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Language of Literacy

Thinking about words & world views

Barbara Ehren understands the magic of
language—the ability to find just the right
words to express your thoughts and to have
meaningful conversations. She is passionate
about the power of language and has spent
a professional lifetime thinking deeply
about the importance and implications of
matching the right words to the situation
at hand to enable effective and productive
communication.

Barb’s passion has pushed us at the
University of Kansas Center for Research
on Learning to consider the effects of the
terminology we employ. Recently, she
has led a conversa-
tion about the words
and phrases we
use in discussing
the literacy needs
of adolescents. We
should be clear that
we are not quib-
bling over words,
here. Developing a
shared vocabulary
is foundational to
conducting meaningful conversations, but
the implications of our word choices go
beyond that. Carefully reflecting on and
choosing the words you use can, in effect,
change your perceptions, Barb says.

Among linguists, the Linguistic Rela-
tivity Principle holds that the words we
use actually shape our thinking. Thus, this

This conversation about
language and literacy among
SIM professionals is important
‘because it may very well change
the way we view the world of
adolescents, especially those
who struggle’
—Barbara Ehren

conversation about language and literacy
among SIM professionals is important,
Barb says, “because it may very well change
the way we view the world of adolescents,
especially those who struggle.”

Barb poses three important questions to
guide our discussions of the language of
literacy. Each question casts a slightly dif-
ferent light on the importance of choosing
the right words.

Are we using language that helps
us conceptualize literacy in a
way that is helpful to us in our
professional
roles?

Through the
years, word choice
has been key in shap-
ing how we think
of our role and our
work here at KU-
CRL. Our name,
Center for Research
on Learning, is a
prime example. First
known as the Institute for Research in
Learning Disabilities, we changed the name
when the scope of our work expanded.
Likewise, the more recent shift to the terms
“professional development” and “profes-
sional developer” from “training” and
“trainer” reflect a different approach to help-
ing people grow. Adopting these new terms
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has helped refine our mission and has influenced the
way we conduct our business.

Similarly, the words we use in our discussions
about the literacy needs of adolescents should help
us refine our understanding of those needs as well as
our understanding of our roles as teachers, research-
ers, and professional developers.

Are we using language that helps others
to think about our work in ways that are
consistent with our goals?

In much the same way that language can influence
our thinking about our roles, the words we choose
to represent ourselves and our work to others affect
how others respond to us, Barb says. Finding the
right words to hook adolescents is important to our
success in working with them. Likewise, selecting
words that other literacy professionals will respect
is important to maintaining our standing within the
education community.

In recent years, for example, we have adopted
the term “content literacy” to refer to the listening,
speaking, reading, and writing skills and strategies
that adolescents must acquire to successfully learn
in multiple academic disciplines, Barb says. Our
choice of words was not accidental. Secondary
teachers often think of themselves as content teach-
ers first and foremost and identify closely with the
word “content.” “Literacy,” to many, is something
students learn in other classes. By emphasizing con-
tent and establishing a relationship between it and the
literacy skills students must have to succeed in all
classes, we are conveying the message that literacy
is everyone’s concern.

At the same time, however, we know that the
term preferred by many in the field is “adolescent
literacy.” Its advocates say this term makes the ado-
lescent, not the textbook, the focal point of literacy.
It also allows for consideration of different types of
literacy, such as the skills required for text messaging
and surfing the Internet.

Given this verbal divide, we must consider
whether our use of language sends the right message,
says Barb. Does our word choice—content literacy is
just one example—evoke the appropriate impression
of our work and our professionalism? Does it hook
students? Does it resonate with teachers? Does it aid

Photosynthe—huh?

Courses become increasingly complicated
through high school, and the complex ideas
students are expected to grasp become more
complex. In addition, vocabulary becomes
more subject-specific as students advance
through school, and although texts do share
some commonalities, specific text structures
and ways of presenting information linguisti-
cally differ across content areas.

“We know, for example, that science is just
loaded with technical terms,” says Barb Ehren.
“There are some really important relation-
ships that are expressed in science texts which
require a different kind of inferencing.”

The reading comprehension strategies of the
Strategic Instruction Model, though certainly
effective in many situations, may not meet all of
the needs of students struggling to make sense
of the information before them.

“Even though kids have learned Visual
Imagery, that doesn’t really get you very far
with science text literacy,” Barb says, as an
example. “It’s very difficult to form visual
images in the field of science without distort-
ing the integrity of what it is you’re trying to
grasp.”

A survey of the skills students must have
to make sense of science can be troubling for
those who work with students with learning
disabilities and other struggling students:
 generating inferences
* solving problems
» making decisions
* integrating ideas
 synthesizing new ideas
* decomposing ideas in subparts
 forecasting future occurrences in a system
 applying knowledge in practical situations

“Just look at that list,” Barb says. “The kids
that we worry over have problems with many
of those things to begin with.”

As we work to address these increasingly
complex realities, she says, we may need to
answer the question of whether different meth-
ods are needed for different subjects.
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communication within the com-
munity of SIM professionals?

Are we using language that
helps us get the job done?

The job, in this case, is pro-
moting literacy achievement,
especially for adolescents who
struggle, says Barb. As students
approach adolescence, the aca-
demic demands placed on them
become more complex. They must
read longer works. They must be
able to discuss plots and themes,
not just recall facts from their
reading materials. They encounter
increasingly specialized vocabu-
lary in different fields of study.
They must be able to obtain and
understand information presented
in mixed media formats.

“The kinds of things that have
to be accessed are not just personal
narratives or not just stories,” she
says, “but really much higher level
processing demands with respect
to learning in the various environ-
ments in which they are found.”

Barb refers to the following
quote from Donna Alvermann
(2001), which underscores the
dramatic changes students face as
they enter secondary school:

Middle and high school stu-
dents encounter academic dis-
courses and disciplinary con-
cepts in such fields as science,
mathematics, and the social
sciences that require differ-
ent reading approaches from
those used with more familiar
forms, such as literary and
personal narratives. These new
forms, purpose, and processing
demands require that teachers
show, demonstrate, and make
visible to students how literacy
operates within the academic
disciplines.

The language we choose to
help us promote literacy achieve-
ment must address these changing
needs for adolescents. At the same
time, cultural influences, such
as global economic competition
and public policy initiatives, add
another dimension to our view of
what constitutes literacy. Clearly,
our ability to inspire students and

to encourage collaboration among
teachers, researchers, and profes-
sional developers will be enhanced
if we find the right words to build
a strong shared understanding of
what the job ahead entails.

Continuing conversations
As we continue our conversa-
tions about the language of lit-

Language of Literacy
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The Many Meanings of Literacy

Barb Ehren offers this review of some of the
meanings associated with the term “literacy” in
different contexts today.

“In order for us to have important conversations
about the literacy ability of adolescents, we really
need to be speaking the same language and we
need a common ground for establishing shared
meaning,” she says.

The following list suggests the definition of
“literacy” has evolved in a variety of dimensions
to help people more accurately reflect on the needs
of our society.

General public. If you say literacy to the public,
they think reading.

Dictionary: Dictionaries define literacy as
reading and writing.

Broadest-Broader-Broad-Narrow:

* Broadest sense: People talk about different
kinds of literacy, meaning a person is knowl-
edgeable in a particular subject. Examples
are cultural literacy, historical literacy, and
biblical literacy.

* Broader sense: Getting a little bit narrower,
we have literacy as the ability to understand
and use symbols—text, formulas, codes,
statistics. This sense includes listening,
speaking, reading, and writing; numerical
and mathematical skills; computer skills;
and other technology skills.

* Broad sense: Getting narrower still, we
have verbally oriented symbolic language,
including text, visual, audio, and video
sources.

* Narrow sense: Print literacy—using
printed and written information. This is
where schools usually focus.

World view: Around the world, in addition to
talking about literacy in terms of reading, writing,
and arithmetic, worldwide discussions of literacy
include more global components of knowledge,
problem solving, and life skills needed to help adults
become independent people. These are referred to
around the world as basic learning competencies.

(continued on page 5)

eracy, Barb outlines a number of

considerations to help us concep-

tualize the needs and challenges:

* Young people deal with an array
of texts, including textbooks,
digital texts, and hypertexts.

* Young people find their own
reasons for becoming literate
that go beyond the reading of
academic texts.

* Students need opportunities to
engage with more complicated
text along with support in how
to use background knowledge
and text structure to determine
relationships among ideas and
draw conclusions.

* Although discipline-specific
texts share some similarities,

they can differ in substantive
ways. Adolescents need to be
taught to manipulate the vari-
ety of texts that occur across
disciplines.

* The language processes of
listening, speaking, reading,
and writing are integrally and
reciprocally related and need to
be addressed in relation to each
other. Working and developing
in one enhances working and
developing in the others.
What we need, Barb says,

is language to shape our think-

ing about our work as teachers,
professional developers, and
researchers. We need language to
shape the way others think about

our work. We need language to
get the job done, and we need
to find the words that will hook
adolescents.

“This conversation needs to
continue beyond today because
we need to have a lexicon that
helps us to focus on what it is we
need to do and allows us to be at
the table with other people in the
literacy arena,” Barb says. “The
bottom line here is that the magic
words are the ones that will open
the door for adolescents who
struggle with literacy. We have to
find the magic words to help us
do our work.
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(continued from page 4)

National view: The National
Literacy Act of 1991 (Public
Law 102-73, 1991) defines liter-
acy as “an individual’s ability to
read, write, and speak in English
and compute and solve problems
at levels of proficiency neces-
sary to function on the job and
in society to achieve one’s goals,
and to develop one’s knowledge
and potential.” (Section 3)

School view: Historically, the
terms that have been used are
“secondary reading” and “con-
tent area reading.” The terms are
oriented toward helping students
access the text they have to read
and understand to learn content.
Increasingly, the term that is
rising to the top is “adolescent
literacy.”

High literacy: J.A. Langer
(1999) introduced this term to
convey that students need more
than basic literacy to succeed
in secondary settings. They
must be thoughtful processors
of information who are able to
work with information obtained
from print and other media.

Specific text genre literacy:
This term refers to the literacy

skills and strategies students
need for specific subject areas,
such as math or social studies.

North Central Regional Edu-
cational Laboratory: NCREL,
in defining its enGauge 21*
Century Skills, discusses stu-
dents’ needs in terms of digital
age literacy, inventive thinking,
effective communication, and
high productivity. Digital age
literacy areas encompass basic
literacy, scientific literacy, eco-
nomic literacy, technological
literacy, visual literacy, infor-
mation literacy, multicultural
literacy, and global awareness.

NCREL’s basic literacy
includes language and numer-
acy; components are traditional
print literacy skills as well as
mass media, computer, and
Internet. NCREL’s focus is lis-
tening, speaking, reading, and
writing.

Information and technologi-
cal literacy: These terms refer
to how to access information
from a variety of sources that are
rooted in technology and how
to evaluate those sources. Tech-
nological literacy often refers
to negotiating the way through
technology. Information literacy

refers to skills required of a
lifelong learner to find needed
information. For example, if
you want to buy life insurance,
do you have the ability to find
and evaluate information about
different life insurance options?
Although the two terms have
been used separately, the Infor-
mation and Communication
Technologies Panel, convened
by the Educational Testing Ser-
vice in 2002, combines informa-
tion and technology literacy.

Barb notes another
interesting set of
words cropping
up: Secondary and
tertiary illiteracy.
Around the world,
some research
indicates that people
are losing literacy
Skills because they
are not practicing
them.
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In the Classroom

Framing

King Tu

When Ginger Williams bcgan tl'linkingabout a
topic to use in modeling how she Prcscnts the
Framing Routine to students, she let historg
be her gui&e.

Ginger, a SIM Professional Developer from
California, Presentecl a session for the 2005
International SIM Conference in which she
modeled for Participan’cs how she uses current
events and hot topics to teach new Strategjc
Instruction Model interventions.

Althouglﬁ she abbreviated her cxplanations
for her SIM-sawy audience, the activities and
stcps she followed in using, the Framing Rou-
tine during this Presentation canbe apéied to
classroom settings with modifications to meet
the needs of your students.

Finding the right topic

As Gi?x/ger PreFTares to teach a new strategg
or routine to students, she begins ]39 iden-
tifging a high-interest toPic that will draw in
students.

“| think} what’s rea”y hot out there? What's
going to be cool? Where do theg want to go?
What do theg want to find out about?” she
says.

lLast summer, this process led her to con-
sider King Tutankhamun—a traveling exhibit
of reIatef artifacts had arrived recent y inLos
Angeles and National Geographic magazine

uéishecl a cover story about King Tut in its
June 2005 issue.

Ginger, whose own lhcelonginterest inancient
Egtj['it had been kindled ]33 one of her former
teachers, knew King Tut had the Potential to
pass the coolness test with high school stu-
dents.

EINENNNNEREEVY

Setting the stage

Gingf;bcgins bgi/ntroducingtl‘lc toPic: King
Tut.

“Let’s now find out what you know alrcadg
about King Tut before you geta chance to do
some rcsearclﬁ,” she says.

Usinga HIP chart, Ginger solicits a number of
ideas from the grouP-KingTut died young, he
was from Eggpt, and he lived on the Nile.

Piquing interest

Ginger then Prcsents some basic informa-
tion about King Tut, includin Photos and brief
dcscriptions o%his mummiﬁe§ remains. She also
divides Participan’cs into teams of “detectives”
and distributes a different article about King,
Tut to each team.

Before turning to their readings, Ginger asks
Participan’cs to take 10 minutes to Par’cia Iy com-
Plete aFrame (see ﬁgure Ton Pagc7) . SI’IC asks
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them to label three columns:
“Whatwe know alreadg, > “What
we expect to lcarn)” and “What
we want to know.”

Investigating further
The next stc? is for Partici~
Pants toread their articles and
select important information.
Ginger dlsplags a PowerPoint
slide reminding Participants of
the job at hand:
Here’s your team’s task:
Hcip us fill in the details
of this mystery. With the
other detectives in your
team, after reading your
article, decide on the
most imPortant mainideas
and the essential details
that will help us solve the
case. Hint: Write “Kin
Tut” in the box for Key
Topic. Pick 3 main ideas.
Fill them in. Then agree
on the Essential Details
for each.

Completing the puzzle

Coming back togethcr

Ginger then engages par-
’cicipants ina w"lolc~grou dis-
cussion of the content of the
articles. Again usingt]'le Frame
for structure, Par’cicipan’cs add
to the three columns.

This aPProacl'l sPurrecl Iivelg
debate and conversation as
Participants discovered dis-
crel:)ancies amon% their arti-
cles. One person, ror examPle,
wanted to know whether Kin
Tut had been murdered. The
grou learned that one article
said Eis death was caused b
a blow to the head, while the
authors of others rejected that
conclusion and Put orth theo-
ries of death bg natural causes
or chariot accident.

“When you have all these
different sources, you have a
lot of oPPor’cunities to seek
out and to verhcg and to check
other sources,” Ginger says.

The FRAME Routine fey Tomie

|

is about...

[C) Main idea

[C) Main idea [C) Main idea

ial details
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Figure 1: The Frame

Gin:gcr concluclesl the King
Tut activitg bg askin‘ipan
ticipants to consider the “Is
about” and “So what?” sec-
tions of the Frame, asking
Participants to discuss these
with their team members, agree
on what should be written in
cach section, and prepare to
discuss their conclusions with

the Iargcr group.

Adapting the Frame

Gir;gerz/a”s the Frame a
fabulous tool that you can
ac]apt for many purposes. In
this cxamp!e, Gingeri lustrated
its utility for taking notes and
organizing tlﬁouglﬁts, but she
ﬁn‘is it equa”y useful for P!an—
ning to write. In her work with
studcn’cs, she says, she has
found those who use the Frame
before wri’cing are able to write
many more words per page.
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