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Literacy is the foundation for lifelong learning, confidence, and opportunity. Strong literacy skills 
empower individuals to express themselves, connect with others, and thrive in school, work, and civic 
life. In Indiana’s Out-of-School Time (OST) programs, literacy development extends beyond academics 
— it fosters identity, belonging, and future success.

The IAN Literacy & Language Development Standards provide a practical, research-based roadmap for 
ensuring every OST program — regardless of size, staffing, or setting — can create culturally affirming 
and high-impact literacy experiences.

These standards are aligned with the Core Quality Standards Framework and explicitly integrate the 
Science of Reading (SOR), built around five evidence-based pillars:

IAN LITERACY & LANGUAGE 
DEVELOPMENT STANDARDS

1. Phonemic Awareness - Identifying and manipulating sounds in spoken words
2. Phonics - Connecting letters to sounds and decoding words
3. Fluency - Reading with accuracy, speed and expression
4. Vocabulary - Understanding and using a wide range of words
5. Comprehension - Constructing meaning from text
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Literacy activities reflect youth identities, languages, and lived experiences.

1. CULTURAL RELEVANCE & DIVERSITY

Programs foster belonging, self-expression, and confidence.

2. STUDENT WELL-BEING

Evidence-based strategies drive instruction and program design.

3. STRUCTURED LITERACY PRACTICES

Additionally, these standards establish cross-domain guiding principles to ensure consistency:

GUIDING PRINCIPLES
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The standards are organized into three domains, each containing supporting standards, indicators, and 
practice examples:

ORGANIZATION OF STANDARDS

1. LITERACY-RICH  
	 ENVIRONMENT & CULTURE

3. CAPACITY BUILDING &  
	 PARTNERSHIPS FOR LITERACY

2. YOUTH-CENTERED LITERACY  
	 INSTRUCTION & ENGAGEMENT
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WITHIN EACH DOMAIN

INDICATOR TYPES

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE

Each domain includes Supporting Standards - Concise statements describing what quality looks like in 
each area. These act as the foundation for planning and program design.

Detailed descriptions of what implementation looks like for youth, staff, and programs at different levels 
of maturity: Emerging, Building, and Innovating.

•	 Youth Indicators: What young people experience, do, communicate, or demonstrate.

•	 Staff Indicators: What staff do to create, support, and sustain quality practice.

•	 Program Indicators: The systems, structures, resources, and routines that support consistent 
implementation.

Practical, developmentally appropriate examples to guide application. Separate from maturity levels, 
the practice groupings are:

•	 Early Readers

•	 Developing Readers

•	 Growing Readers

Indicators are organized across three cumulative levels of development.

MATURITY LEVELS

Emerging

Foundational practices 
and systems are 
beginning to appear. 
Implementation may 
still be inconsistent or 
dependent on individual 
effort.

Building

Practices and 
systems are more 
intentional, consistent, 
and coordinated. 
Staff capacity, 
youth participation 
where relevant, 
and organizational 
supports are becoming 
established.

Innovating

Practices and systems 
are embedded, sustained, 
evidence informed, and 
adapted over time. Youth 
leadership is present 
where appropriate, 
and the organization 
evaluates effectiveness 
and strengthens quality.
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If you are unsure how a standard applies or do not have enough information to rate it, leave the rating 
blank temporarily, record your question, and seek clarification before finalizing the assessment. A 
temporary blank is not a rating of 1.

A rating of 4 does not automatically advance the selected maturity level.

RATING WITHIN THE SELECTED MATURITY LEVEL

USING EVIDENCE FOR REFLECTION & RATING

RATING DESCRIPTION

4 - Exceeds The program demonstrates the selected maturity level consistently and with 
particular strength, depth, reach, or evidence of impact.

3 - Meets The program consistently demonstrates the selected maturity-level 
indicators with observable practices and reasonable evidence in place.

2 - Approaching The program demonstrates several indicators at the selected level, but 
implementation remains incomplete, inconsistent, or dependent on particular 
staff or activities.

1 - Not Yet The program does not yet meaningfully demonstrate the practices at the 
selected maturity level.

Ratings should reflect the overall pattern of available evidence of actual implementation. Possible 
Evidence Sources are illustrative, not a required checklist. Programs should use evidence appropriate 
to their size, setting, and operating structure. More documentation does not automatically represent 
stronger evidence.

For each Supporting Standard, select the maturity level most consistently supported by current 
practice and evidence. When evidence is substantially split between levels, select the lower level. 
Use the 1–4 rating to describe implementation within the selected level, and identify the next practice 
needed to advance.

Building assumes Emerging practices are reasonably established. Innovating assumes Emerging and 
Building practices are embedded and sustained.

HOW TO SELECT A MATURITY LEVEL
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A literacy-rich environment sets the stage for meaningful learning by creating spaces where youth 
feel welcomed, represented, and empowered. These environments surround young people with 
diverse, high-interest literacy materials and embed opportunities for reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening into daily program life. The goal is to foster a culture where literacy is visible, celebrated, and 
woven into authentic experiences, helping youth see themselves as confident readers, writers, and 
storytellers.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

INDICATORS:

DOMAIN 1: LITERACY-RICH ENVIRONMENT & CULTURE

1.1 Diverse Materials - Programs provide a variety of high-interest, culturally responsive books 
and media so every youth sees themselves reflected and has choices that engage them.
1.2 Literacy-Infused Spaces - Programs design welcoming spaces where literacy is visible, 
accessible, and celebrated through thoughtful displays, routines, and environmental cues.
1.3 Youth Ownership - Programs empower youth to shape their literacy spaces and share their 
voices through selection, display, and celebration of their work.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging •	 Can locate books and 
materials that interest 
them.

•	 Participate in at least 
one literacy activity 
each week.

•	 Show familiarity 
with the designated 
literacy space.

•	 Introduce at least one 
literacy routine daily.

•	 Model personal 
reading/writing in 
front of youth.

•	 Select materials that 
reflect a variety of 
interests.

•	 Maintain a modest 
but varied collection 
of books and writing 
tools.

•	 Designate a specific, 
comfortable space 
for literacy.

•	 Display at least 
some youth work 
or literacy-themed 
visuals.

Building •	 Help select and 
organize new 
materials.

•	 Recommend books to 
peers.

•	 Engage in literacy 
activities multiple 
times per week.

•	 Integrate literacy into 
different program 
activities (arts, STEM, 
recreation).

•	 Encourage youth to 
share their favorite 
texts.

•	 Use youth feedback 
to adjust space and 
resources.

•	 Refresh materials 
quarterly.

•	 Ensure displays 
reflect youth 
interests and cultural 
diversity.

•	 Maintain a clear, 
accessible system for 
borrowing or using 
resources.
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Innovating •	 Lead literacy events 
(book clubs, read-
alouds).

•	 Co-design literacy 
spaces with staff.

•	 Encourage peers to 
participate in reading/
writing.

•	 Mentor colleagues in 
creating literacy-rich 
environments.

•	 Curate culturally 
affirming resources.

•	 Incorporate 
community 
contributions into 
literacy activities.

•	 Sustain partnerships 
to expand resources.

•	 Host public 
showcases of youth 
literacy work.

•	 Routinely rotate 
materials to match 
themes, seasons, or 
cultural events.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Early Readers (Building Comfort & Exploration) - For early readers, focus on creating 
spaces where they feel safe and excited to engage with literacy. Set up cozy, well-labeled 
reading corners stocked with decodable books, picture books, and simple early-reader texts. 
Incorporate props like puppets and storytelling kits to make literacy interactive and playful. Use 
visual aids, labeled bins, and environmental print to support recognition of letters and sounds 
while introducing short, predictable texts to build confidence.

Developing Readers (Fostering Choice & Ownership) - Developing readers benefit from 
opportunities to explore personal interests while practicing emerging skills. Create interactive 
book displays organized by themes, genres, or favorite authors to encourage exploration. Build 
peer recommendation boards and offer “book swap” days to empower youth to share favorite 
reads. Integrate graphic novels and short chapter books to sustain engagement and introduce 
book challenges or reading passports to celebrate progress.

Growing Readers (Promoting Leadership & Critical Thinking) - For growing readers, design 
opportunities for deeper engagement and youth leadership. Curate themed collections aligned 
with program topics or youth interests, such as STEM, art, or social issues, and connect reading 
to hands-on projects and real-world applications. Invite youth to lead book talks, facilitate peer 
reading groups, or design literacy displays for program spaces. Support youth in analyzing 
themes, characters, and author intent to strengthen comprehension and critical thinking while 
amplifying youth voice.
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Youth-centered literacy instruction connects learning to the unique interests, cultures, and abilities 
of young people. OST programs provide interactive, developmentally appropriate, and culturally 
responsive experiences that support growth across all five Science of Reading (SOR) pillars. Through 
voice, choice, and collaborative learning, youth take ownership of their literacy journey while 
developing essential skills for lifelong success.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

INDICATORS:

DOMAIN 2: YOUTH-CENTERED LITERACY INSTRUCTION 
& ENGAGEMENT

2.1 SOR-Aligned Instruction - Programs intentionally integrate phonemic awareness, phonics, 
fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension into youth literacy activities to build foundational skills 
and confidence.
2.2 Responsive Teaching - Programs adapt instructional strategies to meet varied skill levels, 
support multilingual learners, and connect content to youth interests.
2.3 Youth Voice - Programs empower youth to co-create, lead, and reflect on literacy 
experiences, ensuring engagement and ownership.

Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Emerging •	 Participate in staff-
led literacy activities.

•	 Engage with texts 
chosen by staff.

•	 Share ideas verbally 
when prompted.

•	 Use surveys 
or informal 
conversations to 
choose topics.

•	 Provide at least 
one activity that 
integrates reading 
and speaking.

•	 Offer encouragement 
for all literacy 
participation.

•	 Schedule at least one 
structured literacy 
activity weekly.

•	 Use a simple process 
for selecting texts.

•	 Maintain basic 
supplies for varied 
literacy activities.

Building •	 Help choose books or 
themes for activities.

•	 Write or create in 
response to reading.

•	 Participate in 
discussions or group 
writing.

•	 Adapt activities for 
different reading 
levels.

•	 Integrate literacy into 
projects and themes.

•	 Offer multiple ways 
for youth to share 
ideas.

•	 Provide multiple 
integrated literacy 
activities weekly.

•	 Track participation 
and interests.

•	 Ensure materials are 
accessible for varied 
reading levels.
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Maturity 
Level Youth Indicators Staff Indicators Program Indicators

Innovating •	 Lead peer 
discussions or writing 
groups.

•	 Initiate literacy 
projects.

•	 Mentor younger 
readers/writers.

•	 Implement structured 
literacy and 
culturally responsive 
strategies.

•	 Coach peers on 
differentiation.

•	 Design 
interdisciplinary 
literacy experiences.

•	 Use data and 
feedback to refine 
programming.

•	 Partner with youth in 
evaluation.

•	 Publicly share 
program literacy 
outcomes.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Early Readers (Developing Foundational Skills) - For early readers, focus on building phonemic 
awareness and decoding skills through interactive, multisensory experiences. Use sound-
matching games, letter blending activities, and decodable texts during guided reading time. 
Incorporate storytelling and rhymes to develop language skills, and offer opportunities to trace 
letters, manipulate sounds, and engage in repeat readings of short decodable texts to boost 
early fluency and confidence.

Developing Readers (Building Confidence & Fluency) - Developing readers benefit from 
strategies that strengthen fluency, vocabulary, and comprehension. Use partner reading 
and weekly “Fluency Friday” routines to encourage expressive reading. Introduce graphic 
organizers like story maps and sequencing charts to improve understanding. Build collaborative 
“word walls” tied to program themes and youth interests, and weave in short writing prompts 
connected to texts to deepen engagement.

Growing Readers (Expanding Comprehension & Critical Thinking) - For growing readers, 
focus on advanced comprehension strategies, less common topic-specific vocabulary words 
and critical thinking. Facilitate youth-led book clubs to analyze themes, characters, and author 
intent. Use questioning, summarizing, and predicting strategies during group discussions to 
build higher-order thinking skills. Encourage reflective journaling, creative writing, and book 
reviews connected to reading materials, helping youth synthesize ideas and express personal 
perspectives.
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Sustainable literacy growth depends on strong systems of support across programs, families, and 
communities. Programs invest in professional learning so staff and leaders can deliver structured 
literacy practices and use simple assessments and school data to track progress and adjust instruction. 
By also engaging families as literacy partners and building collaborative relationships with schools, 
libraries, and community organizations, programs create a network that strengthens literacy outcomes 
inside and beyond OST settings.

SUPPORTING STANDARDS:

INDICATORS:

DOMAIN 3: CAPACITY BUILDING & PARTNERSHIPS 
FOR LITERACY

3.1 Professional Learning & Assessment - Programs provide ongoing professional learning 
and coaching to ensure staff are equipped to deliver structured literacy practices and use 
assessments to monitor youth progress, adjust instruction, and group students effectively.
3.2 Family Engagement - Programs actively engage families as partners in youth literacy 
development by providing resources, activities, and tools that empower caregivers to support 
learning at home.
3.3 Community Partnerships - Programs build collaborative partnerships with schools, libraries, 
and community organizations to expand access to literacy opportunities and strengthen 
alignment of supports.

MATURITY 
LEVEL

YOUTH INDICATORS STAFF INDICATORS PROGRAM INDICATORS

Emerging •	 See familiar books/
topics from home at 
program.

•	 Occasionally interact 
with family in literacy 
events.

•	 Recognize literacy 
support from staff.

•	 Receive introductory 
training in literacy 
strategies.

•	 Implement at least 
one new practice 
from training.

•	 Communicate basic 
literacy progress to 
families.

•	 Share occasional 
literacy updates.

•	 Distribute simple 
take-home reading 
lists.

•	 Host at least one 
literacy-related 
family event per year.

Building •	 Participate regularly 
in family literacy 
events.

•	 Take home literacy 
activities.

•	 Share progress with 
parents/caregivers.

•	 Receive ongoing PD/
coaching.

•	 Practice structured 
literacy strategies.

•	 Engage families in 
goal-setting.

•	 Coordinate literacy 
themes with schools.

•	 Schedule partner-led 
workshops.

•	 Track family 
engagement 
participation.
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MATURITY 
LEVEL

YOUTH INDICATORS STAFF INDICATORS PROGRAM INDICATORS

Innovating •	 Act as literacy 
ambassadors in 
community events.

•	 Collaborate with 
younger peers in 
reading.

•	 Share learning 
experiences with 
families and partners.

•	 Lead training for 
peers.

•	 Contribute to 
community-wide 
literacy initiatives.

•	 Support development 
of shared literacy 
resources.

•	 Maintain multi-year 
partnerships with 
shared goals.

•	 Co-host events with 
community literacy 
leaders.

•	 Share outcomes 
publicly with 
stakeholders.

PUTTING IT INTO PRACTICE:

Early Readers (Building Family & Community Connections) - Provide families with decodable 
book kits, bilingual tip sheets, and simple progress charts that track foundational skills like 
letter recognition or sight word mastery. Partner with libraries to host “library card sign-up 
days” and model interactive read-alouds for families. Encourage participation in community-
sponsored book drives or storytelling events to help youth associate reading with both home 
and community experiences.

Developing Readers (Extending Learning Beyond the Program) - Use regular progress 
monitoring tools (e.g., fluency passages, vocabulary checklists) to guide small-group instruction 
and regroup students as skills evolve. Host family workshops that demonstrate specific 
strategies—such as paired reading for fluency or word games for vocabulary building—so 
caregivers feel confident supporting practice at home. Collaborate with schools to share 
progress data and align goals. Connect youth to enrichment opportunities such as author visits, 
book festivals, or youth writing contests that expand motivation and engagement beyond the 
program.

Growing Readers (Expanding Leadership & Partnerships) - Support youth in co-facilitating 
family literacy nights, where they present personal progress, lead book discussions, or 
showcase reading projects. Encourage them to mentor younger peers by running reading circles 
or helping organize book fairs. Provide platforms for youth to share growth portfolios, journals, 
or book reviews with families and the community. Deepen partnerships with schools and libraries 
to coordinate advanced enrichment opportunities such as student-published anthologies, 
youth-led author interviews, or public reading showcases that position young people as literacy 
leaders.



CLOSING: TAKING THE NEXT STEP
Implementing these standards doesn’t require a complete program 
overhaul. Small, consistent changes—like reading aloud daily, using 
student-made labels, or asking youth to share their thoughts about a 
book—can have lasting impact.

As you reflect on how literacy lives in your program:

•	 Start with one domain and try a few ideas from the notes or 
examples.

•	 Use the standards to guide a team huddle, training, or activity 
brainstorm.

•	 Celebrate small wins—every story told, book chosen, or idea 
written matters.

By building literacy into the heart of everyday OST experiences, we 
empower young people not only to read and write, but to use their 
voices, explore their worlds, and shape their futures.
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IAN LITERACY & LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT  
SELF-EVALUATION FORM
Program or site:                                                                                                       Date:                                    

 
Completed By:                                                                                               

 
Review each Supporting Standard using the descriptions and guidance in this document. Record the 
selected maturity level and a rating from 1 to 4 within that level. Record evidence supporting your 
selection and one practical next step.

For each Supporting Standard, select the maturity level most consistently supported by current 
practice and evidence. When evidence is substantially split between levels, select the lower level. 
Use the 1–4 rating to describe implementation within the selected level, and identify the next practice 
needed to advance.

Building assumes Emerging practices are reasonably established. Innovating assumes Emerging and 
Building practices are embedded and sustained. A rating of 4 does not automatically advance the 
selected maturity level.

SELF-RATING SCALE

RATING DESCRIPTION

4 - Exceeds The program demonstrates the selected maturity level consistently and with 
particular strength, depth, reach, or evidence of impact.

3 - Meets The program consistently demonstrates the selected maturity-level 
indicators with observable practices and reasonable evidence in place.

2 - Approaching The program demonstrates several indicators at the selected level, but 
implementation remains incomplete, inconsistent, or dependent on particular 
staff or activities.

1 - Not Yet The program does not yet meaningfully demonstrate the practices at the 
selected maturity level.

If you are unsure how a standard applies or do not have enough information to rate it, leave the rating 
blank temporarily, record your question, and seek clarification before finalizing the assessment. A 
temporary blank is not a rating of 1.
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DOMAIN 1: LITERACY-RICH ENVIRONMENT & CULTURE

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

1.1 Diverse Materials

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

1.2 Literacy-Infused Spaces

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              
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What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

1.3 Youth Ownership

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

DOMAIN 2: YOUTH-CENTERED LITERACY INSTRUCTION & ENGAGEMENT

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

2.1 SOR-Aligned Instruction

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              
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What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

2.2 Responsive Teaching

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

2.3 Youth Voice

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              
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DOMAIN 3: CAPACITY BUILDING & PARTNERSHIPS FOR LITERACY

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

Record a maturity level and a rating within that level for each Supporting Standard. Use the instructions 
and scale on the preceding form instruction page.

3.1 Professional Learning & Assessment

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

3.2 Family Engagement

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              
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What evidence do we have of this?

What is one step we can take to strengthen this area?

3.3 Community Partnerships

Selected Maturity Level:  Emerging / Building / Innovating     Rating (1–4):              

If a rating is temporarily blank, record the question above and seek clarification before finalizing the 
assessment. Do not use a blank as a completed rating.
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS
Assessment (Formative & Summative): 
	 Tools and processes used to monitor literacy progress and adjust instruction. Formative  
	 assessments are ongoing (e.g., running records, informal reading inventories) while  
	 summative assessments measure mastery at a point in time.

Comprehension: 
	 The ability to understand, interpret, and construct meaning from texts using strategies  
	 like summarizing, questioning, predicting, and connecting ideas.

Culturally Responsive Literacy: 
	 Instruction and materials that reflect and respect the diverse identities, languages, and  
	 lived experiences of youth, ensuring inclusivity and relevance.

Decodable Texts: 
	 Books and reading materials that focus on specific letter-sound patterns, allowing youth 
	 to practice phonics skills systematically.

Differentiated Instruction: 
	 Adapting teaching strategies, materials, and supports to meet diverse literacy needs,  
	 interests, and skill levels.

Emerging / Building / Innovating: 
	 The three maturity levels used in the standards to describe program development and 
	 implementation:

•	 Emerging - Programs are beginning to adopt strategies and establish foundational 
practices.

•	 Building - Programs are consistently applying structured literacy practices and expanding staff 
and youth leadership.

•	 Innovating - Programs are transforming, leading, and modeling best practices for peers and 
partners.

Family Engagement: 
	 Partnerships between programs and families to support youth literacy development 
	 through resources, events, and at-home learning strategies.

Fluency: 
	 The ability to read text accurately, smoothly, and with expression, supporting 
	 comprehension. Often developed through repeated reading, partner reading, and  
	 modeling expressive reading.

Graphic Organizers: 
	 Visual tools (e.g., story maps, sequencing charts) that help youth organize ideas and 
	 improve comprehension.

Multilingual Learners: 
	 Youth developing literacy skills in more than one language; sometimes referred to as 
	 English Learners (ELs).

Peer-to-Peer Learning: 
	 Opportunities for youth to learn from one another through collaborative reading, 
	 discussion, and leadership roles.
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GLOSSARY OF KEY TERMS (Cont.)
Phonemic Awareness: 
	 Recognizing and manipulating the individual sounds (phonemes) in spoken words — a 
	 critical foundation for learning to read.

Phonics: 
	 Understanding the relationship between letters and sounds, enabling youth to decode 
	 words while reading and encode words while spelling.

Progress Monitoring: 
	 Ongoing collection and review of data on youth literacy skills to adapt instruction and 
	 target interventions effectively.

Science of Reading (SOR): 
	 A body of research that explains how children learn to read, identifying five key  
	 components of effective reading instruction: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency,  
	 vocabulary, and comprehension.

Structured Literacy: 
	 An instructional approach aligned with the Science of Reading that is explicit,  
	 systematic, and sequential, integrating both decoding and encoding skills.

Structured Literacy Practices: 
	 Instruction that is explicit, systematic, and cumulative, integrating phonemic awareness,  
	 phonics, fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, and writing.

Text Sets: 
	 Collections of related texts organized around a central topic or theme, designed to build  
	 background knowledge and deepen comprehension.

Vocabulary: 
	 The body of words youth understand and can use effectively in reading, writing, and  
	 speaking; taught through explicit instruction and meaningful contexts.

Word Walls: 
	 Displays of frequently used or thematic words to reinforce recognition and promote  
	 vocabulary growth.

Youth / Staff / Program Indicators: 
	 The standards’ framework organizes expectations across these three dimensions:

•	 Youth - What youth know, do, and experience.

•	 Staff - What staff do to support youth literacy growth.

•	 Program - The systems, structures, and resources that make quality literacy programming 
possible.
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NOTES
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