
Friday Focus 

The Value of Content Literacy 

    "Adolescents entering the 

adult world in the 21st century 

will read and write more than at 

any other time in human history. 

They will need advanced levels 

of literacy to perform their 

jobs, run their households, act 

as citizens, and conduct their 

personal lives." -- Richard Vaca, 

author of Content Area Reading: 
Literacy and Learning Across 
the Curriculum 

    With content standards loom-

ing, it's easy to only focus on 

the content we teach, and cov-

ering material. We have so much 

to tell students and share with 

them. However, are we affording 

students enough time daily to 

practice crucial communication 

skills? 

    Here's one way to look at it: 

Content is what we teach, but 

there is also the how, and this is 

where literacy instruction comes 

in. There are an endless number 

of engaging, effective strate-

gies to get students to think 

about, write about, read about, 

and talk about the content you 

teach. The ultimate goal of liter-

acy instruction is to build a stu-

dent's comprehension, writing 

skills, and overall skills in com-

munication. 

    Ask yourself, how do I mostly 

convey information and 

knowledge to my students? Do I 

turn primarily to straight lec-

ture or teacher talk? Or, do I 

allow multiple opportunities for 

students to discover information 

on their own? 

    Let's define literacy. It was 

once known simply as the ability to 

read and write. Today it's about 

being able to make sense of and 

engage in advanced reading, writ-

ing, listening, and speaking. 

Speaking 

    Students having academic or 

high-level conversations in small 

and large group settings does not 

happen overnight. It takes time -- 

and scaffolding -- to create this 

type of setting in your classroom. 

    In order for our students to 

engage in academic conversation, 

or accountable talk, they need 

plenty of practice with informal 

conversation in pairs and triads. 

Use the following strategies fre-

quently for building students' oral 

skills: think-pair-share, elbow 

partner, shoulder share, and chunk 

and chew. Kids need to be talking 

and not sitting passively in their 

seats. Remember, research tells us 

that is a very social act! For every 

5-8 minutes you talk, give students 

1-2 minutes to talk to each other. 

You can walk around and listen, 

informally assessing and checking 

for understanding. 

Writing 

    When was the last time your 

students had sore hands from 

writing in your class? Just like 

conversation, writing helps us make 

sense of what we are learning and 

helps us make connections to our 

own lives or others' ideas. You 

can't avoid thinking when you write. 

    Students need to be writing 

every day, in every classroom. How 

about adding to your instruction 

more informal and fun writing ac-

tivities like quick writes, stop and 

jots, one-minute essays, graffiti 

conversations? Not all writing as-

signments need be formal ones. 

Reading 

    The days of believing that we 

could hand informational text or a 

novel to a student and assume he or 

she makes full meaning of it on 

their own is a teaching mode of the 

past. Whether we like it or not, 

regardless of the content we 

teach, we are all reading instruc-

tors. 

    Scaffolding the reading by using 

effective strategies for pre-, dur-

ing, and after reading, such as: 

previewing text, reading for a pur-

pose, making predictions and con-

nections, think alouds, and using 

graphic organizers will support all 

our students, and not just strug-

gling readers and English learners. 

    All teachers are reading instruc-

tors. We need to inspire both a 

love for reading, and build reading 

stamina in our students. (This 

means eyes and mind on the page 

for more than a minute!)  

    What role does literacy play in 

your classroom? What are some 

ways you weave instruction in read-

ing, writing, and speaking into the 

content you teach? 
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Before, During, and After Reading Strategies 

Click on the images to the left to 

find a variety of BDA activities to 

keep your students engaged in 

reading.  
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