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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, young 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
xv
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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 literacies 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 classrooms, and ideas for dealing with problems related to literacy development.
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?
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
functional literacy?
Chapter 5: How can we better access and utilize content-area skills and
information?
Chapter 6: How can we use literacy skills in technological and multimedia 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 of our students?
Table 0.1 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, “Both skepticism and wonder are skills that need honing and
practice. Their harmonious marriage within the mind of every school child
ought to be a principal goal of public education” (Sagan, 1996, p. 306).
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Knowing the
Literacy Learner

3

W

hen we look at individual learners, we know that each one is
unique with special qualities in varying degrees. Because each has
grown in his or her own environment and has been socialized in a particular way, each learner has preferences and comfort zones in the learning
process. There are other circumstances that add diversity to a learner’s
individual profile as well, including culture, poverty, first language, and
special needs.

BRAIN RESEARCH
The brain has become a focus for educators through which we can view
our practice and make instructional, assessment, and curricular decisions.
Although every brain is unique, there are some commonalities about
the brain that connect to literacy and help us remain mindful of how the
brain’s operations support the development of literacy skills. Educators
can use this information to their advantage in planning and designing
learning that will help students be successful.
Man has an instinctive ability toward oral communication, as we see
even in the sounds of very young babies, but there is no real inclination
to write or read. At an early age, we seem to be “wired for sound” but not
naturally for print. In young children, communication is a survival skill,
and children are genetically predisposed to learn a language. The brain has
earmarked a large number of neurons specifically for this purpose.
When we think about the formal teaching of reading and writing, we
must consider how the human mind works. If every child could learn to
read without effort, we would not have to think about brain research as a
37
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guide for teaching reading, writing, speaking, and listening. But every
child and brain is unique. Synthesizing the work of such notable educators and researchers as Pat Wolfe, David Sousa, Barbara Given, Robert
Sylwester, and Geoffery and Renata Caine, we can suggest nine core
factors linked to how the brain learns and then discuss their implications
for literacy to help teachers make better choices for designing learning
in the classroom:
1. Pattern recognition and schema
2. Emotions
3. Parallel processing
4. Entire physiology
5. The search for meaning
6. Wholes and parts
7. Social learning
8. Conscious and unconscious attention
9. Every brain is unique

Pattern Recognition and Schema
The brain operates on probability based on past experiences. It has
the ability to recognize and construct patterns to identify the familiar or
not so familiar by relying on schemas that have been formed from prior
knowledge and experiences.
Schemas are patterns, clusters, arrangements, and categories that
are stored together and understood. This is how we develop concepts by
identifying like attributes or ideas. For example, Thanksgiving may be
a concept that students have. Yet Thanksgiving is also a holiday, and the
concept of holiday includes Christmas, Hanukkah, and Fourth of July.
Chaining is taking concepts that have a commonality and linking them
together. Mel Levine (1990) refers to this as “horizontal threading.” The
brain naturally looks through its filing system to access other ideas and
concepts that may be related to the new learning. The brain usually will
reject meaningless patterns, such as bits of information that are unrelated
to what it already knows or finds interesting.
Implications for Literacy
Past experiences are unique and specific to each learner. Children
from other cultures and religious backgrounds may not understand the
following if they read it in a story:
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Table 3.5

Learning styles and their preferences and needs

Styles

Learning Preferences

Needs

Puppy

Like choice
Like spontaneity
Like freedom
Like variety
Like multiple resources
Like open-ended assignments
Like adaptive environments
Imaginative and creative
opportunities

Structure and routine to
complete assignments
Timelines and rubrics
Agendas and contracts
to stay on task
Clear expectations to keep
learner on track

Like
Like
Like
Like
Like
Like
Like

Need to develop
independent reading
Reading to help them
understand themselves
and others

Abstract Random
Self-expressive

Beach Ball
Concrete Random
Interpersonal

Clipboard
Concrete Sequential
Logical

Microscope
Abstract Sequential
Analytical

supportive environment
encouraging teachers
shared decision making
working with colleagues
peer tutoring
empathic listeners
safe classrooms

Like teacher direction
Like practical information
Like organization and
structure
Like consistent routines and
procedures
Like concrete examples
Like real experiences
Like precision and accuracy

Need to develop tolerance
for ambiguity
Branch out from practical
to more fantasy-based
reading materials

Like concepts, models, and
symbols
Like serious, logical, structured
work
Like big picture and details
Like lectures and reading for
information
Like investigation and research
Like analytical assignments
Like independent work

Prefer charts, graphs, and
organizers
Need interesting material
with detail
Need advance organizers to
see the big picture
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