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Introduction

The COVID-19 pandemic deeply affected K-12 schooling during the 2020-21 school year, as
educators worked to support students’ learning while prioritizing the health and safety of children
and adults. There has been a great deal of attention paid to the COVID-19 pandemic’s negative
effects on elementary literacy outcomes, and for good reason: English Language Arts (ELA)
assessment scores have declined both nationally and in Michigan.!

Early media and empirical reports suggest that remote or hybrid instruction was ineffective and led
to negative achievement growth during the COVID-19 pandemic.? However, we know little about
the actual literacy instruction teachers provided in elementary classrooms—whether remote or
in-person—during the COVID-19 pandemic, particularly from observations of instruction during
this time. Without such evidence, it is difficult to truly understand what affected children’s literacy
progress during the COVID-19 pandemic. Understanding more about teachers’ literacy instructional
practices during this time can help educators and policymakers to best support children’s literacy
development in the aftermath of COVID-19 pandemic.
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We examine literacy instruction in K-3 classrooms in Michigan during the pandemic-affected

2020-21school year by combining data from statewide surveys of K-3 teachers before and during

the 2020-21 school year with videos of classroom instruction across in-person, virtual, and hybrid

instructional modalities. We ask four research questions:

1.  How did teachers describe their literacy instruction before and

during the pandemic-affected 2020-21 school year?

2. What literacy instructional practices did teachers implement

during the pandemic-affected 2020-21 school year?

3. How did teachers’ implementation of these literacy practices align

with research on early grades literacy instruction?

4. How did the amount of instructional time teachers provided

and the modalities in which they delivered instruction influence their

instructional practices during the 2020-21 school year?

Understanding more
about teachers’
literacy instructional
practices can help
educators and
policymakers to best
support children's
literacy development
in the aftermath of the
COVID-19 pandemic.

DATA AND METHODS

We employ an instrumental case study design to examine
the literacy instruction K-3 teachers in Michigan provided
during the height of the COVID-19 pandemic.®> We rely on
statewide survey data from teachers to understand how
they described their literacy instruction before and during
the 2020-21 school year. We have data from 7110 K-3
teachers (a 43% response rate) in 2019-20 and from 5,811
K-3 teachers (a 30% response rate) in 2020-21.

To understand how teachers enacted literacy instruction
across different modalities, we collected and analyzed
2,330 minutes of classroom videos from 25 teachers, along
with 162 classroom artifacts (e.g., student work, links to
virtual classroom libraries) and electronic surveys to help us
evaluate practices that could not be observed in the videos.
Teachers varied in their instructional modality: 12 were
teaching in-person, six were teaching virtually, and seven
were teaching in a hybrid format. The teachers also varied

across grade levels, with two kindergarten, 12 1s-grade, six 2"¥-grade, and five 3"-grade teachers.*

We compare the instructional practices teachers used before and during the COVID-19

pandemic in various modalities to eight research-based literacy instructional practices

outlined in Michigan's Essential Instructional Practices in Early Literacy for Grades K-3.°

These are:
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* Fostering literacy motivation and engagement within and across lessons,

* Engaging students in read-alouds of age-appropriate books and other materials,

= Teaching via small group and individual reading instruction,

* Building phonological awareness,

* Providing explicit instruction in letter-sound relationships,

* Providing research- and standards-aligned writing instruction,

* Engaging children in efforts to build vocabulary and content knowledge, and

* Providing abundant reading materials and reading opportunities in the classroom.

KEY FINDINGS

Teachers Spent Less Time on Literacy
Instruction During the 2020-21 School
Year Than Before to the Pandemic

Prior to the COVID-19 pandemic, in the 2019-20 school year,
teachers reported spending an average of 9.3 hours per week on
literacy instruction. In 2020-21, teachers spent, on average, one

fewer hour a week on literacy instruction, reporting an average
of 8.3 hours.

Regardless of Modality, Teachers
Reported Substantial Challenges to
Providing Literacy Instruction During
the COVID-19 Pandemic

Teachers reported delivering literacy instruction across a range
of modalities: 42% were primarily in-person, 33% were hybrid,
and 26% were remote. Teachers in different modalities held
varied perceptions of how the COVID-19 pandemic affected
literacy instruction. Most remote and hybrid teachers reported
that delivering effective literacy instruction and interventions
was difficult in aremote setting and that it was difficult to identify
students who needed additional support. Meanwhile, teachers
delivering in-person or hybrid instruction reported that social
distancing and mask requirements made it difficult to teach
students how to read and write. Regardless of modality, however,
nearly all teachers reported that inconsistent attendance made
it hard to expand on students’ literacy skills.

FIGURE 1. Hours K-3 Teachers
Spent on Literacy Instruction
in a Typical Week
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Note: Teachers were asked, “How much time do
you spend on literacy instruction (i.e., reading
and writing in a typical week?"” p<0.10 +, p<0.05
* p<0.01** p<0.001 *** indicates statistically
significant differences between 2019-20 and
2020-21. Sources: 2019-20 and 2020-21 EPIC

Read by Grade Three Law surveys of educators
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FIGURE 2. K-3 Teachers' Perceived Effects of
COVID-19 Pandemic on Literacy Instruction

All K-3 Teachers

Inconsistent attendance
makes it hard to expand on
students' literacy skills.

Family members are
unable to support literacy
instruction in the home.

Safety protocols make it
challenging to provide students
with literacy resources.

In-Person/Hybrid Teachers

Social distancing makes it
difficult to teach students
how to read/write.

Mask requirements make
it difficult to teach students
how to read/write.

Delivering effective literacy
interventions is difficult
in person during COVID-19.

Delivering effective literacy
instruction is difficult in person
during COVID-19.

It is difficult to identify
students who need support in
person during COVID-19.

Remote/Hybrid Teachers

Delivering effective literacy
interventions is difficult in a
remote setting.

Delivering effective literacy
instruction is difficult in a
remote setting.

It is difficult to identify students
who need support remotely.
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Note: Teachers were asked, “To what extent do you agree with the following statements about how the COVID-19
pandemic affected your literacy instruction?” (Strongly disagree, Disagree, Agree, Strongly agree) Source: 2020-21
EPIC Read by Grade Three Law survey of educators
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Teachers Implemented Essential Practices Before and During
the Pandemic-Affected 2020-21 School Year

Although teachers reported spending less time on literacy instruction during the 2020-21 school
year, we observed teachers implementing the focus areas outlined in the Essential Practices at
comparable rates as they reported in the statewide surveys in 2019-20, prior to the COVID-19
pandemic.® In 2019-20, over 92% reported using each of the eight Essential Practices we examined.

Observational data provide evidence that teachers’ literacy instruction in 2020-21 was also
well aligned with Essential Practices. As shown in Figure 3, we observed over three-quarters of
teachers engaging in each of the Essential Practices. Importantly, we did not observe systematic
differences in the percentage of teachers engaging in these practices across modalities; teachers
instructing students in-person, in a hybrid setting, and remotely all engaged in the Essential
Practices at similar rates.

FIGURE 3. Percent of K-3 Teachers Engaging in Essential Practices
Literacy Motivation and 100.0%

Engagement

Reading Materials and 100.0%
Opportunities

Writing Instruction 96.0%
Phonological Awareness 92.0%
Vocabulary/Content Knowledge 92.0%
Read-Alouds 80.0%

Small Group/1:1 Instruction 80.0%

Letter-Sound Relationships 76.0%

o
X

20% 40% 60% 80% 100%

Percent of Teachers Engaging in Essential Practices
Source: EPIC 2020-21 observational study of literacy coaching

Importantly, teachers who were afforded more time for literacy instruction implemented a greater
number of recommended practices within each focus area in the Essential Practices document. For
instance, while 96% of teachers provided writing instruction, teachers who had more time for
literacy instruction were able to implement a greater number of research-aligned writing practices
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during a lesson, such as providing explicit instruction in the writing process (e.g., researching,
revising), offering children opportunities to study mentor texts, and providing explicit instruction
in writing mechanics (e.g., spelling strategies, sentence construction). This suggests that teachers
may have contended with reduced instructional time by focusing their attention on a select few

recommended practices for each literacy focus area instead of implementing a range of practices.

The Quality of Literacy Instruction During the
COVID-19 Pandemic Varied Widely

We measure quality of instruction using the evidence-based practices outlined in the Essential
Practices. An average quality score of “3" (on a 5-point scale) represents “proficient” instruction.
As shown in Figure 4, the quality of teachers’ literacy instructional practices varied. Teachers in
our sample received the highest average quality scores for instruction in letter-sound relationships
and for providing reading materials and opportunities. In contrast, they received the lowest average
quality scores for writing instruction and instruction in phonological awareness. These areas of
literacy instruction might serve as a focal point for ongoing teacher professional learning.

FIGURE 4. Average Quality Scores for Teachers' Literacy Instruction
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Note: The maximum quality score that teachers could receive was five indicating strong alignment with research.
Source: EPIC 2020-21 observational study of literacy coaching
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Two additional findings related to instructional quality may have implications for policy and
practice. First, we did not observe differences in teachers' average quality scores based on
modality. Second, we did not find that the amount of instructional time was related to the quality
of teachers' literacy instruction. We observed some teachers in our sample providing research-
aligned literacy instruction in relatively short periods of time (e.g., 30 minutes). Therefore,
instructional time was related to the range of Essential Practices that teachers addressed but not
the quality of instruction provided.

CONCLUSIONS AND POLICY IMPLICATIONS

Despite the relatively small number of teachers in our observational study, our findings provide
some important considerations for policy and practice. First, our study calls into question some
existing theories about instructional modality that have been posed to explain why the COVID-19
pandemic has negatively affected literacy outcomes for many elementary students. We observed
some virtual and hybrid teachers in our sample implementing literacy instruction that was well-
aligned with research. These teachers typically used simple technology tools (e.g., breakout rooms)
to enact research-aligned literacy instructional practices seen in traditional in-person classrooms
(e.g., small group instruction). Therefore, it seems that teachers who knew how to enact research-
aligned instruction found ways to use technology to continue to do so.

Second, the quality of teachers' instructional practices varied within each modality. Therefore,
continued efforts to improve the quality of instruction in K-3 classrooms are crucial for supporting
children’s literacy development in the aftermath of COVID-19 pandemic. These efforts should
include ensuring that teachers have access to high-quality curriculum materials and ongoing
professional learning opportunities, including literacy coaching.

Finally, teachers reported spending an average of one hour less per week on literacy instruction in
2020-21 than they did in 2019-20. While instructional time did not seem related to the quality of
teachers’ instruction, our results suggest that teachers who were afforded more time for literacy
instruction were able to enact a greater number of research-aligned literacy instructional practices.
It will be important to provide more time for teachers' literacy instruction in the years to come.
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