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Introduction

Reflection is an amazing thing: We can truly understand the direction we need 
to go in only by looking at the direction from which we have come. This is not 
a new concept. In fact, Christopher Columbus navigated the Atlantic by a pro-
cess called dead reckoning. Using the stars and early navigational tools, he used 
his knowledge of where he had been, combined with the direction and distance 
he had traveled, to determine where he was, and indeed where he was to go. 
Although his destination was unknown, and technically he didn’t end up at the 
destination he’d initially planned, he had a good idea of the direction he needed 
to go to get closer to his goal. Teaching is a reflective process. We are facing the 
future every day and, like Christopher Columbus sailing across the Atlantic, we 
may know where we’ve come from, but we certainly don’t know our final destina-
tion or what the future will hold. As educators, we gain a glimpse of the future as 
we prepare our students to enter it. Our youngsters are the ones who will define 
the worlds to come, and our role is to equip them as well as possible for the 
unknown future.
 As I continue to reflect on my teaching, I’m constantly asking myself to jus-
tify my practice. Why do I do the things I do? What is the intention behind the 
tasks I ask my students to complete? Am I ensuring that they are participating 
in authentic learning situations? How can I maximize their engagement, their 
risk-taking, their motivation? How can I develop students who are self-directed, 
goal-setting, autonomous learners who will face the future head-on? Who will 
question, criticize, analyze, and evaluate the world in which they live?
 The world is changing so rapidly, so too must my teaching practice. Would 
you be comfortable being treated by a doctor who refused to heed technological 
advances in his field? The field of medicine, like the world of literacy, is one that is 
making dramatic advances on a daily basis. It is the way we bring these new inno-
vations to life in our classrooms that will enhance the learning of our students. 
The children of this generation live in a digital world, embracing everything digi-
tal. The way they interact with their digital world determines new forms of lit-
eracy. The world is filled with “new literacies.” What does that mean for the “old 
literacies”? Do we disregard everything old and replace it with the new? But how 
is it possible for the new literacies to exist in a world without the old? How can 
we separate the old from the new? The “old” literacies—reading, writing, speak-
ing, listening—are inextricably woven into the “new” literacies—digital literacy, 
social literacy, media literacy, critical literacy.
 It is impossible to understand and interact using new forms of literacy unless 
we are proficient in the foundations of communication. In order to proficiently 
use technological advances, one must be skilled at reading and writing. In order 
to utilize social networking tools, one must understand the basics of communi-
cation—speaking and listening. The world may be changing, the tools we use 
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to interact with it evolving, but the basic skills we need to actively engage in it 
remain constant.
 The relationship between the new literacies and the old is one of mutual ben-
efit. Students need to have strong reading and writing skills in order to develop 
these other literacies. The foundations of literacy are not changing. In fact, more 
than ever, it is important that students can read, understand, and evaluate the 
information they read. It is equally important that students develop strong writ-
ing skills so they will be able to actively engage with others through the written 
word. Students need to listen to others, articulate their own thoughts, and under-
stand the different ways in which we communicate with each other. The new lit-
eracies are completely grounded in the foundations of reading, writing, listening, 
and speaking.
 As educators, we are preparing our students for the future. We are equipping 
them with skills that will be essential as they graduate and enter the workforce. 
However, these skills are evolving. No longer will it be sufficient for students to 
read and write, but they will need to read, write, analyze, create, discover, learn 
and relearn on a daily basis. They will need to examine the world in which they 
live, connect with others, and apply knowledge in new and innovative ways. 
According to Daniel Pink (2005),

The last few decades have belonged to a certain kind of person with a certain kind of 
mind—computer programmers who could crank code, lawyers who could craft con-
tracts, MBAs who could crunch numbers. But the keys to the kingdom are changing 
hands. The future belongs to a very different kind of person with a very different 
kind of mind—creators and empathizers, pattern recognizers, and meaning makers. 
These people—artists, inventors, designers, storytellers, caregivers, consolers, big 
picture thinkers—will now reap society’s richest rewards and share its greatest joys.

As the world evolves, we must prepare our students to embrace these new 
changes. We need to teach them to be flexible, adaptable adults. They need to 
think critically, analyze deeply, and create effectively.
 This book is intended to help educators navigate through the new literacies and 
find meaningful connections through all learning experiences. As 21st-century 
learners, our students no longer see learning as separate subject areas, but rather 
perceive it as a web of interconnected ideas and concepts. The new literacies are 
not separate from all other forms of learning, but instead are new approaches for 
interacting with the subject matter. Students cannot be digitally literate in isola-
tion, but need to be digitally literate about the things they are learning. Similarly, 
they cannot be media literate, critically literate, or socially literate without having 
meaningful material with which to interact. Using the new literacies, students 
are able to gain a deeper understanding of information, can critically analyze the 
things they encounter, and are aptly equipped to respond in unique and creative 
ways.
 Throughout this book, you will meet dynamic educators who are embracing 
the new literacies to the fullest. In the Evolution in Action boxes and through 
real quotes from students, you will see how 21st-century students are thriving 
through the integration of digital tools in their daily learning. Keep It Real activi-
ties show in a classroom setting the importance of using technology as a tool, 
rather than a subject. As a catalyst for thought, Digital Task Cards clearly illus-
trate the ways in which teachers can bring digital tools into their curriculum. 
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These cards connect directly to subject matter learned in reading, writing, math, 
science, and social studies.
 As educators, we are all tasked with finding innovative ways to deliver our 
curriculum in a way that will engage, challenge, and motivate all learners. The 
new literacies allow us to use a broader range of tools, strategies, and approaches 
that will broaden students understanding, deepen their thinking, and expand 
their application of the material they learn.
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