
New Directions in Literacy Teaching
Inspiring Readers and Writers in 21st Century Classrooms
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The Power of Literacy Leadership
“How do we bring real joy to the readerly and writerly lives of our students?

•
•

•

•
•

•
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How do we move the needle on literacy achievement?
“How do we bring real joy to the readerly and writerly lives of our students?

•
•
•
•
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Engaged Readers are Better Readers
● Despite its importance, students’ exposure to 

print also varies widely. In a study of the out- 
of-school activities of fifth graders, Anderson, 
Wilson, & Fielding (1988) found that time spent 
reading books was the best predictor of a 
student’s reading proficiency. They also noted 
that many of the students in the study rarely 
read books on their own; indeed, around 20% of 
the students devoted less than a minute per day 
to book reading.

● Adams (2006) pointed out that adding just ten 
minutes of daily book reading can dramatically 
increase a student’s exposure to print. For 
example, a student at the 30th percentile who 
spends an extra ten minutes a day on book 
reading will read around 700,000 words each 
year, surpassing the amount of reading currently 
done by students at the 70th percentile.

● Reading an Additional 10 
minutes a day in class

● Reading for at least 10 
minutes at home every 
evening

● Reading for 30 minutes a 
day every weekend

● Reading for 30 minutes a 
day during vacations, 
breaks, and summers
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Adams, M. J. (2006). The promise of automatic speech recognition for fostering literacy growth in children and adults.



How Do We Inspire Literate Lives?
How do we help all children and adolescents to see themselves as readers and writers?

Source: LitWorld.org
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How do we get students excited about reading?
“The Tiger Crouch” (Lave and Wenger, 1991)
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How do we develop students’ literate identities?
Academic Identity is the cornerstone of student engagement (Eccles & Wigfield; Guthrie)



Making it socially, culturally, & digitally relevant?
These children will likely live to see the 22nd century? What do they need from us in 2018?



The Principles



What the Research Says About Failure
“Why Do Kids Who Want to Succeed and Can Succeed Still Fail?”

1.
2.
3.

4.

5.
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21st Century Learning & Literacy
•

•

•

•

•

•
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Powerful ELA in K-12 Classrooms
Socially, Culturally, and Technologically Relevant Practices
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Research Convergence on Best Practices
1. Reading  Aloud
2. Critical Engagement with Texts
3. Independent Reading
4. Classroom Libraries
5. Writing for Purpose
6. Inquiry and Research
7. Digital & Media Literacy
8. Student voice (polyvocality)
9. Culturally Responsive Teaching

10. Social and Emotional Learning



Practice 1: Developing Powerful Readers
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Adapted from Every Child A Super Reader: 7 Strengths to Open a World of Possible, by Pam Allyn and Ernest Morrell. Published by Scholastic, 2015.

The LitWheel

Enjoyment and
Engagement

Focus and 
Stamina

Fluency and 
Expression

Identity and
Goal Setting

Collaboration and 
Community 

Building

Comprehension 
and Critical 

Thinking



What the Research Says about Read Alouds?



Reading Aloud Builds Reader Identities
The 1985 report, “Becoming a Nation of Readers,” stated 

that the read aloud was the single most important thing 

we could do for building the knowledge required for 

future success in reading. 

Reading aloud teaches children of all ages to associate 

reading with pleasure and provides them with a reading 

role model, all while developing their vocabulary and 

background knowledge. It also builds classroom 

community around shared experiences; develops 

speaking, listening, and attention skills; and widens 

students’ views of the world.



Read Alouds Build Background Knowledge
The read aloud and follow-up conversation allows 
teachers the opportunity to help students develop 
background knowledge and connect concepts so that 
all children can begin to clarify their thinking during 
their discussions with their peers and teacher (Dorn & 
Soffos, 2005). Allington (2001) agrees and writes that 
in order for children to develop thoughtful literacy, 
they must be given an abundant number of 
opportunities throughout the day to demonstrate 
their understanding and to practice using 
comprehension strategies under the guidance of the 
teacher. Read alouds also stimulate curiosity in 
children as they are invited into a safe environment 
to marvel at the concepts being presented (Harvey, 
1998).

Allington, R. (2001). What really matters for struggling readers: Designing research-based programs. New York: Addison Wesley 
Longman.



The Benefits of a Read Aloud
1. Read Alouds Improve Classroom Climate
2. Read Alouds Build Academic Vocabulary
3. Read Alouds Increase Students’ Desire to 

Read on their Own
4. Read Alouds Improve Reading 

Comprehension
5. Read Alouds Increase the Academic 

Vocabulary in Parent-Child Interactions
6. Interactive Read Alouds increase Curiosity 

and Critical Thinking
7. Classrooms with Interactive Read Alouds 

Have Better Academic Outcomes
8. Read Alouds Have Similar Effects for Upper 

Grades and other Disciplines

Routman, R. (2003). Reading essentials: The specifics you need to teach reading well. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.



The Case for Independent Reading

The common sense notion that students who do 
a substantial amount of voluntary reading 
demonstrate a positive attitude toward 
reading is upheld in both qualitative and 
quantitative research (Long and Henderson 
1973; Greaney 1980; Hepler and Hickman 
1982; Greaney and Hegarty 1987; Reutzel and 
Hollingsworth 1991; Shapiro and White 1991; 
Mathewson 1994; Barbieri 1995; Short 1995). 
Students’ reading achievement has been 
shown to correlate with success in school and 
the amount of independent reading they do 
(Greaney 1980; Anderson, Fielding and Wilson 
1988). This affirms the predictability of a 
success cycle: we become more proficient at 
what we practice (Cullinan 1992).

Conducting meta-analysis of over 50 
reading research studies, Stephen 
Krashen found that the single greatest 
factor in reading achievement (even 
above socio-economics) was reading 
volume—how much reading people do.
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“…Students who reported reading for fun at least once a 
week had higher average reading proficiency scores than 

students who reported never or hardly ever reading for fun.”

Source: Education World © Pam Allyn 2015



What makes a reading of a text more thoughtful, more nuanced, more 
critical, more reflexive or more “complex”?



Reading Behind the Text (Author Centered)
● Who is the author?
● When did he/she write the text?
● What historical or contemporary events 

would have influenced the construction 
of the text?

● Who was the immediate audience of the 
text? What were/are the beliefs, values 
of the audience? How did/do they see 
the world?

● What purpose did the text serve? 
● How was the text received? What, if any, 

were the debates or contentions around 
the text?



Reading Within the Text (Text Centered)
● What happens in the text?
● Who are the characters? What takes 

place in the text? Where does the action 
take place?

● Who speaks and who is silenced?
● What social languages are used to 

communicate?
● What are the features of the text?
● What evidence can we find in the text of 

the historical, social, gender, cultural, 
racial, religious, and/or political life of 
the time?

● How is the text structured? What is its 
style?



Reading In Front of the Text (Reader Centered)
● What are biases in the texts?
● How might certain readers find the 

text problematic?
● What contradictions or debates has 

the text generated or is likely to 
generate?

● What are alternative readings or 
interpretations of the text?

● How might gender, race, culture, 
religion, or politics affect how 
readers might respond to the text?

● How might the text provoke or 
inspire new thinking and action?



Practice 2: Critical Media Literacies

•

•
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Medical Research and the need for Media Literacy

● The American Medical Association 
(AMA) and the American Academy 
of Pediatrics have spoken out on 
the negative health outcomes 
associated with overexposure and 
uncritical assumption of 
mainstream media. Some of these 
outcomes include obesity, sleep 
problems, depression, anxiety, and 
eating disorders

● Both organizations have called 
upon educators to address media 
use and to help young people to 
become more conscious 
consumers of media.
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Critical Media Analysis
•

–
–
–
–

•
–
–

–

–
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Reading 1950s Advertisements
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Multimodal Theme-Based Units
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Best Media Literacy Practices

•

•

•
•

•
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Practice 3: Writing their Lives in the Digital Age
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Writing Matters
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Becoming Writers

•

•

•

•
•
•
•

36image from www.studentachievement.org



What do I mean by 21st Century Genres?
In addition to (but not abandoning) the 5-7 paragraph essay

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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A Day in My Life
(Written essays & digital stories)

•

•

•

•
•
•

•
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•
•
•
•
•
•
•



Student Research and Social Action Projects

•

•



The Process



Youth Historians in Harlem
Becoming Digital Archivists
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Bless Me Ultima Oral History Project
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• Length: 5 weeks
• Culminating Task: 

• Oral History Essay
• Power Point (5 Slides)

• Resources: 
• Bless Me Ultima by Rudolfo Anaya
• Computers

Essential Questions:
• What forces influence our identities as young people?  Am vs. Latino
• How do we as young people deal with DUALITY (two kinds of 

“worlds”)—living in a US society (new ways/modern) while still maintaining 
the language, traditions, and values of our home culture?

• What knowledge and history of our past (from our elders) can help 
inform/guide us towards our future?

• What connections or shared experiences do we share with Antonio and his 
family’s experiences and our own? Why?



 Mock Trials in the Literacy Classroom
“Putting Bigger Thomas on Trial”

•

•

•

•

•

•
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Poetry-Inspired Research
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Dream Deferred

What happens to a dream deferred?
Does it dry up

Like a raisin in the sun?
Or fester like a sore--

And then run?
Does it stink like rotten meat?

Or crust and sugar over--
like a syrupy sweet?
Maybe it just sags
like a heavy load.

Or does it explode? 
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• Schools: Roosevelt, 
Wilson, Garfield, & 
*MAHS

• Students: 34
• Teachers: 8
• District Administrators, 

School Board Member, 
& Supt. Cortines

Interviewees

•Organizations: 
•Comunidad Cesar Chavez 
Homeless Shelter
•Inner City Struggle
•Upward Bound CSULA
•City Terrace Recreation Ctr

•Community people:
•Fulfillment Fund 
Representative
•Local artists
•Parents
•Small business owners

•City officials: 4
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➢CLAIM 1: The economic 
crisis is breaking down 
critical foundations of 
society in East LA, such as 
health, housing, education, 
and employment.

“It’s definitely affected our waiting list. We’re seeing families that may have 
otherwise not have entered the system. People that have lost their jobs. 

Unemployment is not enough. CalWorks or Welfare will not kick in because a 
lot of these families that had things, material goods, cars, etc. do not qualify for 
CalWorks. They’re not even getting the benefit assistance they need that may 

help them increase their income until employment is found.”
-Kris, Homeless Shelter Director
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➢Radical Truth-Telling

➢Step Into Our Shoes



Action Plan for Community Leaders

➢Teachers: Create 
lessons that connect your 
subject to the economic 
crisis (organize student 
focus groups)

➢Policy-makers: 
Streamline communication 
between school district and 
city officials to develop a 
comprehensive plan to 
help homeless youth and 
families.



Practice 4- Beautiful Noise
 Improving Classroom Talk in the Polyvocal Classroom

•
•
•
•
•
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Why is Classroom Talk so Important?

1.
2.
3.
4.
5.
6.
7.

Many of us spend 70 to 80 percent 
of our waking hours in some form of 
communication. Of that time, we 
spend about 9 percent writing, 16 
percent reading, 30 percent speaking, 
and 45 percent listening.” (University 
of Missouri, 2017”
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Improving Whole Class Discussions

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Improving Small Group Discussions

•
•
•
•
•
•
•
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Formal Argument and Classroom Debate

•
•

•
•
•
•

56



Multimodal Presentations

•
•
•

•
•
•
•
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Reading the Past, Writing the Future
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What I’ve Learned from Mom and Dad

…
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Literacy as an act of LOVE!
emorrel1@nd.edu
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