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Introduction

MULTIPLE COMPETENCIES IN LITERACY

Twenty-first-century literacy requires more from our students than a basic
ability to read, write, speak, and listen. According to the landmark SCANS
report (U.S. Secretary of Labor, 1991), there are five competencies that
twenty-first-century workers must learn from their schools:

1. Identification, organization, planning, and allocation of resources

2. Working with others

3. Acquiring and using information

4. Understanding complex interrelationships

5. Working with a variety of technologies

Thus basic reading skills are no longer enough. Learners must achieve
multiple competencies that will allow them to become creative, adept, and
competently literate adults.

Literacy learning starts in the earliest grades. What we teach, and what
we choose to teach with, matters in the creation of the complex lifelong
learning patterns needed in this century. Competency in literacy involves
solving problems, thinking about the information and knowledge we
encounter, and then using it in purposeful ways.

To attain empowering levels of literacy that align with the SCANS
competencies, adolescent learners need to accelerate their growth in at
least four different domains of literacy:

• Functional literacy
• Content area literacy
• Technological literacy
• Innovative or creative literacy

This book brings together the research, tools, curricula, and strategies
that will give today’s teachers the best chance of helping the diverse
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learners in their classrooms to accelerate growth and achievement in all
four literacies.

The book is organized in sections. Chapter 1 is an introduction to the
four literacies and will help us frame our concept of meeting diverse learner
needs. Chapters 2 and 3 are about classroom climate and knowing how
diverse learners learn. Chapters 4 through 7 address each of the four litera-
cies in turn and contain information and tools for curriculum, assessing
what we have taught, and strategies for learning. Chapter 8 puts it all
together with sample units, strategies for managing differentiated class-
rooms, and ideas for dealing with problems related to literacy development
in our secondary-level schools.

There are questions we want to answer in each chapter:

Chapter 1: What types of literacy do we need to consider to prepare
diverse learners for the future?

Chapter 2: How do we create an atmosphere that sustains and supports
the learning of literacy skills across content areas?

Chapter 3: What do we need to know about our learners, and how will
we gather and use that information?

Chapter 4: What are the basics that every literate person needs to
know, and how do our young learners acquire the initial skills of func-
tional literacy?

Chapter 5: How can we better access and use content area skills and
information?

Chapter 6: How can we use literacy skills in technological and multime-
dia venues to create products and demonstrations of learning?

Chapter 7: How can we use literacy skills to solve complex problems
and produce innovative concepts and products?

Chapter 8: How can teachers manage the variety of configurations
in our differentiated classrooms, close learning gaps, and focus on
growth and achievement for all our students?

Table 0.1 (see p. xviii) offers an outline of the various elements in this
book to facilitate mixing and matching strategies within and across
chapters.

Meeting diverse learner needs is also well served by integrating
these literacies with proven methods of differentiated learning.
Differentiation offers us powerful ways to focus our curriculum so that
we may begin to address the high stakes for the future success of our
students. In the words of Carl Sagan (1996), “Both skepticism and won-
der are skills that need honing and practice. Their harmonious marriage

xvi Literacy Strategies for Student Growth and Achievement in Grades 7–12
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within the mind of every school child ought to be a principal goal of
public education” (p. 306).

Robert Sternberg (1996) maintains that “Children with other kinds of
abilities may be derailed from the fast track early in life, with the result
that they never get the opportunity to show what they really can do”
(p. 202). We need to make certain that we are preparing students for the
future and not leaving some students on a slower or less productive track.
Our expectations around literacy will shape the speed at which we can
close the gap with some learners and ensure the growth of all learners.
Accepting less will create an unthinkable future for our students.

xviiIntroduction
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61

4Functional
Literacy

S chools have always valued “reading and ’riting and ’rithmetic.” These
are the foundations for student success. Without functional literacy,

students are at a significant disadvantage as learners. We need to make
sure that every child in every school develops these skills as early as
possible.

FUNCTIONAL LITERACY DEFINED

We define functional literacy as learning to read, write, speak, and listen.
Our purpose is to teach students how to read and write to a basic level of
functioning by the end of Grade 3 or, for those just learning English, by the
third to fifth year of learning the language.

Functional literacy is the foundation that gives students confidence
and capability as learners. The ability to read and to write using appropri-
ate conventions is necessary for all students to progress to learning new
content and processes throughout their years of formal or informal school-
ing and lifelong learning. The critical factors in functional literacy include
the following:

• Oral language development: speaking and listening
• Phonological awareness: sounds and their differences
• Phonemic awareness: translating sounds into symbols and learning

the symbols
• Spelling and early writing: translating symbols into words and

writing to convey meaning
• Fluency: rate of reading, flow of sounds, without errors or

interference
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• Comprehension and meaning: constructing what the written words
are about, main ideas, literal information, details noted from words,
pictures, speech, and other sources, easily getting the gist of a
passage of print or a graphic

• Narrative and descriptive writing: telling a story, making compar-
isons, detailed descriptions, other forms of creative writing

ORAL LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

In classrooms for many years, the modus operandi has been “chalk and
talk,” with teachers talking and students listening. This is not the most
effective way to develop language. Many educational researchers have
found that students come to school with too few words in their oral vocab-
ulary (Diamond & Hopson, 1998; Healy, 1992; Levine, 1990). Teens have
spent many years in front of screens (television and computer) where they
have listened (or not) but rarely spoken. This lack of conversation and
social interaction has caused a deficit in their vocabulary and oral lan-
guage. It has also not done a lot for their attention spans or ability to focus
and persevere with a task.

To build trust and develop positive relationships with classmates,
students need the opportunity to chat, discuss, debate, and share their
thoughts. The ability to express oneself is also a strategy for retention and
meaning making, as well as a prewriting strategy. Simple classroom strate-
gies, including Think, Pair, Share (McTighe & Lyman, 1988); Round Table,
Round Robin (Kagan, 1990); and Inside-Outside Circle (Kagan, 1990), all
facilitate dialogue, rehearsal, and oral language development. These strate-
gies are also great for the following:

• English language learners (ELL)
• “Social butterflies” who love to chat
• Students who need dialogue to clarify their thinking and to develop

more complex language patterns

Think, Pair, Share

Think, Pair, Share is often suggested to students to use when thinking
about an answer to a question or to rehearse their thinking about a topic
or concept. The teacher poses the question or ideas and invites students to
think about it on their own. Then they turn to a partner and discuss their
ideas. Then they should be ready to share with the larger group. When used
with questions, it gives desired “wait time” (Rowe, 1987) so that students
are able to access information from long-term memory without feeling
rushed or pressured. It takes at least three to five seconds to access infor-
mation from long-term memory and bring it back to conscious memory.

62 Literacy Strategies for Student Growth and Achievement in Grades 7–12
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Round Table, Round Robin

This is a strategy that monitors participation by having each learner
respond or write in turn. Everyone is heard, and students can practice
active listening as well as accepting others’ ideas. It can be used for brain-
storming as well as for rehearsing or sharing ideas or giving feedback.

Inside-Outside Circle

This simple tactic is excellent for processing or reviewing information,
generating ideas, or problem solving (see Figure 4.1). It is accomplished by
forming two circles with the same number of people in each (usually six or
seven is a good number). One circle is formed inside the other with people
in each circle facing one another. Inside-outside circles provide opportuni-
ties for dialogue, social interaction, and physical movement.

People in the inside circle may be asked to share their response to
a particular question with the students opposite them in the outside circle,
and then students reverse roles. Another scenario might be that each student
needs ideas, suggestions, or a critique for his or her writing. Or as a review,
students can create a question that can be asked of their partner. It is useful
for developing vocabulary, practicing dialogue, and practicing spelling
words. The most effective implementation is to have the outside circle rotate
so that everyone has a new partner and the same question may be posed.

63Functional Literacy
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Figure 4.1 Inside-outside circle

Source: Reprinted from Data Driven Differentiation in the Standards-Based Classroom, by Gayle Gregory
and Lin Kuzmich. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press, www.corwinpress.com.
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