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Oakland Reads 2020 is a citywide initiative focused on one of the most 
important predictors of school success and high school graduation: 
grade level reading by the end of third grade.1 Oakland Reads 2020 
(OR2020) is working to ensure that more children in our community 
succeed in school and graduate prepared for college, career and active 
community engagement. The initiative’s aim is to increase the percent-
age of Oakland students reading at grade level by third grade from 
42% (2010–11) to 85% by 2020.

The Oakland Reads 2020 Baseline Report is an in-depth look at the 
state of third grade reading proficiency in Oakland, analyzing student 
outcomes from kindergarten to fifth grade for literacy skills and for four 
levers of change that we know contribute to reading at grade level by 
third grade: school readiness, attendance, summer learning and fam-
ily engagement. The report covers a period of three school years from 
2010–11 to 2012–13. Because the Oakland Unified School District 
(OUSD) enrolls the majority of students attending school in the City (64%), 
and because data for many of the indicators listed is not available from charter or private schools, OR2020 has 
focused in this report on student outcomes, strategies and programs for OUSD public schools only. Though we 
are looking at outcomes over time, we consider these data a “baseline,” or a starting place from which to com-
pare future outcomes. OR2020 activities so far have been laying the groundwork for a larger, multi-sector effort 

toward increasing grade level reading among Oakland 
children. This report is designed as a planning tool for 
that work and a community call to action.

To understand the challenges that we as a commu-
nity need to address and where we need to focus, 
this report takes a hard look at data on reading pro-
ficiency and identifies where there are disparities in 
outcomes by race/ethnicity, gender, English fluency, 
and Special Education status. The report highlights 
the work already being done by OR2020, its partners, 
and others in the community; as well as potential 
strategies to support all students reading below 
grade level and those student populations needing 
particular resources and attention.

The Baseline Report is not a “report card” but rather a 
map to identify where we have begun working togeth-
er and where we need to further integrate and direct 
our collective efforts and resources toward the com-
mon goal of building third grade reading proficiency.

Oakland Reads 2020’s goal is 
to increase the percentage of 
Oakland’s 3rd graders reading 
at grade level from 42% to 
85% by 2020.

The Baseline Report is 
intended as a planning 
tool to inform how we 
direct our collective efforts 
and resources toward our 
common goal of building 3rd 
grade reading proficiency.

1
1  The Annie E. Casey Foundation. Early Warning! Why Reading by the End of Third Grade Matters, A KIDS COUNT Special Report. 2010
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* All data charts in the Executive Summary (except for summer programs) are 
based on data from Oakland Unified School District, 2012–13.
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What Do We Know about Reading Success in Oakland? 
Reading capably by the end of third grade opens the gate-
way for children to use reading skills to learn and digest 
new knowledge, which becomes more critical in fourth 
grade. Because third grade marks the point when children 
transition from learning to read to reading to learn, it is a 
strong predictor of later academic achievement, including 
on-time graduation from high school. Analysis of literacy 
data revealed that: 

 •  Nearly two-thirds of OUSD third graders are reading 
below grade level. 

 •   None of the student populations—by race/ethnicity, 
gender, English fluency or Special Education status—
have reached the OR2020 goal of 85% reading profi-
ciently by third grade. 

 •  There are major disparities in third grade proficiency levels for Latino and African American students 
compared to their White and Asian counterparts. On average over the past three years, 25% of Latino 
third graders and 30% of African American third graders were proficient, compared to the average profi-
ciency rate in English of 59% for Asian third graders and 78% for White third graders. 

 •  Latino students have the lowest proficiency rates in third grade (21% in 2012–13) of any of the largest 
ethnic/racial groups in OUSD, possibly due to a high number of English Learners in that population. In 
2012–13, 69% of K–5 Latino students were English Learners, and English Learners’ average proficiency 
rate for third grade was 8%.

 •   Males have lower outcomes in third grade reading than females among African American, Latino and 
Asian student groups, though Latina and African American third grade girls also have particularly low 
proficiency rates (24% and 31%, respectively). 

 •  Only 15% of third grade Special Education students were reading at grade level in 2012–13.

What’s Being Done Already to Promote Reading Success?

•  OUSD has developed a Literacy Framework to protect 
and bolster learning pathways from preschool to twelfth 
grade. The Literacy Framework includes early interven-
tion strategies, a focus on the early grades as well as 
supports for those reading two or more grades below 
grade level after third grade; increased coordination of 
regular student assessments across the District, exten-
sive professional development, and parent engagement. 

•  OUSD and the Oakland Public Education Fund together 
developed a leveled literacy intervention, which began 
in 2012–13 at 14 elementary schools where there was 
a high proportion of African American students with 
low achievement levels in literacy.

•  OUSD is in the process of revising master plans for 
English Learners and Special Education students to 

provide additional targeted supports for these student 
populations.

•  OR2020 has helped OUSD fund leveled classroom 
libraries at more than half its elementary schools and 
has deployed volunteers to “level” and label existing 
classroom books for use in leveled libraries. Leveled 
libraries allow children to select books that match their 
reading level and support their ability to incrementally 
master new literacy skills. The District has commit-
ted additional funds to establishing leveled classroom 
libraries in all 54 elementary schools.

•  The Oakland Literacy Coalition supported three Lit-
eracy Zone elementary schools by matching multiple 
literacy providers to serve a site’s identified literacy 
needs over a three-year period.
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Nearly two thirds of 3rd graders 
are reading below grade level



What Do We Know about School Readiness in Oakland?
School readiness is generally understood as children enter-
ing kindergarten with the social, emotional and academic 
skills necessary to learn in an elementary school environ-
ment. Language and brain development happens from birth 
onward, beginning with parent-child and caregiver-child so-
cial interactions such as talking, singing and reading. Readi-
ness skills including language and literacy are also reinforced 
and strengthened through strong adult-child relationships 
and cognitive skill development occurring in early learning 
environments.

Analysis of language and literacy data revealed that:

 •  Nearly half of the children entering kindergarten in 
OUSD scored below benchmark for first sound fluency 
(initial sounds), a key predictor of reading success. 

 •  Disparities in student outcomes were also evident at 
this age: 49% of African Americans, 47% of Asians, 44% 
of Latino students, and 75% of White students reached 
or exceeded the benchmark for this literacy skill. Forty-
one percent (41%) of English Learners scored at or 
above the benchmark. 

Children of color were less likely to 
reach benchmarks on early literacy 
assessments
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What’s Being Done Already to Promote School Readiness?

•  OUSD’s Balanced Literacy Professional Learning Com-
munity brings together preschool, transitional kinder-
garten, kindergarten and first grade teachers to focus 
on the Balanced Literacy curriculum, which supports 
reading, listening, speaking and writing, the foundation 
skills of the Common Core Standards for English Lan-
guage Arts. Adoption of the Balanced Literacy curricu-
lum also includes the use of benchmark assessments 
for grades K–2 designed to aid early intervention.

•  OUSD is also working on a 0–8 Realignment of the early 
years curriculum, professional development, student as-
sessments, data collection, and other areas supporting 
instructional and classroom quality to provide a strong, 
consistent pathway from preschool to third grade and 
beyond.
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What Do We Know about School Attendance in Oakland?
Chronic absenteeism (missing 10% or more of school 
days) is an established early warning sign of academic 
risk and school dropout. Missing school in the earliest 
years is especially damaging: chronic absence and “at 
risk” attendance (missing 5% to 9% of school days) in kin-
dergarten and first grade have both been linked to lower 
levels of third grade reading proficiency. 

Analysis of attendance data found:

 •   34% of OUSD kindergarten to third grade students 
are chronically absent or “at risk.”

 •   Kindergartners and first graders have the high-
est rates of chronic absence (13% and 10% 
respectively) 

 •  African American students have the highest rates 
of chronic absence in kindergarten (26%) and early 
elementary (K–3, 21%) among all ethnic populations. 

 •  Latino and African American kindergarten to third 
grade students have the same high rates of “at risk” 
attendance (26%). 

 •  Special Education students in kindergarten to third grade have high rates of both chronic absence (18%) 
and “at risk” attendance (28%).

 •  English Learners in kindergarten to third grade have a high rate of “at risk” attendance (22%) but a rela-
tively low rate of chronic absence (7%).
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4,658 students in K–3 were 
chronically absent or “at risk”

What’s Being Done Already to Promote Good Attendance?

•  OUSD has adopted a goal of reducing the overall 
chronic absence rate by 10% annually or maintaining at 
5% or below if a site is already at that level.

•  OUSD developed more detailed tools for tracking stu-
dent attendance, re-wrote its Attendance Policy Manual 
to focus on chronic absence as an early intervention 
point, and provided extensive professional develop-
ment on working with attendance data and engag-
ing parents and caregivers in improving their child’s 
attendance.

•  The Oakland Education Cabinet and OUSD Attendance 
Campaign (the Oakland Attendance Collaborative) 
launched a District-wide campaign in fall 2012 ac-
companied by attendance toolkits for every school 
site on how to engage student and families around 
attendance.

Student with high rates of chronic absence 
and “at risk” attendance tend to have lower 
rates of reading proficiency.



What Do We Know about Summer Learning in Oakland?
During summer vacations, many students lose knowl-
edge and skills, and by the end of summer, students are, 
on average, one month behind where they left off in the 
spring.2 Summer learning loss contributes to the achieve-
ment gap because low-income students lose an average 
of more than two months in reading achievement in the 
summer while their middle-income peers tend to make 
gains.3 One explanation is that children from low-income 
families often lack the resources to access opportunities 
like summer programs and summer camps that encour-
age and support reading. 

Although OUSD offers free summer school and the City 
of Oakland supports half and full-day low-cost (or no cost) 
summer enrichment programs, these forms of summer 
learning reached only 6,567 students in 2013. However, 
summer school enrollment does reflect high proportions 
of student populations with the most disparate reading 
outcomes, as principals select students and recommend 
summer school participation based on academic need. La-
tino students (54%) and English Learners (41%) were over-
represented in summer school compared to their Asian and 
White counterparts, which may present an opportunity to 
address reading achievement gaps. Twenty-eight percent of 
participants were in kindergarten to third grades.

The City of Oakland and OUSD 
served thousands of youth in 
Summer 2013
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What’s Being Done Already to Increase Summer Learning?

•  The City of Oakland offers summer programming 
through :

 •  The Oakland Fund for Children and Youth in 2013 
provided half or full day programs for 1,544 chil-
dren, including literacy-related programming for 
539 children.

 •  The Oakland Public Library in 2013 ran a Summer 
Reading Game that reached 9,372 children.

•  OR2020 supported a 2013 literacy intervention pro-
gram for second to fifth graders at one of its Literacy 
Zone elementary schools.

Low-cost or no-cost summer learning 
programs through OUSD and the City of 
Oakland reached 6,567 students in 2013. 
The Oakland Public Library encouraged 
reading in another 9,372 children with their 
Summer Reading Game.

Latino and English Learner students were over-
represented in OUSD summer school, providing 
a potential opportunity for narrowing the 
achievement gap.

2  McCombs Sloan, Jennifer, Catherine Augustine, Heather Schwartz, Susan Bodilly, Brian McInnis, Dahlia Lichter, and Amanda Brown Cross. Making 
Summer Count: How Summer Programs Can Boost Children’s Learning. RAND, 2011.

3  McCombs Sloan et al, 2011.
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What Do We Know about Family Engagement in Oakland?
Family engagement happens when educators and community 
partners involve families in meaningful ways in their child’s 
learning and social-emotional development, and actively part-
nering with them to support their child’s development. Family 
engagement is a critical ingredient for our children’s success, 
promoting a range of benefits, including improved school 
readiness, higher student achievement, better social skills 
and behavior, and increased likelihood of high school gradu-
ation.4 Family engagement from birth onward can influence 
parents’ role in the development of pre-reading skills from a 
very young age, whether initiated through a formal or informal 
early learning environment. 

OUSD has identified and supported family engagement as 
an integral element in improving student achievement. One 
of the five main indicators of the District’s extensive, metrics-
based School Quality Review standards, initiated in 2011–12, 
has been “meaningful student, family and community engagement.” Of the 20 elementary schools assessed, 
the average score for engagement on student progress was 3.25 out of 5, which corresponds to a “develop-
ing” rating. The average score for engagement on student learning (understanding learning expectations) 
was 2.5 out of 5, which corresponds to a “beginning/developing” rating. While this is a partial measure of the 
full range of family engagement standards related to learning, and has been completed at fewer than half of 
OUSD elementary schools, it is nonetheless a starting point to understand to what degree families are so far 
being engaged by schools around their children’s academic achievement beginning in kindergarten.

4  Dearing, E., K. McCartney, H. B. Weiss, H. Kreider and S. Simpkins. Family Involvement Makes a Difference series. Harvard Family Research Project, 2004.
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What’s Being Done Already to Increase Family Engagement?

•  OUSD has incorporated some measures of family en-
gagement into its School Quality Review Standards.

•  The District’s Office of Family, Student and Community 
Engagement offers an eight-week leadership course for 
parents/caregivers focused on understanding and sup-
porting the development of good school attendance, 
grade-level reading, and appropriate school culture 
and behavior. So far, 13 elementary schools have par-
ticipated in the training.

•  OUSD Family Engagement also runs an active Parent 
Ambassador program that trains parents to support 
outreach, stakeholder engagement, and parent-teacher 
partnership for learning at home.

•  OR2020 has supported several family engagement 
strategies at its three Literacy Zone elementary 
schools, including Family Literacy Nights, Reading Chal-
lenges and the provision of take-home family reading 
and writing materials.



What are the Greatest Challenges to Reaching the Goal of 85% of Oakland  
Students Reading Proficiently by Third Grade? 
The data gathered in this report around reading success and the four levers of change—school readiness, 
attendance, summer learning and family engagement—signal that OR2020 partners face challenges in sup-
porting students to reach excellent and equitable outcomes. The areas that stand out as particularly needing 
our collective attention are: 

u  Consistently Low Rates of Third Grade Reading Proficiency: More than two-thirds of OUSD’s third grad-
ers do not read at grade level, and in the last three years, none of the major student subpopulations—by 
race/ethnicity, gender, English fluency or Special Education status—have reached the OR2020 goal of 85% 
reading proficiently by third grade. 

u  Significant Achievement Gaps by Race/Ethnicity and Gender: The rates of reading proficiency for La-
tino and African American students were disproportionately low compared to other groups, and between 
two and three times lower than White students. Third grade boys of color (Latino, African American, and 
Asian) also had lower rates of proficiency compared to girls of color (five to ten percentage points), al-
though African American and Latina girls had extremely low rates of proficiency as well.

u  Large English Learner Population Needing to Gain Proficiency: English Learners comprise 30% of the 
OUSD student population, and only 8% of third grade English Learners became proficient by the end of the 
year in 2012–13. More than half of Latino students and more than one-third of Asian students are English 
Learners.
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u  Student Populations with Lowest Reading Proficiency Rates Affected by Multiple Challenges: OUSD 
student populations with the lowest levels of third grade proficiency have poor outcomes in one or more of 
the areas we know contribute to reading success. 

 •  Of the major student ethnic groups, Latino kindergarteners, have the lowest rates of school readiness as 
measured by an early grades literacy assessment, and Latino students in early elementary school have 
among the highest rates of “at risk” attendance. The majority of Latino students in kindergarten to third 
grade are also English Learners, who have low rates of third grade reading proficiency since they are still 
engaged in learning English.

 •  Of the major student ethnic groups, African American kindergarteners have the second lowest rate of 
school readiness, and African American K–3 students have the highest rate of chronic absence. 

 •  English Learners have among the lowest rates of school readiness and among the highest rates of “at 
risk” attendance of any student population we evaluated. 

 •  Special Education students have the second highest rate of chronic absence and the highest rate of “at 
risk” attendance of any student population we evaluated

u  Socioeconomic Status Affects Resource and Learning Opportunities: Although currently it is not pos-
sible to track individual student-level income data, we know that almost three-quarters of OUSD students 
qualify for free and reduced price lunch.5 Studies have suggested that children in low-income families hear 
fewer words6,7 and have less access to high quality early care and pre-kindergarten programs, exposure to 
which we know positively affects school readiness. Low-income families also often lack the resources for 
summer programs and summer camps, enrichment opportunities that bridge the summer learning loss 
gap for children who regularly participate over time.

What are Focus Areas and Potential Strategies for Oakland Reads 2020? 
�  Focus on providing targeted support for student groups with the most disparate outcomes: Part-

ners can identify and implement targeted supports for student groups with the most disparate reading 
success outcomes: Latino, African American, English Learner and Special Education students, and particu-
larly boys of color. Partners can adopt shared benchmark indicators to support and coordinate interven-
tion efforts for students whose literacy skills are very low and/or not progressing.

�  Focus on addressing English Learner needs in instructional, enrichment and early learning settings: 
Nearly one-third of OUSD students are English Learners, and demographic projections tell us that popula-
tion will continue to grow, especially among Latino students. Bilingual materials and expertise in working 
with bilingual and transitioning English Learners will be crucial to the success of OR2020 partners’ efforts.

�  Focus on early years intervention and support: Paying attention to strong early indicators for reading 
success (engagement of families around language and literacy from birth onward, kindergarten first sound 
fluency, kindergarten and first grade attendance rates) can help partners develop multi-pronged and 
aligned early intervention strategies for students struggling in one or more of these areas. Supporting the 
development of citywide indicators for school readiness can also help systems and partners better identify 
and coordinate strategies to meet student needs.

5  To qualify for Free and Reduced Price Lunch in 2012–13, a student’s family income must have been below or between 130% ($29,965 ) and 185% 
($42,643 ) of the federal poverty level. 

6  Hart, Betty and Risley, Todd. Meaningful Differences in the Everyday Experience of Young American Children. Brookes Publishing, 1995.
7  Fernald, Anne, “SES Differences in Language Processing Skill and Vocabulary are Evident at 18 months”, Developmental Science, 2013.



�  Focus on aligning supports with challenge areas for each student group: Knowing what combina-
tion of factors presents the greatest barriers for a particular student population means that partners can 
target programmatic strategies accordingly. For instance, given African Americans’ low rate of third grade 
proficiency and high rate of chronic absence, partners could coordinate efforts to address those areas in 
early learning, summer learning and family engagement opportunities, and develop aligned instructional 
strategies to improve early indicator areas like first sound fluency.

�  Focus on addressing socioeconomic-related challenges: Low income and its negative impact on access 
to opportunities is clearly a barrier to many OUSD students, and should be accounted for when plan-
ning program and other strategies. Partners should consider cost to participants, transportation require-
ments, food/nutrition and other income-related issues when planning literacy enrichment and other 
opportunities.
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