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Addressing Special Populations in
State Literacy Plans

Introduction

A State literacy plan (SLP) is the cornerstone
of literacy, defining a State’s approach to
comprehensive literacy instruction. An SLP
provides a framework for implementing
evidence-based instructional practices related
to literacy, guides the State’s efforts to improve
literacy skills, fosters a culture of lifelong
learning, and addresses the diverse needs of
the State’s populace. A comprehensive SLP is
designed to address the literacy needs of all
individuals within a State, regardless of age,
background, or ability. Special populations
encompass groups that may require additional
support and tailored strategies to ensure
equitable access to evidence-based literacy
instruction. The State educational agency (SEA)
will determine which special populations to
prioritize for the SLP after gathering needs
assessment data for the SLP. This fact sheet
outlines key considerations and strategies

for addressing common special populations
within an SLP.

Understanding Special Populations
Special populations refer to student groups that
have barriers and challenges requiring special
consideration and attention to ensure equal
opportunity for success in an educational setting.
These students must be provided with targeted
support and access to education resources

and opportunities that will help them acquire
and master necessary literacy skills. Special
populations that SEAs may choose to address
within their SLPs include but are not limited to:

1. English Language Learners (ELLs):
Individuals whose primary language is not
English and who may require specialized
instruction to develop proficiency in English
literacy skills.

2. Students with Disabilities: Individuals
with diverse learning needs, including
cognitive, physical, sensory, or
developmental disabilities, who
may require accommodations and
differentiated instruction to support
their literacy development.

The views expressed here are not necessarily those of the Department of Education.
Learn more about state literacy plans at https://literacycenter.ed.gov.
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3. Adult Learners: Adults who have limited
literacy skills or are non-native English
speakers seeking to improve their literacy for

personal, professional, or academic purposes.

4. Low-Income or At-Risk Individuals:
Individuals from socioeconomically
disadvantaged backgrounds who may
face barriers such as limited access to
resources, inadequate educational support,
or unstable living conditions impacting
their literacy development.

5. Rural and Remote Communities:
Individuals residing in rural or remote areas
with limited access to educational resources
and support services, which may hinder
their literacy attainment.

6. Homeless Students: The term “homeless
children and youth” is a broad term. It
encompasses not just individuals who lack
a fixed residence, but also those who share
housing with other persons due to loss of
housing or other economic hardship; those
living in vehicles, public places, or other

substandard housing; and migratory children.

Strategies for Addressing Special
Populations

The following strategies can help ensure
special populations have equitable access to
educational resources. SEAs could integrate
these strategies into their SLPs, as well as the
technical assistance they provide to local
educational agencies (LEAs) to address the
needs of the relevant special populations.

1. Targeted Instructional Approaches:
Implement evidence-based instructional
strategies tailored to the specific needs
of each special population. This may
include differentiated instruction,

McKinney-Vento Act

The McKinney-Vento Act addresses the
problems that homeless children and
youth have faced in enrolling, attending,
and succeeding in school. SEAs must
ensure that each homeless child and
youth has equal access to the same

free, appropriate public education,
including a public preschool education,
as other children and youth. Homeless
children and youth should have access to
educational and other services that they
need to enable them to meet the same
challenging State academic standards to
which all students are held. In addition,
homeless students may not be separated
from the mainstream school environment.
States and districts are required to review
and undertake steps to revise laws,
regulations, practices, or policies that
may act as a barrier to the enrollment,
attendance, or success in school of
homeless children and youth.

culturally responsive teaching practices,
and multimodal learning approaches
that provide instruction through a variety
of visual, auditory, reading, writing, and
kinesthetic methods.

2. Professional Development: Provide
ongoing professional development
opportunities for educators to enhance
their knowledge and skills in effectively
supporting special populations. Training
should cover topics such as culturally
responsive pedagogy, inclusive teaching

practices, and strategies for accommodating

diverse learning needs.

For more resources and tools related to SLPs, visit
https://literacycenter.ed.gov/2023-SLP/StateLiteracyPlanResources.aspx.
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3. Access to Resources and Technology:
Ensure equitable access to literacy resources,
materials, and assistive technologies that
accommodate the diverse needs of special
populations. This may involve providing
digital literacy tools, accessible formats, and
adaptive technology solutions.

4. Community Partnerships: Collaborate
with community organizations, cultural
institutions, and service providers to extend
literacy support beyond the classroom.
Engage families, caregivers, and community
stakeholders in literacy initiatives, and
promote family literacy programs that
empower parents to support their children’s
literacy development.

5. Data-Informed Decision-Making: Collect
and analyze data on the literacy outcomes
of special populations within the State
to inform decision-making and program
improvement efforts. Monitor progress,
identify areas for intervention, and adjust
instructional strategies based on evidence
of effectiveness. Support continuous
improvement of organizational structures
with internal controls to identify and
mitigate risks and challenges.

6. Policy and Advocacy: Advocate for policies
and funding initiatives that prioritize the
needs of special populations within the
broader context of literacy education.
Conduct outreach to inform State leaders
on how to build Statewide frameworks that
support equitable access to quality literacy
instruction for all individuals, regardless of
background or ability.
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7. Provide Early Childhood Programs for
Special Populations: Research consistently
shows that early childhood experiences
significantly impact a child’s cognitive,
social, and emotional development. High-
quality early childhood programs provide a
solid foundation for children and can lead
to benefits such as closing the achievement
gap, developing children’s social and
emotional skills, and leading to lifelong
economic benefits. Coordinating with
early childhood programs when writing an
SLP can offer special populations a crucial
head start in developing foundational
literacy skills through early identification of
and support for any speech or language
impediments. These skills are essential for
mastering language, reading, and writing
abilities later and help to prepare students
for success when entering kindergarten.

Conclusion

Addressing the needs of special populations
within an SLP is essential for promoting equity
and inclusivity in education. By defining
targeted strategies in their SLPs, providing
tailored support to LEAs, and fostering
collaboration among stakeholders, SEAs can
create an inclusive literacy environment
that empowers individuals from diverse
backgrounds to achieve literacy proficiency
and reach their full potential.

Phone: 1-833-773-CLSD (2573)
Email: literacy@seiservices.com

Website: https://literacycenter.ed.gov/

For more resources and tools related to SLPs, visit
https://literacycenter.ed.gov/2023-SLP/StateliteracyPlanResources.aspx.
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