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Introduction: Tools for Engaging Thinkers, 
Readers, and Writers

In today’s educational landscape, it’s easy to get caught up in the every-
day demands of checklists and isolated skill sets. It’s easy to lose sight of the 
interconnectedness of the development of academic language, higher-order 
thinking, reading, writing, and the power of well-planned text-based classroom 
interactions. The goal of this text is to provide a context for reevaluating that 
interconnectedness as a more complete picture in an attempt to engage students 
as thinkers, readers, and writers. In essence, this text is about helping students 
celebrate words and the potential power that well-chosen words can carry. In a 
practical sense, it aims to provide teachers with more than 50 tools and tech-
niques for addressing the following questions: 

• How might we foster environments and plan lessons aimed at growing 
academic language using what research tells us works?

• How might we help students explicitly and implicitly develop and 
monitor their ability to think using higher-order thinking as they 
engage with text?

• How might we ensure that students are not just consumers of powerful 
words but producers of powerful words?

• How might we frame our interactions with text so that all children 
provide evidence of processing using higher-order thinking via well-
planned peer interactions?

• How might we support students so that they are able not only to cite 
text-based evidence but also to coherently interpret its relevance 
for the reader?

In our previous book, Total Par  cipa  on Techniques: Making Every Student 
an Ac  ve Learner, we used the term total to refer to the percentage of students 

Himmele,Himmele-Total Literacy Techniques pages.indd   1 6/9/14   6:50 AM

© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760015756 • 114009  1

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnl

ow
 E

du
ca

tio
n



2

Tot a l  L i te ra cy  Te c h n i q u e s

actively participating and cognitively engaged with the content of the lessons. 
This text does include a chapter on text-based Total Par  cipa  on Techniques 
(see Chapter 6) however, in this text we use the term total to refer to the 
interconnectedness of the roles of deeper thinking processes, academic 
language development, peer interactions, and reading and writing. Each of 
these roles enhances overall literacy development in a way that provides 
students with the type of success that is long-term and sustainable. This book 
provides a more complete picture of literacy as a pathway to whole-child 
development that embeds social and cognitive growth processes. 

Through teacher-tested tools and student voices, we provide tools and 
techniques for helping students comprehend, analyze, discuss, and create text 
that enhances students’ growth as refl ective learners. Throughout much of this 
book, we will introduce you to students who refl ect on their literary practices 
and journeys. We hope that you fi nd these tools and techniques, as well as 
the student and teacher insights, to be helpful in supporting your students in 
their development as lifelong, independent, and critical thinkers, readers, and 
writers.
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1
Growing Academic Language: Building 
Foundations for Academic Literacy

Perhaps the story in the book is just the lid on a pan: It always stays the 
same, but underneath there’s a whole world that goes on.
—Inkheart (Funke, 2003, p. 1470) 

Have you ever been lost in a really good book? So lost you didn’t even notice 
the type of vocabulary that the author used to draw you in, compelling you to read 
on well into the night, even though you should have gone to sleep long ago? Many 
students can’t experience the pleasure of being lost in a good book because of the 
intense focus that is necessary for them to successfully decode their way through 
the text. The frustration of repeatedly stumbling as they make their way through 
text will preclude any enjoyment students experience from reading. And aside 
from the misfortune of missing out on a great literary experience, this phenom-
enon has linguistic and academic implications that can negatively affect students’ 
academic growth throughout their entire academic careers. 

In fact, without the prerequisite ingredients needed to get lost in a good book, 
we can forget all about the lofty goals we hope to accomplish through more rigorous 
and well-meaning standards that are related to students independently and criti-
cally reading grade-level literature and informational texts. Being able to do that still 
requires simple comprehension as a precursor to analysis and to using other higher-
order thinking skills exercised in processing what was read. 

To help many students make the crossover into deep reading will require a 
strategic scaffolding of students’ interactions with text, student-to-student interac-
tions around text, and pointed support in effectively writing about the text. It 
will also require our carefully setting the stage for students to critically interpret 
what they read within the text. If we’re serious about providing all students with 

Himmele,Himmele-Total Literacy Techniques pages.indd   3 6/9/14   6:50 AM

© 2015 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760015756 • 114009  3

© H
aw

ke
r B

ro
wnl

ow
 E

du
ca

tio
n



4

Tot a l  L i te ra cy  Te c h n i q u e s

meaningful access to all aspects of the curricula, it’s going to take a well-
thought-out game plan that is informed by who the students are, where they 
are, and what they’ll need. We won’t be able to get there if we ignore the nec-
essary scaffolds.

Navigating the Language of the Text

There is a profound difference between the language we speak and the 
language we read. The language in books is often perfectly crafted to convey 
precise meanings. It is typically more grammatically complex than spoken 
language. And for most nonillustrated chapter books, it is void of any supports 
that are not solely linguistic. There is also quite a difference between the lan-
guage that students read in fi ctional stories and the type of language that they 
come across in informational text. Unlike stories, informational text doesn’t 
reward readers with the promise of a good ending to conclude a narrative 
that has drawn them in or captivated them for several hours. According to 7th 
grader Selena, “I haven’t been as successful with nonfi ction, because there’s 
nothing to enjoy in it.” And unlike spoken words, the language in informational 
texts is not accompanied by hand gestures, facial expressions, and situational 
contexts that support the recipients’ understandings. Informational text has 
a different structure to it. In most cases, all that readers have to hang their 
comprehension on is words put together in unfamiliar patterns and structures 
that deal with technical, usually unfamiliar, material that will often fail to pique 
students’ interests. 

According to Nagy and Townsend (2012), among the unique challenges 
that academic language presents are complexities like grammatical metaphor 
and informational density. Grammatical metaphor refers to phrases that are 
used in contexts that do not apply to their typical meanings—for example, the 
term boils down to. Adults familiar with this term may not even notice that it 
could be a source of confusion for students. Students, on the other hand, may 
be left wondering how anything they are reading has to do with boiling liquids. 

Academic language also contains morphologically complex words and a 
high degree of technicality and abstractness. It packs all of these complexities 
into meaningfully dense sentences that are structurally complicated and that 
are unlike spoken language. For example, they contain more ideas using fewer 
words, requiring more focus and more rereadings on the part of the reader. 
The more diffi cult the words and the more complex the structures, the more 
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Growing Academic Language

experiences students will need with those words, and the more motivation 
they’ll need to make sense of what they read. While 7th grader Hayley enjoys 
reading fi ction, she fi nds nonfi ction much more of a challenge. “When I read 
nonfi ction, it doesn’t always make that much sense. I don’t really understand 
it. I don’t understand how they word things.” In preparing students to succeed 
with informational texts, we will need to address approaches to helping students 
understand the academic language that can so often cause them to stumble. 

The Vocabulary Gap

The National Assessment of Educational Progress (NAEP) results point 
to a persistent and growing vocabulary gap by socioeconomic status as well as 
by race and ethnicity (National Center for Education Statistics [NCES], 2012). 
School-like experiences at home divide children long before they actually enter 
school. We know that children who are exposed to more sophisticated school-
like or academic caretaker speech end up having a larger school-like vocabu-
lary (Hoff, 2003; Roberts & Kaiser, 2011; Weizman & Snow, 2001). This is true 
even when the increase in the amount of exposure to linguistically and cogni-
tively complex speech is relatively small. Ruston and Schwanenfl ugel (2010) 
found that a twice-weekly 25-minute intervention of exposure to more sophis-
ticated academic language was followed by an increase in the complexity of 
expressive vocabulary for students in the study’s experimental group. We also 
know that students who have experienced read-alouds (stories read to children) 
have a larger academic vocabulary than their peers who have not participated 
in read-aloud experiences (Elley & Mangubhai, 1983; Meehan, 1999; Roberts, 
2008; Sénéchal & LeFevre, 2002; Sharif, Ozuah, Dinkevich, & Muklvihill, 2003). 

We acquire language through experiencing it in contexts we understand. 
Books provide that comprehensible linguistic experience. So, not surprisingly, 
there is strong evidence of a positive link between vocabulary development 
and the read-aloud experience. Subsequently, students with stronger early 
language development learn to read more quickly and develop better reading 
comprehension (Biemiller, 2003; Dickinson & Porche, 2011; Rodriguez & Tamis-
LeMonda, 2011; Shany & Biemiller, 1995, 2010). In short, exposure to academic 
language in contextually rich environments, such as the read-aloud experience 
and sophisticated caretaker speech, has a direct infl uence on academic vocabu-
lary growth, which in turn affects reading development.
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