
CLASSROOM CHALLENGES
Overcrowding, lack of specialized resources and students with varying 
needs and abilities in one classroom make literacy education challenging.

CHALLENGES IN TEACHING
Inadequate and inconsistent teacher training as well as opposing views on 
reading pedagogy pose significant challenges.

CHALLENGES WITH SCHOOL SYSTEMS
Generalized student placement, Eurocentric education models, and poor communication 
with parents create barriers to student learning within school systems. 

SOCIAL FACTORS
Bullying and racism within the classroom, as well as excessive technology 
and social media use, hinder a child’s ability to learn.

POVERTY + ECONOMIC STRESS
Families subject to varying forms 
of economic hardship may have a 
harder time supporting their child's 
literacy development.

POVERTY
Children living in poverty may have a 
harder time in school as they may be 
entering the classroom without having 
had their most basic needs met.

ECONOMIC STRESS
Familial financial barriers may impact 
the ability of a child to get the help they 
need, whether this be affordable 
childcare, books, or literacy support at 
home from busy working parents. 

TIME POVERTY
In the face of working multiple jobs, 
traveling to and from work and school, and 
commitment to various extracurricular 
activities, many families do not have the 
wealth of time to practice literacy skills 
with their children.

RESOURCE INACCESSIBILITY
Resources to help children struggling with 
literacy may be out of reach for families if 
they are a far distance away, or at an 
institution that is not easy to access for 
busy/economically strained parents.

LITERACY IS A LOW FINANCIAL PRIORITY
Purchasing books and other literacy resources 
for children may not be a priority for families 
struggling to meet basic needs. 

HOUSING CHALLENGES
The housing crisis has put further financial 
stress on families, exacerbating preexisting 
financial pressure. 

LACK  OF IMPORTANCE OF 
READING/LITERACY

Children may struggle to develop 
reading skills and a love of learning if 
their parents do not view either as a 
priority. 

EMPLOYMENT CHALLENGES
Parents working multiple jobs may not 
have time to read with their children. LACK OF ACCESS TO BOOKS

A lack of foundational reading skills 
when entering school may be due to a 
lack of books accessible to the child.

BOOKS IN THE HOME
A lack of books and reading materials in the 
home, whether this be because of the cost 
of books or a lack of importance of literacy, 
ill-prepares children to adopt reading skills 
as they enter school.

BOOKS IN THE COMMUNITY
Literacy resources may be lacking in 
communities, or may be less visible than 
they once were (in grocery stores, etc). 
Conversely, families may not have easy 
access to a library or other organizations 
focused on literacy.

TRAUMA/VIOLENCE
Experiences of trauma and 
violence pose major barriers 
for student learning.

DOMESTIC VIOLENCE
Students experiencing violence at 
home may struggle to learn and 
focus, may perform more poorly 
on assignments, and may be more 
likely to act out in class.

INTERGENERATIONAL TRAUMA 
Parents may be ill-at-ease to send 
their children to school if they 
have had bad experiences with 
the education system themselves. 

PARENTAL ILLITERACY
Parents with low levels of education 
who struggle with literacy themselves 
may have difficulty teaching their 
children to read.

LACK OF LITERACY FOUNDATION 
BEFORE SCHOOL

Parents are responsible for preparing 
children with foundational literacy 
before they enter kindergarten (reading 
with them, etc). When this groundwork is 
not accomplished, children start school 
already behind their peers. MODELED PARENT BEHAVIOUR

Parents who view literacy and school 
with low importance may not make 
proper efforts to encourage reading.

LITERACY NOT A PRIORITY
Parents may see teaching literacy as 
the responsibility of the school system 
and thus do not work with children to 
develop foundational skills. 

LACK OF UNDERSTANDING SYSTEMS
When a child’s family does not understand 
the education system, the child may not get 
the at-home support they need or may be 
parentalized in navigating the system for 
their family.

CULTURAL DIFFERENCES
Children from varying cultural backgrounds 
may have linguistically diverse learning 
styles and understandings of the inner 
workings of school. Families of these 
children may struggle to comprehend how 
the system works if inclusive and accessible 
support is not provided.

SOCIAL DIFFERENCES
Social norms surrounding school may vary 
between families–children of parents who 
do not have an adequate understanding of 
Alberta academic social norms may not 
receive the help inside and outside of the 
classroom necessary for them to succeed.

LACK OF TRANSLATED MATERIAL
A lack of translated materials may serve as a 
barrier in ESL students developing literacy 
skills as their families may have a difficult 
time supporting their reading journeys 
otherwise.

LACK OF RESOURCES TO 
SUPPORT LITERACY

Aside from books, other resources 
necessary to support child literacy 
may be unavailable to families.

LACK OF FUNDING ALLOCATED 
TO ESL RESOURCES

Parents may be struggling to learn 
English themselves as they support 
their children in school; a lack of 
funding for ESL resources results in 
parents being unable to gain the 
skills necessary to help their children 
further. 

LANGUAGE BARRIERS
Having English as a secondary 
language can pose a significant 
barrier for both families and parents 
as they attempt to have successful 
experiences in education. 

LANGUAGE BARRIERS FOR KIDS
ESL children may not be getting the extra 
support they need in developing both oral and 
written English literacy. Assignments, 
assessments, and lessons may not be given in a 
language in which they are proficient, widening 
the gap between them and their peers.

TECHNOLOGY
Developments in technology have reduced the 
need for reading and writing skills–constant 
exposure to the internet acquaints children 
with less diverse vocabulary than one might 
acquire reading books. 

HIGH SCREEN TIME
Children with excess screen time 
may develop language delays and 
issues in reading comprehension, as 
well as the social aspect of oral 
language development. 

SOCIAL MEDIA
Early and consistent exposure to social media 
is an activity that may replace reading time, 
but also may impact the desire and ability of 
children to consume long-form text.

RACISM
The knowledge and experiences of newcomer, 
multilingual, Indigenous, and minoritized 
groups are undervalued and underrepresented 
in the Alberta school system. Individuals from 
these groups, both students and parents, are 
often viewed as othered or incapable.

STIGMATIZED 
IDENTITIES/STEREOTYPES

The stigmatization and assumption of 
stereotypes imposed on students in 
school, both by peers and educators, 
decreases engagement and positive 
learning outcomes.

SYSTEMIC/HISTORIC RACISM
Historically, schooling assessments and curricula 
have been largely modeled to suit a demographic of 
white, middle-class children, leading minoritized 
groups to be disproportionately disadvantaged 
when immersed in Eurocentric learning processes.

NON-AUTHENTIC/INADEQUATE 
REPRESENTATIONS OF INDIGENOUS INDIVIDUALS

Non-authentic and inadequate representations of 
Indigenous individuals and Indigenous knowledge is 
often purveyed in curriculum or by teachers, making 
the classroom a place of animosity for Indigenous 
students. 

BULLYING
Children victimized by bullying at 
school may have a harder time both 
feeling safe in the classroom and being 
able to focus on learning.

CONFIDENCE
Children with low confidence may 
struggle to engage with literacy, 
especially if they already have a 
hard time with reading. 

SELF EFFICACY
Children with low self-efficacy 
may struggle to believe that they 
can achieve literacy related (and 
other academic) goals.

SELF ESTEEM
Children with low self-esteem may 
have lower engagement in the 
classroom and may not hold the belief 
that they are able to succeed.

NEURODIVERSITY
Neurodiverse children may have 
different needs in the classroom 
to successfully master literacy.

LIMITED EARLY INTERVENTION
Children with learning differences may not 
receive the help they need early enough to 
prevent further academic/literacy-related 
struggle. This is due to lack of school and home 
based assessments and resources targeted at 
identifying illiteracy and neurodiversity.

FINANCIAL BARRIERS IN INTERVENTION
Even when learning differences are identified, 
the families of some children are unable to 
afford professional diagnosis and intervention.

NEURODIVERSITY AND TECHNOLOGY
A reluctance to adopt technology and make 
learning more accessible for all, but 
especially neurodiverse, students hinders 
literacy development.

EDUCATOR/PARENTS LACKING 
UNDERSTANDING OF WHAT DIFFERENT 

NEURODIVERSITIES ARE
Children may continue to struggle 
academically when educators and parents do 
not have an adequate understanding of what 
learning differences may entail and how to 
best help students with said diversities.

STIGMA/SHAME
Children that feel inferior to or 
different from their peers are 
likely to dislike and even fear 
coming to school each day. 

FEAR OF STIGMA SURROUNDING 
LEARNING DIFFERENCES

Fear of being stigmatized for learning 
differences may prevent families from 
seeking diagnoses and extra supports for 
their children, who will then continue to 
struggle.

MINORITIZED/ STEREOTYPED IDENTITIES 
Because of the frequent incongruence 
between cultural and school identities, 
children may become more aware of 
stigmatized and stereotyped aspects of their 
identity, in turn impacting their academic 
performance and ability to learn.

MENTAL HEALTH ISSUES
Research shows that young children with 
low reading scores are more likely to 
develop depression and anxiety as they 
enter emerging adolescence. 

FEAR SURROUNDING SCHOOL
When children feel unsafe in school or 
develop anxiety surrounding school, it 
may be more difficult for them to focus, 
engage with learning materials, and 
develop crucial foundational skills.

STUDENT RELATIONSHIPS 
WITH EDUCATORS

When children have poor 
relationships with educators, they 
may struggle to develop a sense of 
belonging at school and an 
identity as a learner.

STUDENT PERCEPTION OF 
SAFETY AT SCHOOL

When a classroom is a safe and 
supportive learning environment, 
children may feel more comfortable 
attending daily and engaging with 
materials that challenge them.

EDUCATOR PERCEPTIONS OF STUDENTS
When teachers are intimidated by children 
based on learning, behavioural, or cognitive 
differences, the needs of those children may 
be overlooked. 

LACK OF GRADE RETENTION
Students are moved up into higher 
grades regardless of mastered ability.

NEWCOMER CHILDREN PLACED IN 
GRADES BASED ON AGE NOT ABILITY

Many newcomer children are placed in grades 
based on their age rather than their academic 
skills–this may widen already existing gaps in 
their learning as they cannot always get the 
extra support they need.  

DISCONNECT BETWEEN ED 
AND OTHER SYSTEMS

There is too little communication  
between the educational lives of 
children and other social systems 
despite their close connections 
with learning.

COMMUNITIES
In many communities, relevant 
literacy supports do not exist. The 
specific needs and voices of 
community members are often 
not reflected in the learning 
process.

HEALTH
Alberta Health is heavily responsible for the 
developmental wellbeing of children until 
they reach school age, at which point the 
education system takes over and there is 
little communication and planning between 
the two. Cancellation of initiatives such as 
PUFF funding has exacerbated this.

DAYCARE/AFTER SCHOOL PROGRAMS
Increased communication and shared 
resources between the education and 
daycare systems may allow children to 
further practice and master literacy skills.

NEWCOMER PROGRAMS
Many children enrolling in school are 
recently involved with newcomer 
programs–further partnership between 
these two bodies may make a smoother 
transition for already-busy families.

NEIGHBORING INDIGENOUS COMMUNITIES
A lacking connection between schools and their 
neighboring Indigenous communities could 
create a more nurturing and culturally connected 
learning environment for Indigenous children. 

OVER-FOCUS ON EDUCATION SYSTEM AS THE 
PROBLEM AND SOLUTION TO ILLITERACY

An emphasis has been put on the problem with 
illiteracy residing within the education system, 
leading to other initiatives not being well-funded 
and non-educator perspectives being disvalued. 

COMMUNICATION WITH PARENTS 
Limited communication between schools 
and parents may negatively impact the 
learning experiences of a child.

MAKING FAMILIES FEEL WELCOME
When families do not feel welcome to 
participate in the education system 
because of their cultural, social, or 
educational background, their 
children may not get the further 
support necessary for success.

MAKING PARENTS AWARE OF 
CHILDREN’S CHALLENGES

Limited communication between schools 
and parents surrounding the learning 
difficulties or skill struggles of their child 
makes it more difficult for parents to 
provide support and further intervention.

EUROCENTRIC CLASSROOMS
Eurocentric education standards and 
curricula disvalue the knowledge 
systems and experiences of other 
cultural groups, specifically those of 
Indigenous communities.

CULTURALLY INSENSITIVE 
LITERACY INSTRUCTION

Culturally insensitive literacy 
instruction fails to connect 
non-euro students to identity and 
culture, thus creating a barrier to 
further engagement with material 
and practice.

TRADITIONAL KNOWLEDGE NOT 
RECOGNIZED AS VALUABLE

Indigenous ways of learning, specifically 
those connecting the physical, spiritual, 
mental, and emotional needs of children, 
are not viewed as valuable and pertinent 
in Alberta's education system. 

MEMORIZATION FOCUSED 
APPROACH

Eurocentric learning processes focus on 
memorization based learning rather 
than more application and community 
based learning, which does not best suit 
all students and their backgrounds.

LIMITED EARLY INTERVENTION
Barriers to children’s learning can be more 
easily overcome when identified early; 
however, due to inaccessibility of 
resources, lack of funding, and minimal 
early assessments, little early intervention 
is achieved, leaving students without the 
assistance they need to succeed.

LEARNING ASSESSMENTS FOR ABILITY
A lack of early testing done to identify 
learning difficulties and gaps in 
understanding prevent children from 
receiving specialized help from educators.

SCREENING FOR NEURODIVERSITY
See “Neurodiversity – Limited early intervention”

EARLY FOUNDATIONAL SKILL HELP
When children do not get necessary 
reading help early on, the gaps between 
themselves and their peers widen.

STUDENTS WITH VARYING NEEDS/ABILITIES
Reading strength, behavioural and neurodiverse 
needs, and learning styles may vary within one 
classroom, making it very difficult for educators 
to cater to the needs of every child.

READING STRENGTH
Both strong and weak readers are 
disadvantaged in the current school 
system, as neither are being mentally 
stimulated in classrooms in which one 
level of reading is taught.

BEHAVIORAL NEEDS
An increase of behavioural 
complexities in the classroom 
makes it difficult for educators 
to focus on meeting the needs 
of each individual student.

STUDENT LEARNING 
DIFFERENCES IN METHOD

Teaching children to read is not a 
one-size-fits all approach; students 
with varying abilities may struggle 
to follow particular methods of 
teaching, and require more 
specific, specialized approaches. 

NEURO DIVERSITIES
Neurodiverse children may need 
extra or different learning support, 
providing a challenge to classrooms 
with little additional aid.

LANGUAGE BARRIERS
ESL children may not be getting the extra 
support they need in developing both oral and 
written English literacy. Assignments, 
assessments, and lessons may not be given in a 
language in which they are proficient, widening 
the gap between them and their peers.

UNDERSTANDING HOW ESL 
STUDENTS LEARN

Having a proper understanding in how 
to best instruct ESL students is crucial 
to their success, rather than relying on 
intuitive learning assumptions.

READING AS RELATED TO 
ORAL LITERACY

Having a proper understanding 
in how to best instruct ESL 
students is crucial to their 
success, rather than relying on 
intuitive learning assumptions.

LACK OF SPECIALIZED RESOURCES
Children who struggle academically, 
behaviourally, or cognitively as it relates to 
literacy are less likely to get the help they 
need as there is a distinct lack of specialized 
resources within the typical school.

THERAPY RESOURCES
Schools with a shortage of counseling 
services do not have the proper support 
systems to aid children with educational and 
emotional struggles related to home life, 
mental health, and bullying.

PSYCHOEDUCATIONAL ASSESSMENT
Schools with a shortage of counseling 
services do not have the proper support 
systems to aid children with educational and 
emotional struggles related to home life, 
mental health, and bullying.

SUPPORT FOR THOSE WITH 
EXCEPTIONALITIES

Even with diagnosis, many learners with 
difficulties continue to struggle because of 
a lack of aides and specialists within 
classrooms to assist in individual learning 
and behavioural management.

OVERCROWDED CLASSROOMS
The ratio of students to each teacher in a 
classroom is too large for teachers to 
effectively instruct and manage each 
student, especially when taking varying 
ability within the classroom into account.

OPPOSING VIEWS ON TEACHING READING
Varying perspectives on how best to teach 
reading results in inconsistent literacy skills 
even within the same school system.

READING WARS
An ongoing dispute of the best way to teach 
child literacy has created discord within the 
teaching profession, largely impacting the 
children that may be taught different literary 
approaches on a class to class basis.

INADEQUATE/ INCONSISTENT TEACHER TRAINING
Many teacher candidates emerge from university 
without an understanding of the fundamentals of 
teaching literacy, and may have varying classroom 
knowledge based on the institution they attended. 
Current teachers may not be using the most updated and 
evidence-based practices to guide their classrooms. 

NOT FREQUENTLY UPDATED WITH 
EVIDENCE EMERGENCE

Unlike in many other professions, 
teaching re-certification is not required; 
because of this, many instructors may 
not be teaching the most effective and 
updated literacy practices, leaving 
students struggling as a result. 

LACK OF UNDERSTANDING IN HOW 
TO TEACH READING 

Many children may be instructed on how 
to read from teachers who did not study 
reading acquisition in-depth, thus 
allowing early signs of illiteracy and 
learning difficulty to go unnoticed.

INCONSISTENCY IN PREPARATION 
BETWEEN EDUCATION PROGRAMS

A lack of standardization between 
university programs has resulted in 
varying ability and skill of graduating 
teacher candidates. 

PROFESSORS INSTRUCTING PST 
BASED ON OPINION RATHER THAN 

EVIDENCE-BASED PRACTICE
Many children may be instructed on 
how to read from teachers who did not 
study reading acquisition in-depth, 
thus allowing early signs of illiteracy 
and learning difficulty to go unnoticed.

IDENTIFYING ILLITERACY/
LEARNING DIFFERENCES

Many teachers do not have the proper 
training to identify illiteracy or learning 
differences, meaning that children 
experiencing these struggles do not get 
the support that they need. 

STRESS/BURNOUT
Teachers experiencing extreme stress or 
burnout may be more critical or less 
encouraging of the children they teach.

POOR WORKING 
CONDITIONS/PHYSICAL EXHAUSTION

Teacher stress and burnout may come as a 
result of working long hours with 
insufficient support in their overcrowded 
classrooms. 

EMOTIONAL EXHAUSTION
Teachers that face large amounts of pressure 
and participate in the emotional work of 
supporting struggling children may not get the 
personal support they need from the education 
system, thus deteriorating their own wellbeing.

LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY
A lack of accountability within the 
education system has resulted in 
minimal action surrounding the 
issue of declining child literacy. 

SCHOOL SYSTEM ACCOUNTABILITY
School systems receive the same amount 
of funding regardless if every child can 
read by the end of grade three. This lack 
of consequence results in inaction and 
negatively impacts learners.

PUBLIC ACCOUNTABILITY
Though aware of many of these 
issues, communities at large fail to 
hold education institutions 
accountable for the aforementioned 
problems within school systems, 
allowing them to continue.

LACK OF PUBLIC AWARENESS
Many community members are 
unable to take action against 
practices that hinder literacy as they 
don’t realize there is a literacy 
problem whatsoever (or understand 
the full extent of the issue). 

LANGUAGE BARRIERS FOR PARENTS
Language barriers may prevent families from 
helping children practice developing literacy 
skills, and may exacerbate misunderstandings 
about the Alberta school system.

INDIGENOUS KNOWLEDGE NOT 
RECOGNIZED AS VALUABLE

Both the inclusion and immersion of 
children in traditional knowledge and 
culture is not recognized as valuable by 
institutions. The Indigenization of 
curriculum is not supported.

RACISM IN SCHOOL SYSTEMS
Both Indigenous students and 
instructors suffer in the classroom 
because of systemic racism within the 
school system and the Alberta 
curriculum. Those attempting to address 
it are met with further adversity.

INADEQUATE/ NON-AUTHENTIC 
REPRESENTATION

Non-authentic and inadequate representations 
of Indigenous individuals and Indigenous 
knowledge is often purveyed in curriculum or by 
teachers, making the classroom a place of 
animosity for Indigenous students.

DISTANCE BETWEEN HOME AND 
SCHOOL/SUPPORTS

Students regularly have to travel back and forth 
between the city and their home because 
schools and related educational resources are 
inaccessible in Indigenous communities. This 
puts further strain on learners and their families, 
creating further time poverty.

Children may be neurodiverse or have pre-existing mental health 
challenges when entering school, posing literacy challenges. Barriers may 
be exacerbated by experiencing shame and stigma, anxiety, and a lack of 
confidence within the classroom.

CHILD’S INTERNAL ENVIRONMENT

HOME ENVIRONMENT
Economic stress, varying trauma, and inadequate literacy resources and 
support within the home create unstable foundations for school-based learning 

INDIGENOUS PERSPECTIVES
Indigenous children may experience greater barriers as they progress through 
their literacy journeys because in additional to regular barriers, they face racism 
within the school system, a disconnect between the education system and their 
communities, and a variety of other social factors that exacerbate already wide-
spread issues.

ISOLATION
Many children may feel isolated in their 
communities or in the classroom, which 
may discourage them from engaging 
with reading or seeking out the support 
they may need.

LACK OF INDIGENOUS TEACHERS 
Racism in Alberta education is exacerbated by 
low numbers of Indigenous educators, even 
within Indigenous schools. Increasing the 
number of Indigenous educators is difficult as 
they face racism within the school system as well.

LACK OF SCHOOL AND 
COMMUNITY CONNECTION

Schools rarely have a relationship 
with neighboring First Nations 
communities and a lack of 
collaboration with cultural literacy 
programs persists.

CLASSROOM PRACTICES
The ways in which classrooms are 
run are not always conducive to 
the success of Indigenous 
students. Many helpful resources 
and ways of learning are being 
utilized.

UNDER-UTILIZATION OF 
ELDERS

Elders in the classroom are 
underutilized as a potential 
valuable support. 

UNSUITABLE TEACHING 
APPROACHES

The approach to teaching reading is not 
necessarily practical or based on 
students' surroundings.

LITTLE CONSIDERATION FOR 
INDIGENOUS STUDENT DIVERSITY

There is a lack of consideration of 
diversity of Indigenous students in the 
classroom. Who are the students in the 
classroom? How do they learn? 

LACK OF ACCOUNTABILITY
The government and school system are not 
properly held accountable for attention to and 
funding of Indigenous issues within education, 
thus making it harder for Indigenous students 
to get the extra support they may need. 
Jurisdictional conflicts allow Indigenous 
students to fall through the cracks.

OVERSEEING INDIGENOUS EDUCATION
No one is responsible for overseeing 
Indigenous education, including student 
welfare and ensuring teachers on First Nations 
are qualified and of good character.

IMPROPER USE OF FUNDING
There is a lack of transparency within 
CBE’s funding structure; CBE schools get 
funding based on students’ disability and 
Indigenous/Metis/inuit status–however, 
funding often doesn't trickle down to 
parents and students.

FAMILIES DO NOT FEEL SAFE WITH 
SCHOOL SYSTEM

There is a lack of transparency within 
CBE’s funding structure; CBE schools get 
funding based on students’ disability and 
Indigenous/Metis/inuit status–however, 
funding often doesn't trickle down to 
parents and students.
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