
Literacy for All:
Reaching our 
System's Most 
Struggling 
Readers



The Founders of LAC

Seven women with diverse personal and professional backgrounds 
united by our belief that every child has the right to literacy; bonded by 
the common experience of watching our children struggling to read.



Meet the LAC Team

We are a non-profit school support organization that believes 
reading is a Civil Right for all.



Most Significant Civil Rights Issue in NYC

“Black students have historically 
received inaccurate attributions of racial 
inheritance to explain their academic 
success and failure. Structured literacy, 
taught explicitly and systematically by 
skilled educators, provides the widest 
pool of students with the opportunity to 
develop strong foundational reading 
skills. It also helps lessen 
the impact of racial 
attribution by replacing 
biases and assumptions 
with objective guidance.”



We Are Leaving Our Students Behind

With only 30% of students reading at proficiency, our state is 
facing a literacy crisis. 

95%
of students can 

learn to read 
with the right 
instruction…

But the 
numbers for 

New York 
State students 

are dismally 
low.



The Consequences are Severe

In Rikers Island, 30-40% of incarcerated 
individuals age 19-21 have reading and 

writing disabilities.



What is Dyslexia?

“Dyslexia is a specific learning disability that is neurobiological in origin. 
It is characterized by difficulties with accurate and/or fluent word 
recognition and by poor spelling and decoding abilities. These 
difficulties typically result from a deficit in the phonological component 
of language that is often unexpected in relation to other cognitive 
abilities.” - International Dyslexia Association

Dyslexia affects 10-20% of the population, occurs on a continuum and 
can run in families

Dyslexia can be remediated with evidence-based explicit, 
systematic instruction using multisensory structured literacy



Children are Always Giving Us Clues
● Agitation about going to school or 

doing homework

● Oppositional or angry outbursts when 
asked to do school work or in the 
classroom setting

● Avoidance (often quite creative) of 
reading silently, reading aloud, writing, 
turning in assignments, answering 
questions in class, or even showing up 
for school

● Tearfulness and frustration

● Fidgety, distracted, or disruptive 
behavior in class

● Changes in dress and grooming or 
noticeable weight gain or loss

● Negative talk about self: “I’m stupid,” “I 
can’t do anything right,” etc.

● Frequent stomach aches or headaches

● Extreme fatigue at the end of school day

● Insomnia or Frequent nightmares

● Bedwetting

● Becoming withdrawn and 
uncommunicative

● Reports of unauthorized absences by 
the school administration

● Excessive focus on what the student 
deems unfair



How the Brain Develops Reading Skills

Word Pronunciation

Access to meaning Visual Word Form Area
Sound-Symbol 
Connection

Visual input
Letter & Word
Recognition



How the Brain Processes a Word



Do These Look Familiar?



The Reading Rope



Simple View of Reading

The Simple View of Reading is a commonly used to explain the two main 
components that go into being a good reader: 

Decoding (or Word Recognition) and Language Comprehension

D x LC = R
(Decoding) times (Language Comprehension) equals (Reading)

If D or LC = 0 
then you’re  illiterate.



A Multi-tiered Solution

Gen ed setting with typical reading and 
writing program

Gen ed setting with reading and writing 
program that incorporates structured 
literacy approach

Intensive  Supports: Gen ed setting with 
structured literacy program beginning in 
Pre-K plus Tier 2 and Tier 3 supports

Literacy Academy Collective: 
Specialized schools where students 
can receive all-day, every day 
structured literacy across all content 
areas

Tiers of Support



What approaches help struggling readers?

You may know it as the Science of Reading

Other names include:

● Structured Literacy

● Explicit instruction

● Multi-sensory phonics

● Systematic, cumulative instruction

● OG (Orton-Gillingham)

● Hochman writing

● The Writing Revolution



Structured Literacy (i.e. Science of Reading)
• Phonemic awareness emphasized as pre-reading skill

• Explicit, systematic instruction on full range of 
sound-letter correspondences, beginning with simple 
patterns and proceeding to more complex ones

• High-frequency words taught according to phonetic 
patterns; irregular words analyzed for their 
phonetic/non-phonetic elements

• Focus on all letters/sounds in word; context clues used 
only to help identify highly irregular words or clarify 
meaning

• Misread words promptly corrected with explicit 
instruction on how to sound them out

• Use of decodable readers that contain only vocabulary 
with already-learned phonetic patterns

• Fluency consistently addressed

• Very little class time devoted to independent reading

Typical vs. Structured Literacy
Typical Literacy (i.e. “Balanced Literacy”)

• Phonemic awareness covered haphazardly or not at all

• Full range of sound-letter correspondences assumed 
to be learned naturally; phonetic patterns covered 
un-systematically and in context

• Memorization of Dolch/Fry (i.e. “sight”) words, with little 
or no attention to their phonetic components

• Focus on using first/last letters; heavy reliance on 
context clues, including pictures

• Misread words ignored if they do not seriously interfere 
with comprehension

• Use of repetitive and leveled readers that contain 
unlearned phonetic patterns and encourage guessing; 
guided reading groups

• Little or no attention to fluency

• Lots of class time devoted to independent reading

Source: Breaking The Code, www.breakingthecode.com.



We Made History in NYC!

We are the nation’s first stand-alone district public school specifically designed for 
students with dyslexia and language-based learning difficulties in NYCPS. 

South Bronx  Literacy Academy, PS 642, opened Fall 2023 and will serve grades 2nd-8th



● 18 children per classroom with two teachers per room (ICT Model)
● One Speech and Language Pathologist per grade, One Occupational Therapist per 

every two grades (push model where applicable)
● Structured Literacy for Tier 1 Instruction; 90 min/day on foundational skills (Using PAF 

- explicit, systematic and multi-sensory)
● Writing instruction aligned to Expo (Hochman / Writing Revolution) and is embedded 

in Science and S.S. content
● Math instruction is also more systematic and explicit, relying heavily upon 

mathematical modeling and routines to build number sense and conceptual 
understanding

● Social-Emotional Learning and Executive Functioning skills are also explicitly taught 
each morning and purposefully embedded throughout the instructional day

What Makes SBLA Different



We are Making History AGAIN!

Central Brooklyn Literacy Academy, the second school in the nation to support struggling 
readers is set to open Fall 2025 in Community School District 17  and will serve grades 2nd-8th.*

*Pending PEP Approval



Virtual Office Hours &
 Enrollment Open Now



www.literacyacademycollective.org 

 info@literacyacademycollective.org

@literacadnyc

Literacy Academy Collective

Naomi Peña

Co-Founder, Director of Community & Family Engagement

npena@literacyacademycollective.org

917-674-1088
Scan my 

Business card

http://www.literacyacademycollective.org
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https://www.instagram.com/literacyacadnyc/
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