that allows a person to communicate 

effectively and learn new concepts.  

Vocabulary knowledge refers to all the word 

forms and meanings that we know and use. It 

is a key component of language  

comprehension.   

 

2. Receptive Language – Comprehending and 

making sense of spoken language. 

 

3. Expressive Language – Producing spoken 

language in a coherent and understandable 

way to express ideas and communicate with 

others.  

 

4. Written Language – Reading and 

comprehending text by activating relevant 

background knowledge and understanding, 

and inferring meaning. 
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The types of words explicitly taught in the 

Confident Learners program are based on Beck, 

McKeown, and Kucan’s approach to robust 

vocabulary instruction using multiple context 

learning. 17  Best practice in prioritizing which 

words to explicitly teach is to select words that 

are frequent,18 high-utility,19 and contextually 

appropriate and meaningful, with the aim to 

help children efficiently understand and 

organize the world around them.   

Confident Learners emphasizes the teaching of 

vocabulary in depth (how well words are 

understood) rather than breadth (number of 

words learned).  Multiple activities are provided 

for each vocabulary theme so that children 

deepen their vocabulary knowledge from no 

knowledge, to general sense, on to narrow and 

context bound understanding, and ultimately to 

a depth of understanding (see Figure 5).  

The Confident Learners program includes 60 

vocabulary themes with 528 Thematic 

Vocabulary Words throughout the 20 steps of 

the Language Domain. The program also 

includes 472 High Frequency Words, 150 Sight 

Words, and select pronouns and prepositions.   

Oral language skills, especially vocabulary 

knowledge, underpin the development of 

phonological awareness.20 The vocabulary 

overlaps with 80% of the Dolch 220 and Fry 300 

word lists, with the exclusion of certain words 

due to factors related to frequency of use, age of 

acquisition, or relevance.  

The vocabulary themes focus on “words that 

organize the world” (food, animals, feelings, 

body, nature, home, family, community, 

technology, music, sports). They also include a 

number of terms commonly used in First Nations 

communities.  

Sequence of literacy skill development by sub-domain 
 

Code-Related Skills 

Concepts about Print Steps 1-15 

Phonological Awareness  Steps 1-7 

Letter Knowledge Steps 2-10 

Reading Fluency Steps 1-20 

Language Skills 

Vocabulary Steps 1-20 

Receptive Language Steps 1-19 

Expressive Language Steps 1-20 

Written Language Steps 11-20 

 

Figure 5. Vocabulary Learning 
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Skill Sequencing 

After children have learned to read, the ultimate 

goal for early readers is to continue along the 

Literacy Pathway and read to learn throughout 

their educational journey and beyond. Code-

related and language skills have differential 

impacts on reading comprehension during 

various phases of literacy acquisition.21 For 

example, as children become more proficient 

readers, the contribution that vocabulary has on 

reading comprehension increases, and the role 

of decoding diminishes.22  

While both Code and Language skills are critical 

and complementary, there is no expectation 

throughout the Confident Learners program that 

children will be working on skills in the same 

numbered step in both the Code and Language 

domains. This is not the reality of how Code and 

Language skills develop for many children.  At 

critical junctures, however, a child’s skills in one 

domain may limit their ability to progress in 

another domain.  For example, a child who has 

not yet achieved some level of word de-coding 

ability will struggle to achieve any success in 

written language outcomes from the Language 

domain.  

 

 

The Literacy Pathway model is designed to 

ensure:   

1. Coherence: A well-structured conceptual 

base, which includes key elements of models 

set out by Gough and Tunmer and Good et 

al.23, 7, 24  

 

2. Depth: Coverage of a broad set of skills that 

are critical to reading success, identified from 

several reviews of the skills critical to reading 

success.10, 25, 26, 27, 28  

 

3. Temporal alignment: Skills sequenced to 

ensure mastery of key outcomes before 

moving onto more complex outcomes so that 

the learning at each step builds on learning 

from previous steps.  For example, a child 

learns one-syllable, then two-syllable 

consonant-vowel-consonant (CVC) words 

before moving on to consonant-vowel-

consonant-consonant (CVCC) words. 

Evidence related to the sequencing of specific 

skills, knowledge of best-practice and 

guidance from educational research were 

relied upon to develop the sequence of skills.  

 

“[The Literacy Pathway is] laid out for 
teachers to see where students are 

coming from and where they need to go. 
Having the testing to place them on the 
pathway was really important for us…. 
teachers are using a common language 
during planning sessions. Everyone is on 

the same page.”  
– Darlene Skidd, Literacy Resource 

Teacher, Wulastukw School 

  

Figure 6. Skills in Code Step 1 
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Timely Indicators of Skill Development 
 

Assessment to Inform Instruction 

Teaching a common whole-class curriculum to 

children of an average age frequently fails to 

meet the varying needs of all children within the 

class since the same content may be too 

challenging for some students and too simple for 

others.  Most teachers’ experience is reflected in 

the strong research consensus that children 

learn to read best when taught at their own level 

and at their own pace.29, 30, 31 

A crucial element of the Confident Learners 

program is applying a skills-based approach to 

guide children, at their own pace, to develop 

reading fluency.  Failing to do so results in 

student disengagement, slow learning progress, 

and behavior problems.32, 33  To apply a skills-

based approach, teachers need efficient 

assessment tools that give them precise, 

immediate, and transparent results on each 

child’s learning needs (leading indicators of 

student success).  

The Confident Learners assessment tools 

provide teachers with specific information they 

need to deliver daily targeted instruction.  

Assessment items are expressed as teachable 

learning outcomes that are measurable and 

observable. Confident Learners provides both 

Formative and Summative assessments:  

• Formative Assessments inform 

instruction, are used to communicate 

between teacher and child, and are 

proven to improve learning for students 

in all skill types, content areas, and levels 

of education.34, 35, 36, 37  

• Summative Assessments provide 

evidence that a child has mastered a skill 

outside of a specific instructional activity 

or context, and are used for assigning 

grades or demonstrating a child is ready 

for advancement.38 

Confident Learners supports a mastery learning 

approach, where each child is supported to 

master defined skills before proceeding to more 

advanced learning tasks.39  

Assessment Tools Summary 

 

Tool Formative Summative 
Appx Assessment 
Time 

Format Frequency  

Placement Tests ✓  20 min per student Direct – paper 1 time 

Record Keeping ✓  
10-15 minutes a 
week 

Observational Rubric –  
Web-based 

Ongoing 

Step-by-Step 
Assessments 

 ✓ 
10-15 min per 
student 

Direct –  
Web-based 

Every 3-6 
weeks 
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Instructional Planning and Progress Monitoring  

Transparency of skills acquired at each stage of literacy development is essential to target instruction and 

for students to progress. At the beginning of Kindergarten, children are assessed and placed on the 

Literacy Pathway. The student’s place on the pathway helps inform the principal, teachers, and parents 

of which skills each child has mastered. The program’s web application (see Figure 7) allows teachers to 

regularly monitor students’ learning, and place students into small groups to target instruction. The online 

application allows schools to gather, analyze, and report on performance indicators outlined in their 

school success plan.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

“It just makes so much sense.  We can help students with this tool.”  
– Anonymous Teacher Survey Participant 

  

At each step, teachers are 

able to share individualized 

reports on the skills a child has 

mastered and then suggest 

activities parents and 

caregivers can do with their 

children to continuously 

support them on their Literacy 

Pathway.  Teachers and 

administrators are further 

able to monitor and report on 

student progress with school- 

and jurisdiction level  

reporting tools. 

Figure 7. Web Application Screen Shots 
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A Skills-based Approach to Instruction  

 
Curriculum Alignment 

Confident Learners is entirely skills-based.  The focus is on the set of skills children need to master to 

progress along the Literacy Pathway. An extensive review of the curriculum objectives of each Canadian 

province was undertaken to ensure that schools using the program could provide evidence of student 

learning related to their provincial curricula.  

For example, by the end of Grade 1 students are expected to demonstrate some level of success in 

retelling and relating information from a variety of texts.  Some examples of these expectations from 

provincial curricula in Canada are outlined in the following table.  

Jurisdiction Type Example Grade 1 Outcomes 

Alberta 
General 

2. Students will listen, speak, read, write, view and represent to 
comprehend and respond personally and critically to oral, print and other 
media texts.  

Specific 
Use comprehension strategies 
- Identify the main idea or topic of simple narrative and expository texts. 

Ontario 

General 
1. Read and demonstrate an understanding of a variety of literary, graphic, 
and informational texts, using a range of strategies to construct meaning; 

Specific 

1.4. Demonstrate understanding of a text by retelling the story or restating 
information from the text, including the main idea (e.g., retell a story or 
restate facts, including the main idea and important events, in accurate 
time order; role-play or dramatize a story or informational text using 
puppets or props). 

New 
Brunswick 

General 
4. Students will be expected to select, read and view with understanding a 
range of literature, information, media, and visual texts.  

Specific 

Early (1-2) Use a variety of strategies to make meaning 
- identify main idea 
- predict content using text information along with personal knowledge and 

experiences 
- make inferences by drawing on their own experiences and clues in the text 
- identify character traits from contextual clues 
- make connections between texts, noticing similarities in characters, events, 

illustrations, and language 

- follow-written directions 
 

The Confident Learners Literacy Pathway encapsulates curriculum outcomes, while elaborating on the 

measurable scope and sequence of skill development required to meet and exceed these expectations.  

The following sample of Confident Learners outcomes demonstrates how children are guided through the 

incremental skill development necessary for higher levels of proficiency.  Skills within the Language 

domain are used in this example, including the subdomains of Receptive Language (RL), Expressive 

Language (EL), and Written Language (WL). Please note that not all relevant learning outcomes are 

included in the example on the following page.   
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Step Sample Learning Outcomes  

3 RL. Answer questions that start with who, what, when and where.  

5 RL. Answer questions that begin with why and how. 

10 RL. Identify the settings of story.  
RL. Identify the moral of a story. 
RL. Identify a story’s beginning, middle and ending.  
EL. Retell a story that includes its beginning and ending.  

11 EL. Retell stories including characters, setting and plot.  
WL. Identify the main idea of a narrative text.  
WL. Identify explicit information in an information text.  

12 WL. Answer explicit questions about a text.  
WL. Make inferences using supporting details about characters in a text. 

13 WL. Read and follow one-step instructions. 
WL. Identify the beginning, middle and ending of a narrative text.  
WL. Identify the elements of plot, setting and characters from a narrative text.  
WL. Retell important events in sequence from a text.  

14 EL. Summarize given information. 
WL. Answer implicit questions about a text. 

15 WL. Identify the moral of a text. 

20 WL. Present information learned from texts. 

 

 

Applying high-yield teaching strategies 

The literature on quality instruction is extensive, 

but generally consistent.40 It suggests that 

effective teachers know their students’ skills and 

attitudes and have an appreciation of any 

barriers to their learning. Effective teachers also 

have strong subject-matter knowledge, 

knowledge of the official curriculum, and literacy 

development. Effective lessons have clear goals 

and expectations and in most cases teachers 

model the skill that they are teaching. 

Confident Learners uses the term ‘high-yield 

teaching strategies’ to refer to teaching practices 

that have proven to be effective in developing 

students’ literacy skills. They are set in the 

context of two core concepts: structured 

teaching and the cognitive and knowledge-

processing dimensions of Bloom’s revised 

taxonomy.41 These strategies have proven to be 

effective based on a number of meta-analyses.34 
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Confident Learners learning activities follow a 

teacher-led lesson format, which walks students 

through the process of learning systematically. 

This instructional approach has the largest 

impact on children’s learning of basic or 

fundamental skills such as those involved in 

reading and math.42, 43 This approach works 

because it helps both teachers and learners to 

focus on the learning objective at hand. 

Our lesson design, which we refer to as Active 

Teaching, incorporates six high-yield teaching 

strategies that have strong effects on student 

learning in a simple but effective model (The 

Learning Bar, 2016). 

Active Teaching  

Hattie (2009) synthesized the results from 

several meta-analyses that pertain to the 

influence of effective teaching strategies on 

students’ learning. His results include an index 

called an ‘effect size’, which indicates the 

relative effectiveness of each strategy.  Six 

strategies that have large effect sizes are: 

• spaced learning (0.69) 

• a structured lesson (effect size = 0.59)  

• cooperative learning (0.59) 

• peer tutoring (0.55)  

• questioning (0.46)  

• meta-cognitive strategies (0.60) 

 

 

 

 

 

 

When teachers begin the program, they learn 

the sequence of skills that comprise a structured 

lesson (see Figure 8): 

1. Set clear goals: “What will we learn?” 

2. Activate prior learning: “What do we know?” 

3. Model the skill: “Watch me first!” 

4. Guide the learning: “Let’s try it!” 

5. Check for understanding: “What did we 

learn?” 

6. Give independent practice: “Let’s do more!” 

Learning activities are explicitly outlined to 

reduce teachers’ instructional preparation time, 

and also support effective collaboration with 

teaching assistants and other resource 

personnel. The activities are designed to 

maximize social and collaborative interaction, 

get children up and moving around, and keep 

them engaged. 

After teachers become confident in 

implementing a structured lesson, they further 

build their repertoire of skills in using the other 

five strategies.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 Figure 8. Active teaching 
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Engaging, culturally relevant activities  

 

To learn effectively, children need many and 

varied learning experiences to interact with 

people and things in their own culture in a 

meaningful way.  This enables them to deepen 

their understanding of their culture and to 

develop a positive sense of identity.  Research 

demonstrates that Indigenous children have 

higher academic success in classrooms where: 

• Educators have high expectations and truly 

care for all students. 

• Educators understand their students’ family 

and community structures. 

• The classroom environment honours 

Indigenous students’ culture, language, 

world view, and knowledge. 

• Teaching practices are effective and reflect 

Indigenous learning styles (e.g.,  

differentiated instruction, active learning, 

teaching with visual support, community 

involvement, and oral story-telling).  

• The school has strong partnerships with the 

Indigenous community.44, 45  
 

Confident Learners supports culturally relevant 

learning in the following ways: 

• Learning activity extensions titled “What 

Else Can We Learn?” (see Figure 9) provide 

teachers suggestions to connect classroom 

literacy learning with their children’s local 

culture and community. 

• Children recognize themselves and their 

communities in the program content, as 

Indigenous children and adults are featured 

prominently. 

• Program vocabulary is inclusive of First 

Nations community structures, traditions, 

and the central role of the natural world. 

• Program content and approaches are 

strengthened through ongoing consultations 

with the Confident Learners Indigenous 

Advisory Circle.  

 
 

“Students are more engaged in their learning.”   
- Rolanda Wilson, Teacher, Chief Tallcree Elementary School 

What else can we learn? 

Children can learn about their role in protecting the environment (land, water, air) and develop 
their understanding of the cycle of life—how things are connected, “How do grasses and flowers 
and trees grow?” What do our grandparents tell us about how/when we should or shouldn’t pick 
grasses and flowers?” Extend thinking about interconnections with a story (e.g. The Big Tree and 
The Little Tree, an adaptation by Shushwap/Metis author Mary Augusta Tappage). Children can 
learn about ways to show thanks/be grateful for these living things. Local knowledge keepers may 
demonstrate local protocols (e.g., tobacco or other offerings). 

Figure 9. Example Activity Extension 
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Framework for Professional Learning 

  

Studies on professional learning have shown that 

competence generates engagement and 

commitment.46, 47  With this in mind, Confident 

Learners has an integrated professional learning 

program aimed to enhance teachers’ and 

principals’ knowledge about the science of 

teaching and the science of literacy.  The 

program provides opportunities to practice 

applying new skills and to reflect both 

individually and collectively on practices.  

Opportunities to practice new skills and reflect 

on the learning are crucial to the success of 

professional learning.48  

 

Each professional learning module includes self-

evaluation rubrics, PowerPoint slide decks, and 

supporting resources such as videos, 

instructional clips, and templates. Additional 

training and support is provided to  

implementation leads to assist with the effective 

use of the professional learning modules. 

The Confident Learners professional learning 

framework is based on a model of learning 

derived from a long-standing schema set out by 

Carroll 49 and further developed by UNB-CRISP 

(University of New Brunswick, Canadian 

Research Institute for Social Policy). It includes 

four elements that are essential to student 

learning and wellness.  For learning to occur, all 

four of these elements need to be in place. This 

model was elaborated to include 16 research-

based modules relevant to each learning 

element as displayed in the table below.  

 

 

Each module includes:  

• Learning objectives  

• Key definitions  

• Effective teaching examples  

• Summary of key research 

• Practice model 

• Implementation challenge 

• Self-evaluation 
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Implementation 
 

Teachers will find that the Confident Learners program promotes many existing best practices in their 

classrooms (e.g., literacy blocks, small group instruction, shared reading, structured teaching).  As with 

any new program or tool, there will be questions about how the program fits with existing tools or 

practices within the school.  A few examples of how our program can be embedded into these practices 

are provided below.  

Balanced Literacy 
Many schools already have a literacy block in 

place, with a minimum of 100 minutes a day 

devoted to literacy instruction in the K-3 grades. 

We recommend that schools block off a 

minimum of 2 hours each day, developing 

children’s proficiency in both code-related and 

language skills. The Confident Learners program 

and learning activities can be used hand-in-hand 

with a variety of literacy block schedules and 

approaches.   

Balanced literacy approaches, for example, 

provide guidance for ensuring that instructional 

time is allotted for all areas of literacy skill 

development (e.g., reading, writing, teacher-led, 

student-led).  The focus of the Confident 

Learners program is to: 1) Ensure that all 

students are receiving instruction targeted to 

their learning needs during whole-class and 

small group instruction, and 2) Give teachers the 

tools to improve the balance between student-

led and teacher-led time.50  

Leveled Books 
The Confident Learners program endorses the 

selection of books and texts at an appropriate 

level of challenge for a given student’s current 

reading level. The learning activities include a 

number of texts and stories, but the program 

does not require the use of a particular set of 

leveled books. Reading level measures are 

provided for each step in the program (Flesch-

Kincaid Grade Level ranges from 0 to 3.8). 

Assessment Strategy 
Assessment plays a critical role in the Confident 

Learners approach, as teachers are to focus first 

on measurable objectives and then on 

appropriate learning activities to match these 

objectives.  Confident Learners is based on an 

instructional framework that specifies a 

sequence of the essential skills required in 

learning to read.  The key shift is from thinking 

about what to teach to thinking about what each 

child needs to learn in order to move forward on 

the pathway.  Timely and efficient assessment is 

essential to enabling this shift to occur.  

Staffing 
Putting in place an implementation team to 

ensure that school staff has sufficient direction 

and support can make the critical difference 

between achieving program goals and not 

achieving them. As with any program, the 

principal plays a critical role. Ideally, each school 

has a ‘literacy lead’ who provides leadership for 

professional development in the school. At the 

aggregate or jurisdiction level, a part-time 

literacy coordinator provides leadership to a set 

of schools, typically about five schools.  

“Very teacher friendly – able to fit into 
centre-based learning.  Simple to 

implement and able to use a variety of 
activities, not just the activities already 

created for it.  Great activities.” 
- Anonymous Training Feedback 

Respondent  
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Common Questions 

 

What technology do my teachers need? 
The web application is designed for laptop or 

desktop computers (Windows PC or Mac), and 

requires an internet connection. For the best 

user experience ensure:  

• A screen resolution of 1024 x 768 or higher 

• JavaScript is enabled 

• A wired internet connection 

 

Supported web browsers: 

• Google Chrome 50+ (recommended) 

• Internet Explorer 11 or higher 

• Edge 12 or higher 

• Mozilla Firefox 47 or higher 

• Safari 9 or higher 

 

Print Resources 
All program resources required for 

implementation are available in electronic 

format via the web application, with the 

exception of the Pathway Placement Tests, 

which are provided as part of the school fee.  

Optional print versions of electronic resources 

are also available for purchase to address 

printing constrains, including vocabulary 

flashcards, lesson materials, and student step-

by-step assessment plates.   

Professional Learning 
In-person training and remote coaching support 

by experienced educators are included in the 

first three years of program implementation to 

support school’s success, as are regular check-ins 

with an Account Success Manager at The 

Learning Bar. A 1.5-day in-service training at the 

beginning of the first school year of 

implementation is typically recommended for all 

staff.  Training is tailored to school and 

jurisdiction needs.   

 

 

 

“The database [web application] was 
great and user-friendly”  

– Anonymous Training Feedback 
Participant 

 

Pricing Structure 
The first three years of Confident Learners 

implementation are considered ‘Capacity 

Building’ years, with enhanced professional 

development and customer support from The 

Learning Bar staff to ensure a successful 

implementation. Subsequently, schools may 

choose to move to a ‘Continuous Improvement’ 

program track, when less intensive 

implementation support is required. Contact 

info@confidentlearners.com to learn more.

mailto:info@confidentlearners.com


 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 

 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 
  

Honouring our Partners 
Thank you| Miigwech | Ay ay | Merci | Masi chok | Woliwon | Wela'lin 

Confident Learners is the result of a three-year partnership between 32 First Nation schools and the 
University of New Brunswick's Canadian Research Institute for Social Policy (CRISP). We are grateful to 
the advisors, administrators, literacy and education experts, and teachers who have committed to 
improving learning outcomes for all students.  



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

References 

1 OECD (2016), PISA 2015 Results (Volume I): 
Excellence and Equity in Education, PISA, OECD 
Publishing, Paris.  
http://dx.doi.org/10.1787/9789264266490-en 
2 Hernandez, Donald J. (2012). Double Jeopardy: How 
Third Grade Reading Skills and Poverty Influence High 
School Graduation. Published by the Annie E. Casey 
Foundation. 
3 National Early Literacy Panel (2008). Developing 
early literacy: Report of the National Early Literacy 
Panel. Washington, DC: National Institute for Literacy. 
Retrieved from 
4 Rose, J. (2006). Independent review of the teaching 
of early reading. London: HMSO: Department for 
Education and Skills. 
5 The Learning Bar Inc. (2016). Confident Learners 
[Measurement instrument]. Retrieved from: 
http://www.thelearningbar.com/ 
6 The Learning Bar Inc. (2011). Early Years Evaluation 
[Measurement instrument]. Retrieved from:  
http://www.thelearningbar.com/ 
7 Csikszentmihalyi M. (1997). Finding Flow: The 
Psychology of Engagement with Everyday Life. New 
York: Harper & Row Publishers, 2997. 
8 Tramonte, L., Willms, D. (2010). The Prevalence of 
Anxiety Among Middle and Secondary School 
Students in Canada. Canadian Journal of Public 
Health, 101 (3), 19-23.   
9 National Reading Panel (2000). Teaching children to 
read. Washington, DC: National Institutes of Health. 
10 Braze et al., (2007). Journal of Learning Disabilities, 
40, 226-243. 
11 Ouellette, B., & Beers, A. (2010). A Not-So-Simple 
View of Reading: How oral vocabulary and visual-
word recognition complicate the story. Reading and 
Writing, 23, 189-208. 
12 Catts, H.W., Fey, M.E., Tomblin, J.B., Zhang, X. 
(2002). A longitudinal investigation of reading 
outcomes in children with language impairments. 
Journal of Speech Lang Hearing Research, 45(6):1142-
57. 
13 Nathan L1, Stackhouse J, Goulandris N, Snowling 
MJ. (2004). The development of early literacy skills 
among children with speech difficulties: a test of the 

"critical age hypothesis". Journal of Speech Language 
Hearing Research, 47(2):377-91. 
14 Clegg, J., Hollis, C., Mawhood, L., Rutter, M.J. 
(2005). Developmental language disorders-a follow-
up in later adult life. Cognitive, language and 
psychosocial outcomes. Child Psychology & 
Psychiatry, 46(2):128-49. 
15 Walley, A.C., Metsala, J.L. & Garlock, V.M. (2003). 
Spoken vocabulary growth: Its role in the 
development of phoneme awareness and early 
reading ability. Reading and Writing, 16: 5. 
16 Hart, B., & Risley, T. R. (1995). Meaningful 
differences in the everyday experience of young 
American children. Baltimore: Brookes. 
17 Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2013). 
Bringing Words to Life (2nd ed.): Robust vocabulary 
instruction. New York, NY: The Guilford Press. 
18 Hiebert, (2005). Understanding the word-level 
features of texts for students who depend on schools 
to become literate. Bringing Reading Research to Life, 
207-231. 
19 Stahl, S. A., & Nagy, W. E. (2006). Teaching word 

meanings. Mawhah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum  
Associates. 
20 Ouellette, G.P. & Haley, A. (2013). One complicated 
extended family: The influence of alphabetic 
knowledge and vocabulary on phonemic awareness. 
Journal of Research in Reading, 26, 29-41. 
21 Storch, S.A. & Whitehurst, G.J. (2002). Oral 
language and code-related precursors to reading: 
Evidence from a longitudinal structural model. 
Developmental Psychology, 38, 934–947. 
22 Ouellette, G., & Beers, A. (2010). A not-so-simple 
view of reading: How oral vocabulary and visual-word 
recognition complicate the story. Reading and 
Writing, 23, 189-208. 
23 Aouad, J., & Savage, R. S. (2009). The component 
structure of pre-literacy skills: Further evidence for 
the Simple View of Reading. Canadian Journal of 
School Psychology, 24(2), 183-200. 
24 Good, R. H., III, Simmons, D. C., Kame’enui, E. J. 
(2001). The importance and decision-making utility of 
a continuum of fluency-based indicators of 

 

                                                           



 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                       
foundational reading skills for Third-Grade High-
Stakes Outcomes. Scientific Studies of Reading, 5(3), 
257-288.  
25 Adams, M. J. (1990). Beginning to read: Thinking 
and learning about print. Cambridge, MA: 
Massachusetts Institute of Technology Press. 
26 Foorman, B. R., & Torgesen, J. K. (2001). Critical 
elements of classroom and small-group instruction to 
promote reading success in all children, Learning 
Disabilities Research and Practice, 16(4), 203–212. 
27 Snow, C. E. (2002). Reading for understanding: 
Toward a research and development program in 
reading comprehension. Washington, DC: Office of 
Educational Research and Improvement, U.S. 
Department of Education. 
28 Snow, C. E., Burns, M. S., & Griffin, P. (1998). 
Preventing reading difficulties in young children. 
Washington, DC: National Academy Press. 
29 Slavin, R. E. (1987). Ability Grouping and Student 
Achievement in Elementary Schools: A Best-Evidence 
Synthesis. Review of Educational Research, 57(3), 
328. 
30 Slavin, R. E. (1996). Education for all. Exton, PA: 
Swets & Zeitlinger. 
31 Fountas, I. C., and G. S. Pinnell. (1996). Guided 
Reading: Good First Teaching for All Children. 
Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.  
32 Francis, D. J. et al (2996). Developmental lag versus 
deficit models of reading disability: A longitudinal, 
individual growth curves analysis. Journal of 
Educational Psychology, 88(1), 3-17. 
33 Musen, L. (2010). Early reading proficiency. 
Providence, RI: Brown University. 
34 Black P., & Dylan, W. (1998). Assessment and 
classroom learning. Assessment in Education: 
Principles, Policy & Practice, 5(1). 
35 Hattie, J. (2009). Visible Learning: A Synthesis of 
over 800 meta-analyses relating to achievement. 
London: Routledge. 
36 Davies, A., Herbst, S.  & Parrott Reynolds, B. (2012). 
Transforming Schools and Systems Using Assessment: 
A Practical Guide. Courtenay, BC: Connections 
Publishing. 
37 Muijs, D., & Reynolds, D. (2011). Effective Teaching: 
Evidence and Practice 3rd Edition. SAGE Publications. 
Thousand Oaks, Cal. 
38 Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2007). Checking for 
Understanding: Formative assessment techniques for 
your classroom. ASCD. Alexandria, VA. 

39 Bloom, B. S. (1985). Developing Talent in Young 
People. Ballantyne Press: New York. 
40 Coe, R. and Aloisi, C. and Higgins, S. and Major, L.E. 
(2014) 'What makes great teaching? Review of the 
underpinning research.', Project Report. Sutton Trust, 
London. 
41 Anderson, L. W. & Krathwohl, D.R., et al (2001) A 
taxonomy for learning, teaching and assessing: A 
revision of Bloom's taxonomy of educational 
objectives. New York: Longman. 
42 Rosenshine, B.; Stevens, R. (1986). Teaching 
functions. In: Witrock, M.C. (Ed.). Handbook of 
research on teaching, 3rd ed.,  pp. 376–391.  New 
York, NY: Macmillan. 
43 Rosenshine, B. (2009).  The empirical support for 
direct instruction.  In: Tobias,  S.; Duffy, T.M. (Eds.). 
Constructivist instruction: Success or failure?, ch. 11. 
New York, NY: Routledge. 
44 Rassmusen, C., Baydala, L. & and Sherman, J. 
(2004). Learning patterns and education of 
Aboriginal children : A review of the literature. The 
Canadian Journal of Native Studies, 24(2), 317-342. 
Retrieved from : 
http://www3.brandonu.ca/Library/cjns/24.2/cjnsv24
no2_pg317-342.pdf   
45 Toulouse, P. R. (2008). Intergrating Aboriginal 
teaching and values into the classroom. What works 
? Research Into Practice. 11, The Literacy and 
Numeracy Secretariat: Ontario. 
46 Joyce, B. (2004). How are professional 

communities created? History has a few messages. 
Phi Delta Kappan,  
86(1), 76-84.  Retrieved from 
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Dob8_WhBC
4vYygaaCaJ8UUGb3YAgjZLK78C85QJMIOk/edit 
47 Huberman, A. M. & Miles, M. B. (1984).  

Innovation up close: How school improvement works. 
New York: Plenum. 
48 Harwell, S. H. (2003). Teacher professional 

development: It’s not an event, it’s a process. Waco, 
TX: CORD. Retrieved from 
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/10307
615/teacher-professional-development-its-not-an-
event-its-a-cord 
49 Carroll, J. B. (1963). A model for school learning. 
Teacher College Record, 64(8), 723-733.  
50 Frey, B., Lee, S., Tollefson, N., Pass, L. & Massengill, 
D. (2005). Balanced literacy in an urban school 

 

http://www3.brandonu.ca/Library/cjns/24.2/cjnsv24no2_pg317-342.pdf
http://www3.brandonu.ca/Library/cjns/24.2/cjnsv24no2_pg317-342.pdf
http://www3.brandonu.ca/Library/cjns/24.2/cjnsv24no2_pg317-342.pdf
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Dob8_WhBC4vYygaaCaJ8UUGb3YAgjZLK78C85QJMIOk/edit
https://docs.google.com/document/d/1Dob8_WhBC4vYygaaCaJ8UUGb3YAgjZLK78C85QJMIOk/edit
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/10307615/teacher-professional-development-its-not-an-event-its-a-cord
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/10307615/teacher-professional-development-its-not-an-event-its-a-cord
https://www.yumpu.com/en/document/view/10307615/teacher-professional-development-its-not-an-event-its-a-cord


 

 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                                                       
district. The Journal of Educational Research, 98, 272–
280. 


