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Beginning to
Share Literacy

MEETING STUDENT NEEDS
Learning to read is a lifetime journey. Right from the start, we need a great
deal of nurturing and support to enjoy the challenge and find successes
along the way. Our families are our first literacy teachers. It is often from
those warm memories of being read to while in a parent’s lap that
children make a personal connection to reading. Research has shown
how important the first few years of life are in establishing the language
and cognitive foundations for later learning. It is also true that the experiences children have in early elementary grades are crucial in developing
the skills and strategies as well as the successes that help them become
confident readers. This is just the beginning. Young readers need to continue to develop and expand their reading strategies for the wide range of
reading tasks and contexts they will experience in life. The more teachers
work together and link literacy beyond the school, the more likely all
students will continue to see the importance of reading in life and to stay
motivated lifelong readers.
Reading, a seemingly private activity, is actually a social experience.
The time spent engaged with a text is individual, but the purposes and
motivations that bring readers and texts together are deeply rooted in social
and contextual experiences. Children who come from communities where
families value reading and nurture them from infancy into a reading culture generally become able readers (National Assessment of Educational
Progress [NAEP], 2004). Children not so fortunate, who live in homes with
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poorly educated parents, surrounded by a culture devoid of books and
print, are at risk for school failure (Neuman, Celano, Greco, & Shue, 2001).
Schools also create environments that have both positive and negative
effects on students’ literacy development. The impact of schools is substantial. In fact, the 2001 Program for International Student Assessment
(PISA) study (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and Development)
comparing literacy levels of 15-year-olds in 34 countries concluded that
school efficacy can override low socioeconomic conditions in the development of reading ability (Organisation for Economic Co-operation and
Development [OECD], 2001). Other studies done within the United States
confirm these findings.
We as educators enhance our effectiveness in helping students develop
as readers when we attend both to the social contexts we create in the
school and to the instruction we provide (Guthrie, 2000; Oldfather, 1995).
Everyone benefits when teachers, administrators, and paraprofessionals
come together and create learning communities within the school (Center
for Improving Early Reading Achievement [CIERA], 2001; WestEd, 2000).
This is a significant finding. Data from these school efficacy studies confirm
that teachers who together engage in examining ways to solve instructional
problems and adjust their teaching to more effectively meet students’
needs are able to help students learn more and become better readers.
Current expansion of the role of literacy teams in schools and the use
of literacy coaches reflect the growing awareness of the importance of
collaboration and cooperation at the school level. In many schools teachers, library media specialists, English as a Second Language (ESL) and
special education teachers are part of this team. The Regular Education
Initiative has created an important incentive for special education teachers to collaborate as part of the regular instructional team efforts. No
longer can teachers work alone in creating rich reading experiences for all
their students; cooperative efforts are critical. School teams meet regularly, develop shared goals and procedures, monitor student achievement,
and problem-solve issues related to providing the instructional experiences students need. Support professionals are in the classroom working
alongside the classroom teacher attending to students’ learning and social
needs. This new shared instruction creates incentives for teachers to develop
shared expertise. Professional development is ongoing as teams study
together and continue to refine instructional practice to provide the differentiated programs demanded by students’ needs.
There is a lot expected of schools today. Many faculties continue to
evolve as learning communities. No two settings are exactly alike in how
they create their own blueprints for effectiveness. School cultures are
palpable and powerful. A lively, literate culture is easy to identify. Books,
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magazines, and student-constructed messages are everywhere. Teachers
share what they read both personally and professionally. Students enjoy
reading a wide range of materials and have their own favorites. Supports
are in place for those needing additional instruction and adapted assignments. The schools take advantage of all resource personnel available—
professional and volunteer. Parents and the community are part of the
support for and celebration of reading.
Role Models: Teachers as Readers
An important foundation for developing a literate culture in a school
is taking seriously the power of adults as role models of readers and
inquiring learners. Students are much more likely to take literacy seriously and make it a central part of their lives if they see their teachers
enjoying and reaping the benefits of shared literacy. In addition, when
teachers study together and engage in school-based professional development, students learn more of the lifelong value of reading as a way to learn
and grow. And the impact on student achievement is also positive when
teachers learn together, both by providing real role models of active learners and through the fruits of such study in the higher-quality literacy
instruction teachers then provide.
With the rush of contemporary life, with many adults spending little
time relaxing at home, children have few opportunities to see adults reading and enjoying it. Teachers can play an important role by consciously
modeling what it means to be a reader. One of the easiest and best ways
teachers have of sharing their interest in literacy is to read aloud to
students. As Jim Trelease (2001) explained, “Every time we read aloud to
a child or class, we’re giving a commercial for the pleasures of reading”
(p. 36). Teachers read from their own personal favorites, from student texts,
and from materials that are just above the students’ own comfort level.
Teachers serve as models of good readers for students by sharing experiences that come from professional study. Because adult reading is generally so invisible, we need to make special efforts to tell students about how
we use reading to become better teachers. When taking graduate courses,
some teachers bring their textbooks and professional magazines to their
classrooms and tell students about what they are reading and show the
course materials. Some ask students for their input on ideas they are learning, and some students serve as sounding boards for the new ideas. For
example, one teacher shared the following with her class: “I have just read
about having students do partner reading instead of oral whole class reading of the text. The authors of the article say it can give students a chance
to read more and that they like it better. What do you think? Should we try
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it?” The response was great; the class conducted its own research and
decided that they wanted to add partner reading to their routine.
Being aware of and sharing more about our own reading, our participation in adult shared reading activities, our frustrations when we can’t
find time to read, and our delight at finding interesting tidbits we have
learned from reading can all help our students see the role reading plays
in the lives of adults. Most adults read regularly (Smith, 2000)—on the
job, for personal learning, for keeping up with current events, and for
spiritual support. However, many adults admit to finding little time for
personal reading (Scholastic, 2006). Helping students know about the
benefits of being a good reader is one of our responsibilities. With the competing demands for children’s time, it is important that reading as a
personal choice be supported strategically. We can do this in a variety of
ways, many more of which will be discussed in following chapters.
Ideal Conditions for Growing Literacy
The International Reading Association’s (IRA) “Making a Difference
Means Making It Different” (2000) provides a research-based summary of
what we know about good instruction and climate in schools that promote
literacy. It is intended as a guide for formulating educational policy and
improving practice. When teachers and administrators meet together and
discuss how well the conditions included in the 10 IRA Reading Rights
(see Figure 1.1) reflect the local characteristics and, which are not representative, topics for further inquiry can easily be determined.

DIAGNOSE YOUR SCHOOL’S READING CULTURE
Teachers often wonder about the degree to which their schools have created a culture that encourages students to become readers. If you want to
check to see if there are some additional ways you might strengthen support for reading in your school, you may want to use some of the tools that
follow, including conducting a staff survey of the literacy climate in your
building. You might want to try the simple, easy-to-administer survey (see
Figure 1.2) as a way to begin a conversation among the staff.

Assessing Attitudes Toward Shared Literacy
Take stock of your school and think about where there is shared literacy among the adults by answering the following questions:
(continued on page 7)
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International Reading
Association (IRA) Reading Rights

Children have a right to
•

early reading instruction based on individual needs

•

reading instruction that builds the skill and desire to read increasingly complex materials

•

well-prepared teachers who keep their skills current through professional development

•

access to a wide variety of books and other reading material in classroom, school, and
community libraries

•

reading assessment that identifies their strengths as well as their needs and involves
them in making decisions about their own learning

•

receive intensive instruction from professionals specifically prepared to teach reading

•

reading instruction that involves parents and communities in their academic lives

•

reading instruction that makes meaningful use of their first language skills

•

equal access to the technology used for the improvement of reading instruction

SOURCE: From Making a Difference Means Making It Different, Honoring Children’s Rights to Excellent Reading
Instruction: A Position Statement of the International Reading Association (2002). Reprinted with permission
of the International Reading Association. Retrieved February 15, 2007, from http://www.reading.org/resources/
issues/positions_rights.html

All students have a right to
•

instruction that builds the skill and desire to read increasingly complex materials

•

access to a wide variety of reading materials that appeal to their interests

•

assessment that shows their strengths as well as their needs

Adolescent learners have a right to
•

access a wide variety of reading materials that appeal to their interests

•

instruction that builds the skill and desire to read increasingly complex materials

•

assessment that shows their strengths as well as their needs

•

expert teachers who model and provide explicit instruction across the curriculum

•

reading specialists who assist students having difficulty learning how to read

•

teachers who understand the complexities of individual adolescent readers

•

homes and communities that support the needs of adolescent learners

Figure 1.1

International Reading Association (IRA) Reading Rights

SOURCE: Adapted from “Adolescent Literacy,” a position statement for the Association on
Adolescent Literacy of the International Reading Association. © 1999 by the International
Reading Association.
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