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Reading specialist a 
TREMENDOUS RESOURCE

By David F. Salter

diff erent. For example, in a small school 
district, a reading specialist might work with 
kids at several diff erent schools and several 
diff erent grade levels in the course of a day 
or a week. Larger school districts typically 
might have more of such individuals on staff , 
which enables those professionals to work 
specifi cally with a smaller target audience. 
 “I wear many hats…but my main roles 
are in the areas of instruction, assessment 

and leadership,” said Julie Janusz, a reading 
specialist at Spring Grove Intermediate 
School. It is a fi fth and sixth grade building, 
and Janusz works with approximately 60 
students a week between her reading support 
groups and her intervention groups. Th is 
work is usually done in small groups of four 
to six students.
 “I provide reading support that 
supplements and extends classroom 

IT READS LIKE ONE OF THOSE DREADED 
MATH WORD PROBLEMS: According to 
RIF, Reading is Fundamental, 65 percent of 
fourth-graders read at or below the basic level. 
Additionally, 34 percent of children entering 
kindergarten lack the basic language skills 
needed to learn how to read. 
 But the end result of those cautionary 
fi gures adds up to those with subpar reading 
skills will continue to fall behind in all 
academic subjects, which leads nearly 8,000 
students to quit high school every day. 
 High school graduates earn approximately 
$17,500 less per year than those with a 
four-year college degree. For those who don’t 
graduate high school, that economic gap is 
even greater. 
 So what’s the right answer, according to experts?

 “We need to get them before third grade,” 
said Julie Rodriguez, vice president of literacy 
services for RIF. “Th ere’s a lot of work being 
done right now on the campaign for third 
grade literacy. It’s really hard, after third grade. 
If we can make sure the early years of school 
are really productive for kids, we can close the 
achievement gap before they reach fourth grade. 
Th e fi rst few years are learning how to read, and 
then you take those tools and read to learn.”

ENTER THE READING SPECIALIST
 Th is highly trained lover of books and 
wizard of words might be your child’s secret 
weapon in the literacy challenge.
 Th e reading specialist has three primary 
roles, but in each school district, and in each 
school, the responsibilities might be slightly 
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teaching,” Janusz continued. “In addition, I 
provide research-based reading intervention to 
struggling readers. I also serve as a member of 
a reading sweeps team to assess every student 
in grades K-6. We administer a nationally-
normed reading assessment to determine 
which students are at risk.”
 Th is team is composed of the eight 
reading specialists at the elementary level in 
the district, and they travel from building 
to building three times per year to conduct 
the assessments. From these assessments, a 
student’s reading level is determined as well as 
strengths and weaknesses. Th e specialists then 
will provide classroom teachers, the school 
psychologist or an intervention teacher with 
detailed diagnostic data, as well as appropriate 
instructional strategies and interventions.
 Finally, Janusz and her colleagues provide 
professional development in the area of 
reading instruction and in changes in state 
standards. Th ey serve as a resource for teachers 
to discuss individual student concerns. To 
collaborate and assist with the planning of 
classroom lessons, and to provide resources 
and additional materials. Th ey also build a 

bridge between the home and the school by 
assisting parents with strategies that can be 
used to supports students at home.

SKILLED HELPERS
 Individuals who desire to become a reading 
specialist go through additional training 
beyond a bachelor’s degree. But it not only 
takes the academic knowledge to perform this 
job well, it takes a little something more.
 “Th e reading specialist is the champion 
of literacy,” said Jennifer Shettel, associate 
professor at Millersville University in the 
Department of Early, Middle and Exceptional 
Education. “Most people who go back for a 
degree as a reading specialist are someone who 
loves reading and they want others to love 
reading. Th ey can’t understand people who 
don’t like books for their free-time activities.
 “In Pennsylvania, we certify people for 
reading specialist, which spans K-12,” Shettel 
said. “Th e reading specialist certifi cation is 
part of an advanced degree certifi cation. You 
can’t become one until you’ve earned your 
Instructional I certifi cation, which means that 
you can’t become a reading specialist without 

fi rst earning your classroom teacher degree.”
 Rachel Nicholas taught in the Philadelphia 
school system for 20 years, then became a 
consultant for Success For All, an intervention 
program for schools that are failing in reading 
instruction and profi ciency. Th rough her 
consulting position, she’s worked with schools 
in every state, except Maine, and worked 
through Success For All in the Harrisburg 
school district and the Allentown school 
district. She reiterates the need for early 
intervention and for developing skills early.
 “Th e greatest challenge is getting this all 
in place before third grade,” Nicholas said. “It 
has to be a structured program in kindergarten 
and Pre-K. You can’t wait for fi rst grade. What 
are they doing in Pre-k and kindergarten? Are 
they learning pre-reading skills, the concept 
of print, are they learning to look deeper 
into something that’s being read rather than 
glancing over what’s been read? Are they 
making connections with their life and what’s 
being read to them?
 “In kindergarten, what skills can we put 
in place to let them understand basic reading 
skills,” Nicholas continued. “So once they get 

to fi rst grade they have skills in place for basic 
reading, and then put in comprehension skills. 
If they’ve not got it by third grade, they’ve lost 
so much. It’s very diffi  cult after third grade. 
Prevention is what you want to put in place 
rather than remediation. When students are 
way past that, they don’t want to go back and 
learn how to read.”
 Reading specialists are aware of the 
challenges outlined by Nicholas and 
Rodriguez, and that’s why their typical day 
doesn’t end when the last bell rings.
 “Reading specialists also provide 
opportunities for children and families to have 
positive experiences with reading,” Shettel 
concluded. “Th e connection between family 
literacy and in-school literacy is pretty strong. 
Reading specialists will work with parents, 
and schools often will have special events or 
nights that are literacy based, or they organize 
an author event. Trying to weave all of those 
threads together is the reading specialist’s job.”

 David F. Salter is a freelance writer based in 
York, a father of three daughters and blogs at 
www.davidfsalter.com.
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