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INTRO

YUC TITOIN

he International Reading Association and
‘l the National Council of Teachers of
English are pleased to present these stan-
dards for the English language arts. This document
is the result of an intensive four-year project involv-
ing thousands of educators, researchers, parents,
policymakers, and others across the country. Our
shared purpose is to ensure that all students are
knowledgeable and proficient users of language so
that they may succeed in school, participate in our
democracy as informed citizens, find challenging and
rewarding work, appreciate and contribute to our
culture, and pursue their own goals and interests as
independent learners throughout their lives.

The English Language Arts Standards Project is
one of many efforts undertaken in recent years to de-
fine outcomes or goals for various school subjects.
The project was first proposed in an August 1991 let-
ter to U.S. Secretary of Education Lamar Alexander
from Judith Thelen,
International Reading Association (IRA), and Shirley
Haley-James, then president of the National Council
of Teachers of English (NCTE). If the federal gov-
ernment were to fund a voluntary standards project
in English, then IRA and NCTE wanted to be in-
volved. Our officers and committees believed—and

then president of the

still believe—that English language arts standards
must be grounded in what we know about language
and language learning. If the standards do not have
this very important foundation, then they could un-
dermine our nation’s commitment to educating all
students, to emerging conceptions of literacy, and to
publicly funded schools. The standards presented
here grew out of current research and theory about
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how students learn—in particular, how they learn
language.

In the fall of 1992, the U.S. Department of
Education awarded a grant for the Standards Project
for the English Language Arts to educators at the
Center for the Study of Reading at the University of
Hlinois with the agreement that the Center would
work closely with IRA and NCTE to develop the stan-
dards. Federal involvement ended in 1994, and from
that time until the present the project has been fund-
ed solely by IRA and NCTE.

Two principles endorsed by the National
Academy of Education (McLaughlin and Shepard
1995, p. xviii) have been central to our work:

B Because there is not one best way to organize
subject matter in a given field of study, rigor-
ous national standards should not be restrict-
ed to one set of standards per subject area.

m  Content standards should embody a coher-
ent, professionally defensible conception of
how a field can be framed for purposes of in-
struction. They should not be an exhaustive,
incoherent compendium of every group’s de-
sired content.

From its inception, the English Language Arts
Standards Project has been field-based. A guiding be-
lief has been that the process of defining standards
must be an open, inclusive one. As a result, thou-
sands of K-12 classroom teachers have been in-
volved in writing, reviewing, and revising the many
successive drafts of this document and have guided
its development every step of the way over the last
three-and-a-half years. Hundreds of parents, legisla-
tive leaders, administrators, researchers, and policy



analysts in English language arts have played critical
roles at each stage of the project. (Appendix A lists
participants in the process.)

In generating this document, we have sought to
reflect the many different voices, interests, and con-
cerns of these diverse contributors. While we recog-
nize that no single publication, no single set of
standards, can satisfy all interests and concerns, we
fervently hope that this work captures the essential
goals of English language arts instruction at the turn
of the century in the United States of America. Most
important, we hope that it offers a coherent vision
for the future, complementing other current efforts to
define performance standards, opportunity-to-learn
standards, and assessment standards not only in the
English language arts but in other school subject ar-
eas as well. Many states and local districts are already
using these standards in their deliberations, and we
have benefited from the responses of language arts
coordinators in every state.

The publication of this document represents not
only the end of one process, that of defining the
standards, but also the beginning of a new one—
that of translating them into practice in classrooms
across the country. The conversation about English

vi

language arts standards must and will continue. To
that end, we are enclosing a response form at the
end of this document. We invite you—in fact, we
urge you—to tell us what you think about our vision
of the English language arts curriculum.

We extend our deepest thanks to the thousands of
individuals who have participated in the standards
project to date. Thank you for contributing your
voices to this important national conversation. We
also wish to thank the College Board and the John
D. and Catherine T. MacArthur Foundation for their
funding of the project at the beginning of the journey.

Alan E. Farstrup
International Reading Association

Miles Myers
National Council of Teachers of English
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his document describes standards for the
‘l English language arts—that is, it defines
what students should know about lan-
guage and be able to do with language. Our goal is
to define, as clearly and specifically as possible, the
current consensus among literacy teachers and re-
searchers about what students should learn in the
English language arts—reading, writing, listening,
speaking, viewing, and visually representing. The
ultimate purpose of these standards is to ensure that
all students are offered the opportunities, the en-
couragement, and the vision to develop the language
skills they need to pursue life’s goals, including per-
sonal enrichment and participation as informed
members of our society.
Over the past several years, national education-
al organizations have launched a series of ambitious

projects to define voluntary standards for science,
mathematics, art, music, foreign languages, social
studies, English language arts, and other subjects.
These efforts have served as catalysts in a wide-
ranging national conversation about the needs of
students and the instructional approaches of their
teachers. This dialogue is healthy and speaks well
of the value placed on education by the American
public.

This document adds to the national dialogue by
presenting the consensus that exists among thou-
sands of English language arts educators about what
all students in K-12 schools should know and be
able to do with language, in all its forms. We believe
that the act of defining standards is worthwhile be-
cause it invites further reflection and conversation
about the fundamental goals of public schooling.

DEFINING THE STANDARIDS

Based on extensive discussions among educators
across the country about the central aims of English
language arts instruction, the International Reading
Association and the National Council of Teachers of
English have defined a set of content standards for
the English language arts. By the term content stan-
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dards, we mean statements that define what students
should know and be able to do in the English lan-
guage arts. Although the standards focus primarily
on content, we also underscore the importance of
other dimensions of language learning. In particular,
we believe that questions of why, when, and how



students grow and develop as language users are also
critical and must be addressed by those who trans-
late the standards into practice. As we discuss in
Chapter 2, the perspective informing the standards
captures the interaction among these aspects of lan-
guage learning—content, purpose, development, and
context—and emphasizes the central role of the
learner, whose goals and interests drive the processes
of learning.

In defining the standards, we use some terms that
have multiple meanings. Briefly, we use the term fext
broadly to refer not only to printed texts, but also to
spoken language, graphics, and technological com-
munications. Language as it is used here encom-
passes visual communication in addition to spoken
and written forms of expression. And reading refers
to listening and viewing in addition to print-oriented
reading. (See the Glossary for additional terms.)

It is important to emphasize from the outset that
these standards are intended to serve as guidelines
that provide ample room for the kinds of innovation
and creativity that are essential to teaching and learn-

ing. They are not meant to be seen as prescriptions
for particular curricula or instructional approaches.

We must also stress that although a list implies that
the individual entries are distinct and clearly separa-
ble, the realities of language learning are far more
complex. Each of these standards is tied to the others
in obvious and subtle ways, and considerable over-
lap exists among them. Thus, while we identify dis-
crete standards for purposes of discussion and
elaboration, and to provide a curricular focus, we rec-
ognize the complex interactions that exist among the
individual entries and urge our readers to do the same.

Subsequent chapters of this document explore a
model of language learning that provides a perspec-
tive for standards (Chapter 2); elaborate on the stan-
dards (Chapter 3); and consider some of the ways in
which the standards are realized in the classroom
(Chapter 4). Before turning to these discussions,
however, we wish to take a closer look at the ration-
ale for setting standards—why we believe defining
standards is important and what we hope to accom-
plish in doing so.

THE NEED FOR STANDARDS

In defining standards for the English language arts,
we are motivated by three core beliefs:

m First, we believe that standards are needed
to prepare students for the literacy require-
ments of the future as well as the present.
Changes in technology and society have al-
tered and will continue to alter the ways in
which we use language to communicate and
to think. Students must be prepared to meet
these demands.

m Second, we believe that standards can articu-
late a shared vision of what the nation’s teach-
ers, literacy researchers, teacher educators,
parents, and others expect students to attain
in the English language arts, and what we can
do to ensure that this vision is realized.

m Third, we believe that standards are neces-
sary to promote high educational expecta-
tions for all students and to bridge the

documented disparities that exist in educa-
tional opportunities. Standards can help us
ensure that all students become informed cit-
izens and participate fully in society.

To Prepare Students for the Literacy
Demands of Today and Tomorrow

The standards outlined in this document reflect a
view of literacy that is both broader and more de-
manding than traditional definitions. For many years,
literacy was defined in a very limited way—as the
ability to read or write one’s own name, for exam-
ple (Soltow and Stevens 1981). A much more ambi-
tious definition of literacy today includes the capacity
to accomplish a wide range of reading, writing, and
other language tasks associated with everyday life.
The National Literacy Act of 1991, for example, de-
fines literacy as “an individual’s ability to read, write,
and speak in English and compute and solve prob-
lems at levels of proficiency necessary to function

Standards for the English Language Arts
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The vision guiding these standards is that all students must have the opportunities and resources to develop the
language skills they need to pursue life’s goals and to participate fully as informed, productive members of socie-
ty. These standards assume that literacy growth begins before children enter school as they experience and ex-
periment with literacy activities—reading and writing, and associating spoken words with their graphic
representations. Recognizing this fact, these standards encourage the development of curriculum and instruction
that make productive use of the emerging literacy abilities that children bring to school. Furthermore, the standards
provide ample room for the innovation and creativity essential to teaching and learning. They are not prescrip-
tions for particular curriculum or instruction.

Although we present these standards as a list, we want to emphasize that they are not distinct and separable;
they are, in fact, interrelated and should be considered as a whole.

1. Students read a wide range of print and nonprint texts to build an understanding of texts, of them-
selves, and of the cultures of the United States and the world; to acquire new information; to respond
to the needs and demands of society and the workplace; and for personal fulfillment. Among these
texts are fiction and nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.

N

Students read a wide range of literature from many periods in many genres to build an understanding
of the many dimensions (e.g., philosophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience.

3. Students apply a wide range of strategies to comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and appreciate texts.
They draw on their prior experience, their interactions with other readers and writers, their knowledge
of word meaning and of other texts, their word identification strategies, and their understanding of tex-
tual features (e.g., sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure, context, graphics).

a

Students adjust their use of spoken, written, and visual language (e.g., conventions, style, vocabulary)
to communicate effectively with a variety of audiences and for different purposes.

U
¢

Students employ a wide range of strategies as they write and use different writing process elements ap-
propriately to communicate with different audiences for a variety of purposes.

6. Students apply knowledge of language structure, language conventions (e.g., spelling and punctua-
tion), media techniques, figurative language, and genre to create, critique, and discuss print and nonprint
texts.

"J. Students conduct research on issues and interests by generating ideas and questions, and by posing
problems. They gather, evaluate, and synthesize data from a variety of sources (e.g., print and nonprint
texts, artifacts, people) to communicate their discoveries in ways that suit their purpose and audience.

&. Students use a variety of technological and informational resources (e.g., libraries, databases, computer
networks, video) to gather and synthesize information and to create and communicate knowledge.

9. Students develop an understanding of and respect for diversity in language use, patterns, and dialects
across cultures, ethnic groups, geographic regions, and social roles.

10

Students whose first language is not English make use of their first language to develop competency in
the English language arts and to develop understanding of content across the curriculum.

o

1. students participate as knowledgeable, reflective, creative, and critical members of a variety of literacy
communities.

1 2. Students use spoken, written, and visual language to accomplish their own purposes (e.g., for learning,
enjoyment, persuasion, and the exchange of information).

Setting Standards in the English Language Arts



Three sources of data indicate that, contrary to
popular belief, reading and writing abilities
bhave not declined over time: “then and now”
studies, test restandardization research, and the
National Assessment of Educational Progress
surveys of reading and writing.

By readministering the same test over time,
“then and now” studies examine trends in stu-
dent achievement based on past standards of lit-
eracy. Of the several dozen studies of this
nature, all but one conclude that more recent
students outperform earlier students (Farr,
Tuinman, and Rowls 1974). The exception was
Jfound in a study comparing the skills of pre-
1930 students and post-1935 students in oral
reading, an area that was de-emphasized in the
reading curriculum in the early 1930s.

When test publishers revise (or “restandardize”)
an aging test, they administer both old and new
versions to a sample of current students. A re-
view of test restandardization reports indicates
that, since the mid-1970s, scores have increased
by about 2 percentile points per year for five of
the six most widely used achievement tests in
grades 1 through 9. Changes in scores at the
high school level have been mixed, with scores
increasing slightly on some tests and decreasing
slightly on others (Berliner and Biddle 1995;
Linn, Graue, and Sanders 1990; Kibby 1993,
1995; Stedman and Kaestle 1987).

The National Assessment of Educational Progress
(NAEP) conducts periodic assessments of read-
ing, writing, and other subject areas with
nationally representative samples of 9-, 13-, and
17-year-olds. Since 1971, there has been a statis-
tically significant increase in reading scores
among 13- and 17-year-olds (Mullis, Campbell,
and Farstrup 1993).

Thus, evidence suggests that students today read
better and write better than at any other time

in the history of the country (Kibby 1993, 1995).

>’

on the job and in society, to achieve one’s goals, and
to develop one’s knowledge and potential.”

This historical perspective provides a context for
interpreting current perspectives on English language
arts education. For example, critics argue that fewer
and fewer students are able to read and write well,
blaming schools and teachers for failing to fulfill their
responsibilities. In actuality, however, ever-increasing
numbers of high school graduates have met our past
goals in literacy (see sidebar). The mismatch that cur-
rently exists is between students’ achievements and
our expanded expectation for their literacy.

We see the need for change, but this need de-
rives from a vision of a more challenging future
rather than a criticism of past or current efforts. We
believe that schools and teachers deserve praise for
the encouraging results they are achieving. This does
not mean, however, that all students today leave
school with every skill they need to become critical-
ly literate citizens, workers, members of society, and
lifelong learners. Indeed, we face new demands,
new standards of critical thinking and expressive
ability, that we are now beginning to meet.

Literacy expectations are likely to accelerate in
the coming decades. To participate fully in society
and the workplace in 2020, citizens will need pow-
erful literacy abilities that until now have been
achieved by only a small percentage of the popula-
tion. At the same time, individuals will need to devel-
op technological competencies undreamed of as
recently as ten years ago. One unexpected outcome
of the recent explosion in electronic media has been
a remarkable increase in the use of written language,
suggesting that predictions about the decline of con-
ventional literacy have been misplaced and prema-
ture. Electronic mail, similarly, has fundamentally
altered personal written correspondence, and grow-
ing access to the Internet will continue to increase
the demand for citizens who can read and write us-
ing electronic media. Furthermore, reading and writ-
ing are essential skills in planning and producing
nonprint media.

This broadened definition of literacy means that
English language arts education must address many
different types and uses of language, including those
that are often given limited attention in the curricu-
lum. One such area is spoken language. We have
learned to respect the continuing importance of oral
culture in all communities and to recognize the rich

Standards for the English Language Arts



interdependence between spoken and written lan-
guage. Much of our knowledge of language and our
acquisition of literacy depends on spoken language.
Any definition of the English language arts must
therefore include helping students learn how to ac-
complish successfully the many functions of spoken
language, such as discussing texts, making presenta-
tions, assisting visitors, or telling stories to family and
friends.

Being literate in contemporary society means be-
ing active, critical, and creative users not only of print
and spoken language but also of the visual language
of film and television, commercial and political ad-
vertising, photography, and more. Teaching students
how to interpret and create visual texts such as illus-
trations, charts, graphs, electronic displays, photo-
graphs, film, and video is another essential
component of the English language arts curriculum.
Visual communication is part of the fabric of contem-
porary life. Although many parents and teachers wor-
ry that television, film, and video have displaced
reading and encouraged students to be passive, un-
reflective, and uninvolved, we cannot erase visual
texts from modern life even if we want to. We must
therefore challenge students to analyze critically the
texts they view and to integrate their visual knowl-
edge with their knowledge of other forms of lan-
guage. By studying how visual texts work, students
learn to employ visual media as another powerful
means of communication.

Based on this expanded definition of literacy, the
standards outlined in this document address six
English language arts: reading, writing, speaking, lis-
tening, viewing, and visually representing. These six
areas are notably different from one another, but
there are also important connections among them,
and these connections are central to English lan-
guage arts instruction and learning. One familiar way
to link the language arts, for example, is to pair them
by medium: reading and writing involve written lan-
guage, listening and speaking involve spoken com-
munication, and viewing and visually representing
involve visual language.

There are many other important interconnections
among the English language arts, as well. Learners’
repertoires of words, images, and concepts grow as
they read, listen, and view; new words, images, and
concepts then become part of their written, spoken,
and visual language systems. We know, for exam-
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ple, that in the early stages of reading, the act of writ-
ing helps to shape children’s understanding of texts.
Children use a number of strategies for writing.
Sometimes they read the stories they have composed
to classmates to get feedback on what is working
well in their stories and what needs clarifying.
Sometimes they spell a word the way it sounds (that
is, applying their knowledge of phonics), while at
other times they spell a word the way they recall see-
ing it. These writing/spelling strategies draw chil-
dren’s attention to the conventions of print, enabling
them to begin to read like writers.

Thus, English language arts learning activities are
seldom wholly discrete—*“just reading,” “just writing,”
or “just viewing,” for example. Each medium relates
directly or indirectly to every other.

To Present a Shared Vision

of Literacy Education

Clearly defined standards offer a vision of the knowl-
edge and strategies that all students should develop
in the English language arts, as well as of the curric-
ular and instructional elements that can be used to
foster this development. To achieve these standards,
this vision must be shared by all those who have a
stake in the future of our schools—not just the
English language arts teachers who are directly re-
sponsible for providing instruction, but also school
administrators, policymakers, parents, and members
of the general public. A shared vision means that dif-
ferent parties know what the work of the classroom
is and should be, and have a clear sense of what they
can do to support this work. Public commitments to
education may depend upon this shared vision.

A shared vision does not, of course, imply a sin-
gle approach to teaching. Teachers know that their
students develop language competencies in differ-
ent ways and at different rates, and that learning
needs must be addressed as they arise and in the
ways that seem most appropriate. Adaptability and
creativity are far more effective in the classroom than
thoroughgoing applications of a single approach.
Most teachers’ experience validates this philosophy
every day. They recognize that no single instruction-
al method or sequence of lessons can serve all stu-
dents or all situations.

Despite the array of instructional approaches be-
ing used in individual classrooms, teachers do ap-
pear to share many views about teaching and



learning in the English language arts. What are these
views? What are some of the elements of this com-
mon vision?

First, and most important, teachers share a belief
that students should develop competencies in the
English language arts that will prepare them for the
diverse literacy demands that will face them through-
out their lives. Second, teachers agree that the
English language arts are important not only as sub-
jects in and of themselves, but also as supporting
skills for students’ learning in all other subjects. The
English language arts help students gather and con-
vey information about mathematics, history, science,
the arts, and an array of other subjects, and in all of
these subjects students use language to solve prob-
lems, theorize, and synthesize. Third, teachers agree
that students can best develop language competen-
cies (like other competencies) through meaningful
activities and settings, such as reading and viewing
whole texts, writing and creating visual images for
recognizable purposes, and speaking and listening to
others both within and outside the classroom.

Obviously, however, it is not enough simply to
set forth a shared vision: English language arts teach-
ers must also identify and remove the barriers that
prevent that vision from being translated into prac-
tice. For example, teachers often receive conflicting
messages about what they should be doing. They
may be told they should respond to the need for re-
forms and innovations while at the same time being
discouraged from making their instructional practices
look too different from those of the past.

In addition, while many teachers wish to gauge
their students’ learning using performance-based
assessment, they find that preparing students for
machine-scored tests—which often focus on isolat-
ed skills rather than contextualized learning—diverts
valuable classroom time away from the development
of actual performance. Similarly, in many schools,
the pressure to use particular textbooks discourages
teachers from using materials that take advantage of
students’ interests and needs and that involve them
productively in the curriculum. In these schools, stu-
dents may be forced to follow prescribed sequences
of instruction rather than engage in authentic, open-
ended learning experiences. So, too, the widespread
practice of dividing the class day into separate peri-
ods precludes integration among the English lan-
guage arts and other subject areas.

Thus, while the shared vision of English language
arts education we describe is already being imple-
mented in many classrooms, there is clearly a need to
do more. By articulating standards, we hope to make
it easier for a shared vision to become a reality.

To Promote Equity and Excellence

for All

One of our nation’s greatest aspirations has been to
provide equal educational opportunities for all. Tt is
clear, however, that we have frequently fallen short
of this goal with children of the poor, students from
certain linguistic and cultural groups, and those in
need of special education.

We believe that defining standards furnishes the
occasion for examining the education of students
who previously have not fully enjoyed prospects for
high attainment. In a democracy, free and universal
schooling is meant to prepare all students to become
literate adults capable of critical thinking, listening,
and reading, and skilled in speaking and writing.
Failure to prepare our students for these tasks under-
mines not only our nation’s vision of public educa-
tion, but our democratic ideal. The consent of the
governed is the basis of governmental legitimacy,
and if that consent is not informed, then the founda-
tions of government are shaky indeed.

Some of the most generously supported schools
in the world are found in our nation’s affluent sub-
urbs, while many economically disadvantaged
schools around the country are struggling to survive.
A vast gulf in academic resources and accomplish-
ments exists between the children of the rich and the
children of the poor, and between the powerful and
the powerless. This often leads to sharp differences
in the opportunities provided to students with lin-
guistic and cultural backgrounds that differ from
those of mainstream students.

Students in special education programs in our
country also often receive fewer educational oppor-
tunities than other students. Students designated as
having learning disabilities, hearing or visual impair-
ments, emotional or behavioral disorders, or who
have orthopedic or cognitive disabilities do present
us with instructional challenges. However, when we
view these exceptional conditions as individual vari-
ations and provide personalized, expert instruction,
students with disabilities can reach their academic
potential.

Standards for the English Language Arts



It is, in fact, teachers’ responsibility to recognize
and value all children’s rich and varied potentials for
learning and to provide appropriate educational op-
portunities to nurture them. If we learn to recognize
and value a variety of student abilities in the lan-
guage arts and then build on those strengths, we
make it possible for all students to attain high stan-
dards. Some will do so quickly and others more
slowly, but to bridge the wide disparities in literacy
attainment and to prepare all students to become in-
formed and literate citizens, we must hold these high
expectations for every student and every school. It
is the responsibility not only of schools and teach-
ers, but also of policymakers, parents, and communi-
ties, to support the schools.

At the same time, we understand that standards,
by themselves, cannot erase the impact of poverty,
ethnic and cultural discrimination, family illiteracy,
and social and political disenfranchisement. If all stu-
dents are to receive equal educational opportunities
and meet high expectations for performance, then
these issues have to be addressed. Four factors are
especially important: (a) learning how to learn, (b)
equal access to school resources, (¢) an adequate
number of knowledgeable teachers, and (d) safe,
well-equipped schools.

Learning How lo Learn

Students not only need to develop specific compe-
tencies and to acquire knowledge—they also need
abundant opportunities to reflect on the process of
learning itself. The conscious process of learning
how to learn is an essential element in students’ lan-
guage arts education, and it forms a central theme
in the standards detailed in Chapter 3.

Knowing how to learn has not often been high-
lighted explicitly as part of instructional content in
the English language arts. It has commonly been
assumed that “bright” learners come by such knowl-
edge “naturally” in the course of learning subject-
matter content. The view of language learning
presented here, in contrast, emphasizes the impor-
tance of explicit attention to the learning process for
all students: learning how to learn ought to be con-
sidered as fundamental as other, more widely recog-
nized, basic skills in English language arts.

All students have the ability to learn, but teachers
can make that ability accessible by helping students
reflect upon, and monitor, their own learning. When
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students see themselves as able learners, capable of
monitoring and controlling their learning, they are
more willing to tackle challenging tasks and take the
risks that move their learning forward. As students
move from school into their adult responsibilities at
work and in the wider society, knowing how to learn
will help them succeed in a changing economy and
will enable them to become self-motivated, flexible
lifelong learners.

By being attentive to, and talking about, their
own learning strategies, students develop this sense
of themselves as resourceful learners and provide
their teachers with valuable insights into their devel-
opment. If students are conscious of the strategies
they use, they are better able to recognize when a fa-
miliar strategy is not working, and they are more pre-
pared to adapt or abandon one strategy in favor of
more effective alternatives.

Our conviction that all students can learn and can
understand the processes of learning leads us to
stress that all students can, with appropriate instruc-
tion and experiences, achieve high standards. The
learner-centered perspective presented in this docu-
ment is, therefore, also a learning-centered model.
Teachers who implement this model help students
see themselves as competent learners who under-
stand the value of consciously reflecting upon their
learning processes. Learning how to learn is at the
heart of all of the standards and is reflected in vari-
ous ways in each of them.

Equal Access to Resources

If all students are to have equal opportunities to meet
these standards, then all schools must have sufficient
funds to hire well-qualified teachers and staff, to ac-
quire high-quality instructional materials, and to pur-
chase essential supplies such as books, paper, and
desks. This means that states and communities must
address the often serious funding inequities across
school districts. In most states, the wealthiest school
districts spend two to five times as much per student
as the poorest districts, and more than twenty years of
community efforts and litigation have not resolved
these structural inequalities. Today, as we write this
document, there are public school teachers across the
country who must spend their own money for their
students to have even the minimum—pencils, paper,
and books—in an era when computer technology is
rapidly becoming a necessary part of instruction.



To be sure, money alone does not guarantee ac-
ademic excellence. If funding is not used for con-
structive purposes such as obtaining better
instructional materials, reducing class size, or sup-
porting professional development, then all the mon-
ey in the world will not improve student outcomes.
Schools can be expected to help their students meet
high standards, however, only if they possess ade-
quate resources.

Adequate Staffing

Schools must also have an adequate number of
knowledgeable teachers. Overcrowded classrooms
make it virtually impossible to carry out the kinds of
individualized and performance-oriented instruction
essential to meeting the standards. Yet, in many
schools, teachers are typically assigned to classrooms
with thirty or forty students or more. In such settings,
chances for meaningful interaction between teacher
and student are slim, and opportunities for good
teaching and learning are severely compromised.

It is not enough to have a sufficient number of
well-qualified teachers, though; these teachers need
to have access to ongoing opportunities for profes-
sional development. School districts need to provide
both funding and support for teachers’ attendance
at off-site conferences and staff development pro-
grams. Teachers need opportunities to share ideas,
engage in research, assist one another, and continue
learning about and responding to changes in their
fields. Schools need to nurture an atmosphere of
learning that promotes teachers’ growth along with
that of their students.

Safe, Well-Equipped Schools

The current epidemic of violence in our schools and
neighborhoods presents perhaps the single most seri-
ous threat to students’ learning and to achieving the
standards set forth here. Students deserve safe environ-
ments for learning. They can scarcely be expected to
care about literacy or learning if they must constantly
worry about being attacked in the hall or the school-
yard. Therefore, states and communities must do all
they can to ensure that students are protected. Ideally,
schools will become nurturing spaces where students
are free to learn without the need for protection.

The condition and appearance of the school are
also important aspects of the learning environment.
Too many schools, particularly those in economical-
ly disadvantaged communities, have suffered from
years of neglect and are sadly in need of repair.
Some schools recruit student volunteers and employ-
ees to help with painting and renovation, but in
many cases the major repairs needed go well beyond
the capabilities of volunteer workers. Communities
should provide necessary resources to ensure that
their schools are well-maintained, brightly lit, attrac-
tive settings that encourage learning.

In summary, IRA and NCTE hope and believe that
the standards put forth in this document will pre-
pare students for the literacy challenges they will
face throughout their lives; bring greater coherence
and clarity to teaching and learning in the English
language arts; and provide greater opportunities for
all students to become literate.
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anguage is the most powerful, most readily

‘l available tool we have for representing the

world to ourselves and ourselves to the

world. Language is not only a means of communica-

tion, it is a primary instrument of thought, a defin-

ing feature of culture, and an unmistakable mark of

personal identity. Encouraging and enabling students

to learn to use language effectively is certainly one of
society’s most important tasks.

Clearly, though, learning does not end the mo-
ment we graduate from school; it continues through-
out our lives. In fact, the remarkable process of
language learning keeps blossoming with each new
experience we have—each book we read, each letter

we write, each film we see, each message we hear.
The aim of the standards, then, is to develop stu-
dents’ knowledge of, facility in, and appreciation of
the English language in ways that will serve them
throughout their lives.

This chapter presents the perspective that informs
the standards, which are then defined in the next
chapter. Specifically, we discuss the central role of the
learner in the standards and explore four dimensions
of literacy and language learning: content, purpose,
development, and context. These dimensions provide
distinct lenses through which one can examine the
use of language and the learning of language use, all
leading to the attainment of the standards.

LITERACY AND LANGUAGE
LEARNING: AN INTERACTIVE MODEL

The perspective that informs the English language
arts standards, presented graphically in Figure 1,
places the learner at the core. The centrality of the
learner is significant: our goal is to ground the stan-
dards in the experiences and activities of students as
they read, write, speak, listen, view, and visually rep-
resent. Because the standards are learner-centered,
they focus on the ways in which students participate
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in their own learning, acquire knowledge, shape ex-
perience, and respond to their own particular needs
and goals through the English language arts. This re-
flects an active rather than a passive process of lan-
guage use and learning—a process in which
students’ engagement is primary.

The three circles shown in the graphic represent
the areas of primary emphasis and concern in



Development

How?

Context

Figure 1. An Interactive Model for the English Language Aris
Standards

language learning: content, purpose, and develop-
ment. These three are not so much discrete entities
as they are aspects or dimensions of learning. Briefly,
the content dimension elaborates what students
should learn in the English language arts; the pur-
pose dimension articulates why students use the lan-
guage arts; and the development dimension focuses
grow as language users.
Surrounding these parts of the model is a field we
have labeled “context.” Because all language learn-
ing takes place in, responds to, shapes, and is in turn
shaped by particular social and cultural contexts, this
dimension encompasses the standards as a whole.

What precisely do we mean by these terms? Let
us examine each dimension in turn.

The content dimension addresses what students
should know and be able to do with the English lan-
guage arts. This includes knowledge of written, spo-
ken, and visual texts and of the processes involved in
creating, interpreting, and critiquing such texts.
Depending on the nature of the literacy task at hand,
content may be connected to personal knowledge, to
schooling or technical knowledge, or to social or
community knowledge. Any given language event is

on how students

likely to encompass some combination of personal,
academic, and social knowledge.

10

The purpose dimension addresses the question of
why we use language. In other words, it considers
the range of motives, reasons, and desired outcomes,
or the ends to which we direct our literacy practices.
We all use language for a variety of purposes, such as
to learn, to express ideas, to convey information, to
persuade others, to note things we observe, to savor
aesthetic experience, or to engage with others social-
ly. Again, any given literacy event may involve sever-
al of these different purposes.

The development dimension focuses on how
learners develop competencies in the language arts.
Students grow as language users by building a
knowledge of content, a repertoire of strategies (such
as predicting, synthesizing, reflecting, and identifying
words and their meanings), and the ability to apply
these flexibly as they engage in various types of liter-
acy activities.

As students progress through their formal school-
ing, they grow in their ability to use language clearly,
strategically, critically, and creatively. They discover
the rich assortment of ways in which they can use
language to pursue their own goals and purposes.
They develop a knowledge of the conventions of
language and the capacity to apply this knowledge.
They learn to integrate their knowledge of text with
their own experiences, enriching what they bring to
each literacy event.

Because contextual variables influence all areas
of learning, the graphic presents context encircling
the other three dimensions of this model. Social and
cultural contexts, in particular, shape linguistic pat-
terns, meanings, and uses. The standards do not fo-
cus explicitly on context because, as we noted
earlier, we leave the particulars of curricular defini-
tion in the hands of local educators—and that is one
place where context comes into play. We wish to af-
firm the importance of authentic learning experi-
ences involving a variety of contexts, however. As
teachers, students, parents, and policymakers articu-
late curricula, instruction, and assessment processes,
they should generate learning opportunities that re-
spond to local needs and interests.

While each of these dimensions of the language
learning model can be viewed independently, each
also overlaps with the others. The intersections of the
content, purpose, and development circles in the fig-
ure reflect the profound interrelation of what, why,
and how in English language arts learning. Our stan-
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dards concentrate primarily on the content dimen-
sion (as we will discuss in the following chapter), but
the other dimensions are always present. To put it
differently, within each standard, content issues—

CONTENT

Every text experience we have—every work we read,
see, hear, or create—expands what we bring to future
literacy experiences. Accordingly, the development of
literacy and the attainment of the English language
arts standards set forth in this document depend on
experience with and systematic study of a wide array
of texts, visual and spoken as well as written.
Although we do not believe it is productive to
dictate a specific English language arts curriculum that
should be enacted in every classroom or every
school, it is important to define broadly the content
that students need to know in order to become in-
formed, confident, and competent users of language.
That we discuss this knowledge base separately here
does not mean that content and skills should be
taught separately from one another. We believe, on
the contrary, that students will best develop their
knowledge, skills, and competencies through mean-
ingful experiences and instruction that recognize pur-
pose, form, and content as inextricably interrelated.
What are the essential elements of the knowl-
edge base for the English language arts? All students
need to know about and work with a broad range
of texts, spoken and visual as well as written. They
must develop a repertoire of processes or strategies
for creating, interpreting, and analyzing texts. And
they need to know about the underlying systems and
structures of language. Let us examine each of these

areas in turn.

A Broad Range of Texts

Language learning depends on the exploration and
careful study of a wide array of texts. In particular,
students need to read literature, including classic,
contemporary, and popular narratives, poems, songs,
and plays. Exploring literary worlds gives students a
new perspective on their own experience and en-
ables them to discover how literature can capture the
richness and complexity of human life.

Perspectives Informing the English Language Arts Standards

such as the appropriate range and depth of reading
materials—are closely linked to purpose and devel-
opmental processes. In the remainder of this chapter,
we consider each aspect of our perspective.

Broad reading also includes informational and aca-
demic texts, such as textbooks, lab manuals, papers,
and reference materials; student-produced texts, in-
cluding peer writing, journals, and student newspapers
and literary magazines; technological resources, such
as computer software, computer networks, databases,
CD-ROMs, and laser disks; mass media and other vi-
sual texts, including films, selected television programs,
magazines, and newspapers; socially significant oral
and written texts, such as speeches, radio and televi-
sion broadcasts, political documents, editorials, and ad-
vertisements; and everyday texts, such as letters,
bulletin board notices, memos, and signs.

Although it is important to study some texts in
detail, a primary goal should be for students to un-
derstand and enjoy texts and to explore diverse
works independently. Students also need opportuni-
ties to compare the ways in which ideas and infor-
mation are presented in different media—for
example, the ways in which a narrative differs when
read, heard, or viewed on film.

Additionally, students need to know about the lit-
erary traditions that contextualize literary texts and
about properties of the genres they represent. They
should realize, for example, that reading a literary text
involves some different processes and different back-
ground knowledge than reading an informational text.
Understanding the generic and formal constraints in
informational texts (for example, the use of headings,
graphic aids and other design elements, and the con-
ventions of standard written English) is also an essen-
tial part of students’ knowledge. Further, students
need to develop some understanding of the underly-
ing systems and structures of texts and of the visual
and linguistic systems out of which texts are created.

Processes and Strategies

In addition to knowledge of texts and text features,
students need to learn an array of processes and
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strategies for comprehending and producing texts.
These include, for example, the use of background
knowledge to construct meaning, effective strategies
for fluently identifying words, study strategies to en-
hance learning and recall, and systematic processes
for approaching writing. By strategies, we mean prac-
ticed but flexible ways of responding to recognizable
contexts, situations, or demands. Because no one
reading strategy, study technique, or writing process
is best for all students, it is inappropriate to teach a
single way of approaching all language tasks.
However, we have the responsibility to use the best
available research and knowledge based on careful
observations to recommend those instructional
processes and materials that promote the develop-
ment of language arts capabilities.

These aspects of knowledge and understanding
are, we believe, critical to the development of stu-
dents’ competencies in the English language arts. The
following chapter discusses these various aspects of

PURPOSE

A strong grasp of content in the English language arts
is vital, but knowledge alone is of little value if one
has no need to, or cannot, apply it. The ability to
use language for a variety of purposes is therefore
another essential part of the learning experience. We
believe that a central goal of English language arts
education is to ensure that students are able to use
language to address their own needs as well as the
needs of their families, their communities, and the
greater society. In particular, we recommend a focus
in English language arts education on four purposes
of language use: for obtaining and communicating
information, for literary response and expression, for
learning and reflection, and for problem solving and
application.

For Obtaining and Communicating
Information

Nonfiction, informational books, magazine articles,
documentary films, encyclopedia entries on paper or
CD-ROM, catalogs, interviews, recordings of news
broadcasts, schedules, and instructions—we use all
of these types of texts to get information about topics
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knowledge and experience in greater detail, within
the context of defining the standards.

Systems and Structures of Language
Another critical part of students’ English language
arts education involves the study of the systems and
structures of language and of language conventions,
including grammar, punctuation, and spelling. In ad-
dition to gaining competency in these aspects of lan-
guage use, students need to understand how
language conventions vary from one context to an-
other. In other words, they need to know how to ap-
ply their knowledge of the systems and structures of
language depending on the nature of the task at
hand. This requires experience in creating texts for
a range of audiences and purposes. As students be-
come experienced at composing different types of
texts, they learn to adapt their language to different
audiences and to other contextual variables.

that interest us or to find out something we need to
know. Similarly, we create many different kinds of
texts to convey information to others, ranging from di-
agrams, verbal directions, and simple reports on ob-
servations of natural phenomena to laboratory reports
and multimedia research projects. By learning to use
many different media—traditional and nontraditional,
print and nonprint—to collect and convey informa-
tion, students become aware of the range of possibil-
ities available to them for communicating with others.
Building on the information-gathering and presenta-
tion skills that students use routinely in everyday life,
teachers can strengthen students’ ability to perform
more complex and challenging tasks and to enhance
their learning in other curriculum areas.

For Literary Response and Expression

Literary response and expression are aesthetic acts in-
volving complex interactions of emotion and intellect.
The acts of responding to, interpreting, and creating
literary texts enable us to participate in other lives and
worlds beyond our own and to reflect on who we
are. In order to interpret and create, students need to
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understand what makes a text literary. We use the
word literary broadly here, to mean the imaginative
treatment of a subject using language and text struc-
ture that is inventive and often multilayered.

From this perspective, students’ literary experi-
ences should be extensive. Students should learn that
virtually any type of text—essay, diary, or film, as
well as sonnet, short story, or play—can contain
powerful literary expression. Similarly, students need
opportunities to compose many different types of
texts that draw on their imaginations and involve the
use of literary language. Such experiences enhance
students’ understanding and appreciation of the lit-
erary texts they read as part of their schoolwork and
as their chosen leisure reading.

For Learning and Reflection

Language is a powerful instrument for learning and
reflection, and students who are encouraged to use
their literacy skills to pursue their own interests and
questions are likely to discover this potential. From
this perspective, language enables us to communi-
cate not only with and for others, but also with and
for ourselves.

Students need frequent opportunities to talk and
write as learners and thinkers. Student journals and
small-group discussions may be especially produc-
tive in this regard. By engaging in these types of ac-

DEYELOPMEINT

The dimension of development—the question of how
students should be able to use language—incorpo-

rates two distinct issues. The first concerns how stu-
dents acquire knowledge and how they develop
competencies with practice over time. This develop-
mental dimension is emphasized in our discussion of
“learning how to learn” (in Chapter 1), and is incor-
porated in many of the individual standards. The sec-
ond issue focuses on performance and relates to the
quality of students’ performance over time. In partic-
ular it addresses the need for students to learn to use
language clearly, strategically, critically, and creatively.

During their preschool years, young learners
move toward literacy in a number of remarkable
ways. Their language development starts at birth as
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tivities, and by discussing their reflections with oth-
ers, students develop a sense of their own resource-
fulness and of the possibilities that language makes
available to them, and are better able to set and work
toward their own goals. Such activities also provide
their teachers with valuable insights into their stu-
dents’ learning.

For Problem Solving and Application
Students use language every day to solve problems
and grapple with issues that concern them. To re-
spond to these situations and demands, students
need to be able to use language to pose significant
questions, to become informed, to obtain and com-
municate information, and to think critically and cre-
atively. Purposeful language use demands all of
these capacities.

Whether they are reading instructions in order
to make a model airplane, applying conflict resolu-
tion strategies to negotiate the use of a toy, writing
a letter to the police to report a stolen bicycle, or
writing a new script for an online role-playing game,
students routinely use language for problem solving
in everyday life. The challenge facing teachers is to
draw on students’ real needs for language and to use
these as a platform for motivating further learning
and strengthening of their competencies.

they begin to hear language, process it, and construct
meaning with it. Young children who see people
around them engaging in literacy behaviors are curi-
ous; they see what language can do, and they want to
participate in these forms of communication. As they
listen to stories and nonfiction books that are read to
them, young children begin to build appreciation for
books as a source of enjoyment and learning, to dis-
cover different literary genres, and to develop their
language abilities. Sharing books with children also
instills in them a sense of story and a sensitivity to
the writing styles found in expository texts. Through
these experiences, children develop an understanding
that spoken words are composed of a limited number
of identifiable units or sounds (phonemic awareness),
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and that the letters of the alphabet represent sounds
in speech (the alphabetic principle). In time, with this
accumulation of literacy experiences and knowledge,
young children begin to use reading and writing to
express their ideas and needs.

As children move through the elementary and
middle school grades, their reading and writing ex-
periences expand their understanding of the impor-
tance of literacy in their lives. They often develop
preferences for specific types of books and read
deeply within those they most favor. Their writing
experiences help them find their own voices and re-
alize that writing gives them new communicative
powers. Additionally, they develop a wide range of
strategies to draw upon in their reading and writing
activities.

Similarly, older readers, such as high school stu-
dents reading sonnets for the first time or learning
the technical language of subjects such as physics or
calculus, continue to discover and learn to use new
words and new forms of language through the prac-
tice of reading and writing. Thus, language learning
is a dynamic and lifelong process through which in-
dividuals develop and fine-tune an expanding reper-
toire of capacities for communicating with others and
with themselves.

How Students Acquire Knowledge
and Develop Competency over Time
According to this integrative perspective of literacy
development, all language learners—whether they
are infants just beginning to speak, older children
learning to read and write, or adults acquiring a sec-
ond language or a new professional vocabulary—
learn language by using it purposefully and
negotiating with others. Language users “make”
meaning, constantly revising their initial understand-
ings of what they read, hear, view, and create in light
of what they learn from subsequent reading, listen-
ing, viewing, and creating. In other words, the
processes of language use are active, not passive. We
learn language not simply for the sake of learning
language; we learn it to make sense of the world
around us and to communicate our understandings
with others. In fact, as we discuss in the following
section, language cannot be divorced from the so-
cial contexts in which it occurs.

This view of language development has clear and
profound implications for teaching and learning. If
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we accept that language development occurs
through purposeful use, then English language arts
instruction must nurture this development by giving
students the opportunity to engage in a wide array of
experiences with language, and it must ensure that
students perceive the value of these experiences.

Development also implies a progression in stu-
dents’ competency and sophistication. While this as-
pect of development clearly informs the perspective
on learning presented here, it is important to contrast
this integrative perspective with an incremental or
grade-level view of student progress. While we pre-
sent a number of dimensions along which students’
development may be seen and evaluated, we do not
attempt to specify levels of achievement correspon-
ding to grade level or age. These criteria are best de-
fined locally, in the contexts of specific schools and
students’ needs.

Furthermore, instructional approaches will not be
the same for all students because their experiences
with literacy before entering school will not have
been the same. Children who have been read to fre-
quently, for example, will have a rich understanding
of some of the basics of print literacy, including the
direction of the print, the fronts and backs of books,
and, most fundamental, the awareness that the squig-
gles or marks on the page represent sounds, words,
or concepts in the language they already know.
Children with limited preschool exposure to reading
may be less familiar with these concepts. Even so,
they possess a large repertoire of images and back-
ground knowledge that provides a base for learn-
ing, and through meaningful instruction and
experience they will be able to build on their under-
standings. Their listening and speaking vocabularies
will expand and form a stronger foundation for read-
ing and writing. They will begin to examine books
more carefully and build an appreciation for reading
for enjoyment and information. They will see draw-
ing and writing as ways of communicating through
marks made on paper and begin to attend to the
forms of letters and to sounds; with support and in-
struction, they will come to understand the alpha-
betic principle—that written letters can be used to
represent sounds.

The first step in literacy education, then, is not
to assume, as has been done too frequently in the
past, either that all students bring a common core of
literacy knowledge to school, or that those who do
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not bring what is customarily expected are deficient.
Rather, the first step is to respect each student’s home
language, prior knowledge, and cultural experience,
and to determine what he or she already knows and
can do upon entering school. Teachers must then
provide appropriate and rich instructional support on
that basis.

How Students Should Be Able to Use
Language

A second issue connected to development is more
directly related to performance. This issue has to do
with how students should be able to use language.
Several criteria for this are discussed below.

Clearly

Students need to be able to use language clearly and
fluently—with precision and accuracy. Audience and
purpose are important considerations in deciding the
form that communication needs to take. For exam-
ple, clarity can be achieved in face-to-face conversa-
tion with family members through unelaborated
language, while class discussions or conversations
with public audiences may call for more complete
elaboration.

In interpreting texts, students need to be able to
use various types of cues to derive a clear under-
standing of the range of possible meanings. Students
should learn to respect the integrity of a text, and to
generate hypotheses and inferences drawn from it.
And in composing texts and visual representations,
students should be able to define audience, purpose,
and context; then, drawing on their knowledge of
the systems and structures of language, they should
be able to organize and express their ideas clearly
and precisely.

Strategically

Students need to be able to use a wide range of
strategies (including predicting, hypothesizing, esti-
mating, drafting, synthesizing, and identifying words
and their meanings) to interpret and create various
types of texts. This entails sensitivity to the purpose,
nature, and audience of a text, and an ability to use
this awareness to adapt language accordingly. Such
flexibility is vital, for assembling a collection of strate-
gies is of little use without a knowledge of how and
when to apply them.
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When a student reaches an impasse and finds
that his or her current strategies are not working, the
teacher has an opportunity to help that student learn
new ones. At such times, motivation to discover al-
ternative approaches is usually very high. By giving
learners a wide range of language experiences, par-
ticularly experiences that are interesting and chal-
lenging to them, teachers are most likely to help
students see the value of having an array of strategies
and the ability to use them flexibly in various lan-
guage activities.

Critically

Critical language users question and comment on
what they read, hear, and view. Students’ critical
skills are nurtured in classrooms where questioning,
brainstorming, hypothesizing, reflecting, and imaging
are encouraged and rewarded. Students develop the
ability to pose questions as they read, listen, and
view: What inferences can I draw from this text?
What perspective does this text ask me to assume?
What viewpoint is presented in this text? What does
this text omit or distort? How is my own response
related to what is presented by the text?

Critical language users bring original ways of
thinking and novel interpretations to texts. While crit-
ical thinking is often concerned with making distinc-
tions and marking differences, effective critical
thinkers also draw connections among texts, their
own responses to them, various bodies of knowl-
edge, and their own experiences. Development of
critical language skills enables students to provide in-
formed opinions about texts they encounter, and to
support their interpretations with multiple forms of
evidence.

Creatively

Students use language creatively when they are en-
couraged to stretch or reimagine received forms and
vocabularies, or to invent new ones, to embody their
own ideas. In composing their texts, creative lan-
guage users pursue imaginative risks, departing from
established conventions and well-worn formulations.
Like critical thinkers, creative language users draw on
their experiences, personal observations, strategies,
and prior knowledge as they explore the boundaries
of texts and forms. They move beyond surface mean-
ings and appreciate the complexities and nuances
of language.
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CONTEXT

Regardless of whether we are reading or writing,
speaking or listening, viewing or visually represent-
ing, a context always surrounds any activity. If we
are composing a letter, for example, we consider our
audience. To whom are we writing, and how does
this influence the ideas and language we choose?
Other contextual variables are at play, too, includ-
ing our level of motivation and interest. If we are lis-
tening to a presentation, contextual variables include
our perceptions of the speaker and our prior knowl-
edge about what is being communicated.

Perhaps one of the most influential aspects of con-
text is the social dimension. Many illustrations of read-
ing and writing show one person alone, looking
intently downward at a text or a paper, deeply im-
mersed in thought. But we are coming to realize how
fundamentally social the process of becoming literate
is. Saying that language development is social does
not mean that the process has no private dimensions.
Indeed, all of us draw on our own sets of experiences
and strategies as we use language to construct mean-
ings from what we read, write, hear, say, observe, and
represent. These specific meanings are individual and
personal. Yet the range of possible meanings that we
can discover and know is, to a great extent, socially
determined. What we can know is much influenced
by what those in our language community know and
by our shared experiences and shared texts.

Perhaps the most obvious way in which lan-
guage is social is that it almost always relates to oth-
ers, either directly or indirectly: we speak to others,
listen to others, write to others, read what others
have written, make visual representations for others,
and interpret their visual representations. Doing so
also helps us clarify our ideas for ourselves, but what
nourishes language growth is participation in lan-
guage communities. As we grow and move in ever-
broadening social situations, we become participants
in an increasing number of language groups that
necessarily influence the ways in which we speak,
write, and represent.

Language development is also social in that we
use a system of shared conventions to communicate
with one another and to create new language. We in-
teract using the conventions accepted in the different
language communities in which we operate, and
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these shared conventions make communication pos-
sible within and among these different groups. At the
same time, these conventions are always changing,
as new metaphors and terms are invented to reflect
new ideas and experiences.

We know, of course, that our students come from
many different language communities. This is espe-
cially evident in classrooms where students speak a
range of languages as well as different varieties of
the language we call English. Recent research on ac-
tual language use shows, moreover, that no single
“standard” of English exists around the world, or
even within a single country. All of us who speak
English speak different varieties of English depend-
ing on whom we are communicating with, the cir-
cumstances involved, the purpose of the exchange,
and other factors. Indeed, creative and communica-
tive powers are enhanced when students develop
and maintain multiple language competencies.

Nonetheless, some varieties of English are more
useful than others for higher education, for employ-
ment, and for participation in what the Conference
on College Composition and Communication (1993)
in a language policy statement calls “the language
of wider communication.” Therefore, although we
respect the diversity in spoken and written English,
we believe that all students should learn this lan-
guage of wider communication.

In summary, the perspective informing the English
language arts standards places the learner at the cen-
ter. The content dimension of the graphic presented
in Figure 1 addresses what students should know
and be able to do with respect to the English lan-
guage arts. The purpose dimension addresses the
question of why we use language, and the develop-
ment dimension focuses on how learners develop
competencies in the language arts. Because context
influences all areas of learning, this dimension en-
circles all three of the preceding areas.

Although it is illuminating to focus on these di-
mensions of language learning separately, it is impor-
tant to emphasize the complex interactions that exist
among them. Each dimension of language learning
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overlaps with the others, as the graphic illustrates. As
noted earlier in this chapter, the English language
arts standards focus primarily on the content dimen-
sion, defining what we expect students to know and
be able to do with respect to language. Invariably in
any language event, however, purpose, develop-
ment, and context are also intertwined.

As we see in the following chapter, this perspec-
tive on language learning can be used to discuss

Perspectives Informing the English Language Arts Standards

overarching concerns and themes in the set of stan-
dards as a whole. Further, it provides a way to ex-
amine each particular standard in detail, through the
lenses of content, purpose, and development.
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he standards presented in this chapter de-

fine what we believe students should

know and be able to do in the English
language arts. As the preceding chapters have made
clear, we believe that these standards should articu-
late a consensus growing out of actual classroom
practices, and not be a prescriptive framework. If
the standards work, then teachers will recognize
their students, themselves, their goals, and their dai-
ly endeavors in this document; so, too, will they be
inspired, motivated, and provoked to reevaluate
some of what they do in class. By engaging with
these standards, teachers will, we hope, also think
and talk energetically about the assumptions that un-
derlie their own classroom practices and those of
their colleagues.

The standards reflect some of the best ideas al-
ready at work in English language arts education
around the country. Because language and the lan-
guage arts continue to evolve and grow, our stan-
dards must remain provisional enough to leave room
for future developments in the field. And it is impor-
tant to reemphasize that these standards are meant to
be suggestive, not exhaustive. Ideally, teachers, par-
ents, administrators, and students will use them as
starting points for an ongoing discussion about class-
room activities and curricula.

The primary focus of the standards is on the con-
tent of English language arts learning. As we noted in
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the preceding chapter, content cannot be separated
from the purpose, development, and context of lan-
guage learning. As educators translate these stan-
dards into practice, they must consider the unique
range of purposes, developmental processes, and
contexts that exists in their communities.

The twelve content standards for the English lan-
guage arts follow. Let us reflect briefly on the group
as a whole before moving into more specific elabora-
tions of each in turn.

The act of setting out a list like this one implies
that knowledge and understanding can be sliced into
tidy and distinct categories, but obviously literacy
learning (like any other area of human learning) is
far more complicated than that. We acknowledge the
complex relationships that exist among the stan-
dards. Further, we do not mean to imply that the
standards can or should be translated into isolated
components of instruction. On the contrary: virtually
any instructional activity is likely to address multiple
standards simultaneously. Nor is the order of
arrangement and numbering of the standards meant
to suggest any progression or hierarchy. Numbering
them simply makes it easier to refer to them concise-
ly in discussion.

Readers will recognize that these standards can be
grouped into clusters. Standards 1 and 2, for example,
discuss the range of materials that students should
read and their purposes for reading; the former em-
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phasizes breadth and diversity of texts, while the lat-
ter concentrates on literary works. Like Standards 1
and 2, Standard 3 also concerns reading, but it ad-
dresses reading strategies or processes rather than
texts. This third standard also relates to Standard 4;
both emphasize the importance of students’ knowl-
edge of language use, variation, and conventions.

Standards 5 and 6 work together to move from
reading and comprehending to creating texts. Both
discuss the types of knowledge that students need
in order to use language effectively as writers, speak-
ers, or visual representers. Both of these standards
also emphasize the connections between reading
and writing and the importance of gaining a work-
ing knowledge of language structure and conven-
tions. The next pair of standards, 7 and 8, concern
research and inquiry. Standard 7 stresses student ap-
proaches to inquiry, while Standard 8 concentrates
on the use of research materials, with particular at-
tention to new, technologically driven modes of re-
search and data synthesis.

The evolving needs of America’s students—whose
growing ethnic and linguistic diversity is changing the
social makeup of contemporary classrooms—are tak-
en up in Standards 9 and 10. Taken together, these
standards suggest that a multicultural language arts
curriculum is both useful and necessary today, offer-
ing students the language resources they will need to
participate in the nation and world of tomorrow.

The last two standards build on the vital recog-
nition that literacy has both social and personal sig-

nificance for language users. Standard 11 stresses the
use of collaborative learning as a way for students
to use the language arts to find and develop a sense
of community. In Standard 12, students, motivated by
their own goals, learn that the language arts can help
them discover a sense of their individuality as well.

Readers will find other ways of linking these
standards: the issue of new technology, for exam-
ple, addressed explicitly in Standard 8, on research
materials, is also a central theme in the discussion of
literacy communities in number 11. Student-directed
learning, a theme throughout many of the standards,
explicitly links numbers 7, 10, and 11. The structures
and conventions of language, a central topic in all
of the language arts, form a key focus in Standards
3,4, 6, and 9.

We encourage readers to reflect upon other ways
in which these standards are connected, and to think
through the elaborations of the individual standards
using the lens provided by the graphic discussed in
Chapter 2. That perspective may be used to explore
the interplay of content, purpose, development, and
context within each of the standards, and it serves
to remind us of the central importance of the individ-
ual learner in all of them. Much as the dimension of
context encircles our language learning model, so we
hope teachers and other readers of these standards
will draw on their own knowledge and experience,
and the salient needs in their own educational com-
munities, to enrich and expand the brief elaborations
offered below.

THE STANDARIDS IIN DETAIL

Students read a wide range of print and

nonprint texts to build an understanding
of texts, of themselves, and of the cultures of the
United States and the world; to acquire new in-
Jformation; to respond to the needs and demands
of society and the workplace; and for personal
Sulfillment. Among these texts are fiction and
nonfiction, classic and contemporary works.

Reading is a wonderfully rich and complex human
activity. It provokes reflection, introspection, and
imaginative thinking and allows us to create and ex-
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plore new ideas. It introduces us to different repre-
sentations of the world. It fills our needs for informa-
tion and communication and enables us to learn
about different subjects, perform various tasks, partic-
ipate in the workplace, and understand and evaluate
our place in the world. It also gives us the intrinsic
pleasure of linguistic and imaginative activity.

Even before they enter school, children can learn
to enjoy books and other print material. Listening to
storybooks instills a sense of story and familiarizes
children with different literary genres. In school, as
they read, respond to, and study a variety of texts,
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students become deeply engaged with language and
construct rich, personal meanings from what they
read. Knowledge of and about different types of texts
gives students an orientation, a set of expectations,
that they can bring to each new text they encounter.
For example, some students just entering school, es-
pecially those who have not been read to regularly,
learn to use and understand new ways for talking
about stories they hear and stories they themselves
read and write. They must think about “what hap-
pens next” and “how characters feel” and “why an
author makes choices.” In a similar fashion, older
students may learn to expect that an experimental
film may deliver a nonlinear plot; that greater sus-
pension of disbelief is required in listening to class-
mates tell fantasy stories than in hearing them
describe a family holiday; that some short stories be-
gin with flashbacks; and that political speeches re-
quire watchfulness for one-sided arguments.

Through discussion of what they read and
through their own extensive reading, students also
learn that any given text can be understood in a va-
riety of ways, depending on the context. African folk
narratives or Greek myths, for instance, can be read
as delightful, entertaining stories, as representations
of mythic archetypes, or as cultural, religious, or
philosophical histories of particular regions or peo-
ple. Reading activities often invite several types of
understanding simultaneously. Equally important,
readers often read for several purposes—some in-
ternal, such as personal growth, and some external,
such as finding out new information and ideas.

Because there are many kinds of reading and
many purposes for reading, students need to read for
a range of purposes and within a variety of contexts
in order to become proficient and knowledgeable
readers. They need opportunities to explore and
study many different kinds of printed texts, including
contemporary and traditional novels, newspaper and
magazine articles, poems, nonfiction works on a
range of subjects, historical documents from family
and community sources, reference materials, chil-
dren’s and young adult books and magazines, pop-
ular journals, biographies, autobiographies, journals,
and letters. Students should also read work by other
students: writers and readers build self-confidence
and respect for one another by reading and study-
ing their peers’ work.
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Nonprint texts are also an essential part of stu-
dents’ reading experience. Students need to make ef-
fective use of a range of spoken texts, both formal
and informal, ranging from speeches and plays to
word games and playful talk. Opportunities to study
and create visual texts—including narrative and doc-
umentary films, television, advertisements, maps, il-
lustrations, multimedia/CD resources, and other
graphic displays—are also crucial. Graphic and visu-
al messages influence contemporary society power-
fully, and students need to learn how the elements of
visual language communicate ideas and shape
thought and action.

What criteria should be used to select particular
works for classroom study? In choosing texts, teach-
ers and students should consider relevance to stu-
dents’ interests and other readings; relevance for
students’ roles in society and the workplace; literary
quality; and balance and variety in form, style, and
content. Complexity is another important criterion.
Students benefit from reading texts that challenge
and provoke them; they also benefit from simpler
texts that promote fluency. Opportunities to read
books for pleasure are also vital. While some of these
texts will be suggested or assigned by teachers, stu-
dents also need to choose texts for themselves so
that they develop a sense of themselves as independ-
ent readers. As they discuss their reading selections
with their teachers and peers, students gain insight
into their reading preferences and learn to evaluate
the importance of different kinds of texts.

The works that students read should also reflect
the diversity of the United States’ population in
terms of gender, age, social class, religion, and eth-
nicity. Students’ understanding of our society and
its history—and their ability to recognize and ap-
preciate difference and diversity—are expanded
when they read primary texts from across a wide de-
mographic spectrum.

It is not enough to read a variety of works, how-
ever; students also need to discover the connections
among them. Teachers can help students to discover
these textual relationships by assembling clusters of
readings that focus on a single theme or event but
that cut across boundaries of geography, community,
and genre. In one New Hampshire middle school, for
example, students engaged in an interdisciplinary
learning project centered on Katherine Paterson’s
Lyddie, a historical novel about young girls working
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in nineteenth-century New England textile mills.
Supplementary texts included women’s letters from
the period, historical writing on the economics of
millwork, and Dr. Seuss’s The Lorax. Similarly, stu-
dents in an Iowa high school read Twain’s
Adventures of Huckleberry Finn and explored con-
nections to other novels of the period, to the political
issues of the time, and to the geography of the
Mississippi River itself. Such learning experiences al-
low students to form a colorful portrait of their re-
gion and to value reading as a source of important
information and new insights.

Through experience with texts, students deepen
their knowledge not only of themselves but also of
the world. Self-discovery and cultural awareness are
intertwined. Extensive and varied reading provides
a lens through which to view and critique American
and world history and contemporary social life. Thus,
as students read widely, and as they discuss and re-
flect on what they read, they develop an understand-
ing of themselves both as individuals and as parts of
a larger social whole. Their literacy skills and their
social knowledge grow together.

Students read a wide range of literature from

mamny periods in many genres to build an un-
derstanding of the many dimensions (e.g., philo-
sophical, ethical, aesthetic) of human experience.

The texts that we call “literary” have a special func-
tion in our culture and in student learning. Literary
works are valuable not just as informative or commu-
nicative vehicles, but as artistic creations and repre-
sentations of human culture at particular times and in
particular places. They are a living archive of a his-
tory of philosophical, ethical, and aesthetic thought.
As students learn to read and respond to literary
texts, they discover the special features of these texts,
and they develop the special skills and vocabulary
needed to experience and appreciate literature fully,
in all its various forms. They learn, for example, that
literary language is rich with metaphor, imagery,
rhyme, and other figures and devices.

Accordingly, students need to read and study lit-
erary texts in a variety of genres, including poetry,
short stories, novels, plays, essays, biographies, and
autobiographies. Narrative in its many forms can be
introduced early, through picture books, puppet
shows, role-playing, and story time. There is strong
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evidence that when young children hear repeated
readings of favorite books, their responses to all
books become more complex. Young students can
learn about drama, too, through live action, dialogue
games, and visual media. Poetry and rhyme help
young readers connect sounds to words and help
them enjoy the musical, rhythmic qualities of lan-
guage. As students grow in literary experience, they
discover the qualities of various genres—for exam-
ple, how poems share certain uses of language and
sound, how novels develop characters and plot, and
how plays establish and resolve dramatic tension.

Students who read literature learn that literary
texts are often relevant to their own lives. Their ex-
ploration of literary worlds also offers perspectives
which may contrast and conflict with their own expe-
riences and invite them to reflect critically on alterna-
tive ways of knowing and being. A literary education
consists of classic literary texts like Shakespeare’s
Romeo and Juliet, Hinton’s The Outsiders, Hurston’s
Their Eyes Were Watching God, Brown’s Goodnight
Moon, or White’s Charlotte’s Web, as well as more re-
cent works like Paterson’s The Great Gilly Hopkins,
Cormier’s I Am the Cheese, Mochizuki’s Baseball
Saved Us, or Greenfield’s Grandmama’s Joy. Both
classic and contemporary works are essential to a
literary education.

Students’ experiences of literary texts are made
richer when they are familiar with the specialized
terms and concepts of literary analysis. Each literary
genre has its own formal qualities, and students ben-
efit from studying these conventions. Young children
who have been read to extensively reflect their un-
derstanding of literary conventions in two ways. First,
when they “read” or retell a story, their language may
take on a distinctly literary style, indicating that they
understand the difference between conversation and
“book talk.” Second, beginning writers often use con-
ventions such as “once upon a time” or “the end” to
mark their early compositions as stories, rather than
as letters or informational pieces. Similarly, focusing
on the structure of the sonnet and haiku in the con-
text of reading a variety of different poems allows
more experienced readers to discover connections
between theme and form. By studying various text
genres in detail—for example, science fiction—stu-
dents learn to recognize their unique features and to
see connections across texts within a given genre.
These studies enable students to learn how literary
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works are constructed, how they share certain artistic
forms, and what makes each a distinct work.

Many literary texts—not just fiction, but also es-
says, other prose works, plays, and poems—give stu-
dents opportunities to engage in ethical and
philosophical reflection on the values and beliefs of
their own cultures, of other cultures, and of other
times and places. They show how individuals discov-
er the significance of inner experience, social life,
and history as they find their place in the world. In
many of our most important literary works, authors
depict moral conflicts as characters struggle to know
themselves, to make decisions, and to act within, a
larger society. Students who explore the moral and
ethical dimensions of literature see that reading can
deepen their understanding of the complexities of
human life, often affirming their own experiences or
casting them in a new light. Literacy thus can become
not just a means to an end, but an exploration in
which students’ own worlds and experiences open
themselves to those of many others.

Because literary texts enable students to envi-
sion and explore worlds (both actual and imagined)
from perspectives other than their own, they help
students to imagine and challenge different worlds.
Students who have learned, through literary texts, to
view their own lives and the world around them in
new and different ways are more apt to consider al-
ternatives rather than simply accepting things as they
are. Literature thus plays a vital role in the develop-
ment of critical thinking. Through literary reading,
students learn to think about and to question their
own perspectives; they learn to assume different,
critical stances toward events, circumstances, and is-
sues. Readers of literature come to recognize and
evaluate human experiences as well as the literature
in which those experiences are represented.

Students apply a wide range of strategies to
3 comprehend, interpret, evaluate, and ap-
preciate texts. They draw on their prior experi-
ence, their interactions with other readers and

writers, their knowledge of word meaning and of

other texts, their word identification strategies,
and their understanding of textual features (e.g.,
sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure,
context, graphics).
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Before even beginning the first sentence of a text,
knowledgeable readers know how to approach and
frame a reading experience with a sense of purpose,
need, and direction. Becoming a knowledgeable
reader, however, takes time and many experiences
with different kinds of texts. Young learners soon
recognize that they must orchestrate several differ-
ent kinds of information in text. Drawing upon their
sense of phonological awareness (their conscious
awareness that spoken words can be broken into
separate sounds and/or sound units), their knowl-
edge of word meanings and language structure, and
their knowledge of the world, they develop strategies
for making meaning from many experiences with a
variety of texts.

Students become knowledgeable readers by
reading and studying a broad range of texts from
which they learn to generalize the demands differ-
ent genres place upon them as readers. As students
learn to form expectations about a text, they become
better able to decide which strategies they should
use to comprehend, interpret, and evaluate what
they are reading. Expectations may also enhance stu-
dents’ appreciation of texts and their personal re-
sponses to them.

Proficient readers also know how purpose affects
their approach to a reading event. They know, for
example, that studying the history of a region would
involve a certain kind of reading if one were plan-
ning a vacation there, and quite another if one were
writing a research report on the region’s agriculture.

Effective readers also draw on their previous
reading experiences as they delve into new works.
For example, there are many mystery stories written
for elementary school students. As young learners
read these stories, they come to recognize the con-
ventions of constructing mysteries, that is, how au-
thors introduce clues and typically advance their
plots. As they read more mysteries, younger readers
begin to anticipate these conventions and use them
to guide both their comprehension of the stories and
their attempts to solve the mysteries. Later, they may
use the same strategies with more complex and so-
phisticated examples of the genre. This understand-
ing of the conventions of a specific genre is also
useful in viewing mysteries on television or in the
movies.

Although students come to recognize many of
these expectations and strategies as they read and
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discuss related groups of texts, teacher explanation
and modeling of reading strategies and independent
conscious study also contribute to students’ profi-
ciency. Students need encouragement to think and
talk about how they are creating meaning as they
read and to pay close attention to the strategies they
are using to do so. Reading is an active, recursive
process in which readers make predictions based on
linguistic and contextual cues (including the read-
er’s knowledge of the world) and reevaluate those
predictions in light of other cues. Students should ex-
plore this meaning-making process explicitly, talk-
ing about how they move from predicting to
confirming (or revising) their predictions, and back
again. Thoughtful attention to their own cognitive
processes will be rewarded with more complete and
meaningful reading experiences and with an explicit
sense of how to manage their own thinking.

In one Chicago kindergarten class, an opportuni-
ty to learn about reading and writing strategies
emerged when a student brought a caterpillar to
school. It had begun to form a chrysalis, and this in-
spired much conversation, wonder, and questioning
among the students. A sign-in sheet and journal note-
book were placed beside the caterpillar, in which stu-
dents recorded their names (in whatever way they
knew how) and drew or wrote their observations and
questions. Students read and discussed what was real
and what was fantasy in Eric Carle’s The Very Hungry
Caterpillar as a group. The teacher also provided a
supply of related books, many with detailed pictures
and charts about caterpillars, butterflies, and insects in
general. These were displayed in the science corner
for students’ independent browsing. During this qui-
et reading time, the teacher listened to and monitored
students’ reading strategies, encouraging them to re-
flect on and learn from their miscues.

Using chart paper hung on the wall near the
caterpillar, the teacher recorded students’ responses
to the Carle book, their observations of the caterpil-
lar’'s metamorphosis, their conjectures about what
would happen to the chrysalis, and their understand-
ings and questions about butterflies. As the teacher
listened to the students’ comments, she often
stopped to point out an interesting idea or word or to
elicit learners’ suggestions about how to spell a word
or punctuate a sentence. On subsequent days, she
and the students reviewed the charts both independ-
ently and together, much as they would enjoy a pub-
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lished “big book” displayed in their classroom. These
sessions provided opportunities that were useful and
relevant to students’ level of emergent literacy.

Flexibility in applying different reading strategies
is of the greatest importance: students need to know
how to vary their approaches according to the nature
of the text, the purpose of the reading, and their own
knowledge and experience. If they are reading a text
that uses familiar language, is in a familiar genre, or
deals with a familiar topic, readers may proceed
smoothly, rarely needing to stop to figure out a word
or to question the use of certain rhetorical devices.
On the other hand, if they are reading something that
is especially challenging or foreign to them, they may
need to pause frequently to search for graphic,
phonological, syntactic, and semantic clues that will
help them make sense of the text. Through practice
and experience, students can learn to adapt or
change the tactics they are using if they sense that
things are not going well or if they move from one
genre or context to another.

Further, students need to learn a variety of strate-
gies for comprehending, interpreting, and analyzing
spoken and visual language. If they are having a con-
versation with someone whose language patterns are
very different from theirs, they may need to use a
range of strategies (such as questioning, summariz-
ing, and restating) to resolve ambiguities that arise.
And if they are viewing a television program, they
may ask themselves about the purpose of the
program—is it to communicate information, to enter-
tain, or to persuade the audience to accept a certain
point of view? Learning to be attentive to these differ-
ent contexts enables students to move from basic
comprehension to more sophisticated responses to
what they are reading.

One of the most important functions of English
language arts education is to help students learn to
interpret texts—that is, to reflect on textual mean-
ing from their own perspectives—and to evaluate
texts—that is, to use critical thinking to identify
particular text elements, such as logic, emotional ap-
peal, and purpose. As students interpret and evalu-
ate texts, they explore their own feelings, values,
and responses to the ideas presented. Thus, they
make their own responses to texts an integral part of
their reading experience.
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4 Students adjust their use of spoken, written,

and visual language (e.g., conventions,
style, vocabulary) to communicate effectively with
a variety of audiences and for different purposes.

Throughout their lives, students will write and speak
in widely differing social arenas: as informed citizens,
as employees and co-workers, as neighbors. They
will also use language as members of a family, for
personal affirmation and reflection, and for cultural
enrichment. In each instance, they will draw on their
knowledge of language conventions as they adjust
their speech and writing to respond to the needs of
specific audiences, purposes,
Therefore, students need to study how language con-
ventions vary from one context to another. They
need to make use of a range of language conven-
tions as they create texts for different audiences and
purposes.

Children’s early writing plays an important part in
their growth in language arts. Movement through
phases of writing development—from scribbling to
temporary spellings to conventional spellings—offers
learners a variety of opportunities to make sense of
how print communicates its message to a variety of
audiences, for a variety of purposes. These initial ef-
forts are unconventional by adult standards but they
are important for the following reasons: They pro-
vide parents and teachers insights into how individ-
ual children construct meaning about why people
write and about the process of writing. They also
provide a valuable foundation for literacy growth.
Through their drawing and scribbling, young learn-
ers convey their understanding that marks on paper
communicate ideas and information. They begin to
reflect their recognition of print as a means of
communication—an important preliminary to the

and situations.

many ways they will use writing.

As they compose different types of works, stu-
dents call on their knowledge of texts and text fea-
tures. Again, audience is an especially important
consideration. Writing in a diary, drafting an e-mail
message to a grandparent, and requesting informa-
tion from the chamber of commerce, for example,
all involve different audiences and therefore different
writing voices. Similarly, the informal, often fragmen-
tary talk used among close friends gathered on the
playground to discuss a basketball game is different
from the more fully developed talk used with a
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teacher when discussing a piece of writing. While it
may be perfectly appropriate to use personal lan-
guage in a diary entry, doing so in an editorial for a
school newspaper is likely to undermine readers’
confidence in the author. Even handwriting can re-
flect a consideration of audience: scribbles may work
when writing personal notes; however, directions to
others on how to get to an unknown destination will
most likely require clear and complete writing.

Individuals who are competent at communicating
with others are sensitive to the needs of different au-
diences and to the ways in which the purpose of a
communication shapes the kinds of ideas and infor-
mation they choose and the way in which they pre-
sent them. Depending on whether they are
explaining something, arguing, persuading, or telling
a story, good communicators have learned how to
vary their organizational strategies. They adapt the
level of detail they provide and the language they
use according to the context of the communication.
Students recognize, for example, that visual diagrams
can help clarify difficult concepts, that a timeline may
illustrate historical relationships, or that a colorful il-
lustration may make a story more vivid for other
readers. Through practice in making subtle (or not-
so-subtle) strategic changes in style to fit different cir-
cumstances and audiences, students increase the
likelihood that the texts they create will be under-
stood and interpreted as they would like them to be.

Audience awareness is well illustrated in an
elementary—high school collaboration in one Illinois
school district. During a visit to an elementary
school, students in one teacher’s eleventh- and
twelfth-grade classes interviewed third-grade stu-
dents, asking about their hobbies, pets, favorite
books, and other interests. The senior high students
then composed original stories tailored for their ele-
mentary counterparts, getting responses at the draft-
ing stage to assure that the stories were both lively
and appropriate for their audience. Through this col-
laboration, both groups of students gained experi-
ence in communicating with a different audience and
in exploring relationships between spoken and writ-
ten texts.

To ensure that they can communicate effectively
with a wide range of audiences, all students need to
learn what we refer to as “the language of wider
communication”—the forms of our language that are
most commonly recognized as standard English. This
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does not imply that other varieties of English are
somehow incorrect or invalid; rather, it means that all
students need to have standard English in their reper-
toire of language forms, and to know when they
should use it. When students engage in discussions
of when and where this language of wider communi-
cation can and should be used, they further their
knowledge of audience, purpose, and context, and
in so doing discover something of the social signifi-
cance of different language practices.

The social nature of language and communica-
tion is central to Standard 4. When students explore
the connections between voice and audience, pur-
pose and form, they become more versatile and con-
fident in the choices they make as language users.
Students who have experience communicating with
a range of different audiences, moreover, are able to
find a voice and style that are uniquely their own.
As students adapt and modify their language to suit
different purposes, they discover certain recurring
phrases, devices, or images—the imprints of a per-
sonal style of communication.

Students employ a wide range of strategies as
S they write and use different writing process
elements appropriately to communicate with dif-
ferent audiences for a variety of purposes.

Just as students need an array of strategies for com-
prehending, interpreting, evaluating, and appreciat-
ing the texts written by others, so too do they need
to apply an array of strategies as they write. Reading
and writing are intertwined. Emergent writing efforts
focus young learners’ attention on details of text and
reinforce beginning concepts about how print is pro-
duced. For example, these efforts strengthen learn-
ers’ phonological awareness as they attempt to spell
words they do not yet know but wish to write, there-
by reinforcing understandings about letter-sound as-
sociations necessary for beginning reading. Other
characteristics of good readers are also demonstrat-
ed by good writers: a sense of purpose, an ability to
frame expectations of a task by drawing on prior
writing experience, a knowledge of various ap-
proaches and how to apply them, the capacity to re-
flect on the writing process as it unfolds, and a
willingness to change approaches in response to au-
dience needs.
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In order to attain these skills, students need fre-
quent opportunities to write about different topics
and for different audiences and purposes. Their own
experiences, enriched by their readings and discus-
sions with others in and out of school, are impor-
tant resources for writing. For example, some highly
rewarding writing was exchanged between high
school students in Oklahoma City and Los Angeles
when teachers in two schools set up e-mail commu-
nication between their classes. The Oklahoma stu-
dents were able to formulate and express their
emotional responses to the bombing in their city, and
the Los Angeles students vividly described their ex-
periences during the earthquake there. Not only was
a sense of empathy generated between the classes,
but the students also saw how writing could help
them work through difficult and tangled emotions,
and they practiced using written language to cap-
ture and represent experience and memories for
readers at a distance. Out of a desire to help each
other understand and cope with traumatic experi-
ence, these students gained firsthand knowledge
about the power of writing to connect people and
to connect events in different parts of the world.

Students need guidance and practice to develop
their skills in academic writing, whether they are re-
sponding to literary works or writing for other school
subjects. They need to understand the varying de-
mands of different kinds of writing tasks and to rec-
ognize how to adapt tone, style, and content for the
particular task at hand. As with other aspects of
learning, students’ ability to create text—whether ex-
pressive or academic, formal or informal—is best de-
veloped through engagement in meaningful reading
and writing activities. Students who write in the con-
text of meaningful goals are more likely to work
carefully to shape and revise what they compose.
Teachers can create a sense of the purposefulness
of writing by helping students to consider the needs
of their audiences as they compose, edit, and revise.

As writers hear how different readers interpret
and evaluate their work, they learn how to use con-
structive criticism to revise or recast their writing.
This process helps students to internalize a sense of
what their readers need and expect. It also extends
the body of knowledge that they bring to future writ-
ing tasks, giving them greater confidence and versa-
tility as writers.
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In recent years many students have benefited
from what is known as a “process approach” to writ-
ing instruction, which focuses on different activities
typically involved in effective writing, such as plan-
ning, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing for
real audiences. Unfortunately, this approach is some-
times translated into a highly structured sequence of
activities, regardless of the task at hand. While it is
certainly crucial for students to understand the reper-
toire of techniques involved in the writing process,
it is equally important to teach them flexibility so that
they know when to proceed step by step and when
to adopt alternative strategies.

In reality, the writing process is recursive, not lin-
ear. Writers focus on many aspects of a task at once,
some general and some particular: what ideas to in-
corporate, how to organize them, which words to
choose, how to arrange them, where to insert com-
mas. Writers move fluidly from whole to part and
back again, shaping and defining their overall pur-
pose as they develop specific examples and refine
passages. They are problem-solvers, deciding as they
go along how to tackle the many different challenges
that arise.

To become confident and effective writers, then,
students need to learn how to use various elements of
writing flexibly and adaptively, shaping their ap-
proaches according to the purposes and audiences
they have in mind. They need to be encouraged to try
different approaches and to reconsider what they have
written. In short, there is no such thing as one correct
way of approaching writing. Effective student writers
follow different strategies for different tasks, and they
discover with each new task what works best.

6 Students apply knowledge of language
structure, language conventions (e.g.,
spelling and punctuation), media techniques,
figurative language, and genre to create, cri-
tique, and discuss print and nonprint texts.

To ensure that the texts they create are well received
and understood by those who will be reading, view-
ing, or listening to them, students need a working
knowledge of the systems and structures of language
as well as familiarity with accepted language conven-
tions, including grammar, punctuation, spelling, and
the formal elements of visual texts. This knowledge
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is essential for responding to, discussing, critiquing,
editing, and revising print and nonprint texts.

Students develop their knowledge of form and
convention in spoken, written, and visual language
as they create their own compositions and critique
those of others. Whether they are just learning to or-
chestrate text in a left-to-right direction across a
blank page, matching letters to the sounds they hear
in words they want to spell, varying their range of
sentence structure in a written piece, or experiment-
ing with the arrangement and balance of visual ele-
ments in an illustration, students need to understand
that attention to structure and form is an essential
part of the process of creating and revising text.
Students who can draw on a deep knowledge of lan-
guage structure find that the texts they create are
both more accessible and more effective for their var-
ious audiences.

Spoken, visual, and written composition alike re-
quire the ability to grasp whole-to-part relationships.
Students who work with films, for example, become
aware of editing strategies that are used to weave
together individual scenes in order to produce a con-
tinuous narrative. The careful study of illustrations—
whether in children’s stories or individual
artworks—helps build knowledge of formal charac-
teristics such as balance, composition, unity, and
symmetry (or asymmetry). An exploration of color,
interestingly, may be connected to notions such as
mood or tone in written and performance works. A
seventh-grade teacher in Philadelphia, for example,
asks his students to depict the moods evoked in
Madeleine L'Engle’s A Wrinkle in Time by cutting col-
ored paper into shapes that seem to convey the tone
of the chapter, then explaining their artistic depic-
tions. Students who explore such cross-disciplinary
connections as they develop a working terminology
to describe language structure become more thor-
ough readers and more effective writers.

As their peers respond to their compositions, stu-
dents often discover that they need explicit instruc-
tion in particular aspects of writing or editing. A
student may recognize, for instance, that readers are
baffled by his or her use of conflicting metaphors in
a paragraph, or are confused about when sentence
fragments are acceptable in written texts. Or a stu-
dent may wish to explore ways to use punctuation
more effectively in order to develop more complex,
varied sentence patterns in his or her prose. Explicit
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instruction on such topics is most likely to be effec-
tive when it is offered in the context of real writing
and peer-editing activities. Research has shown con-
vincingly that neither isolated exercises nor the study
of formal systems of grammar independent of con-
text affects most students’ actual speaking and writ-
ing skills.

By closely observing students’ writing processes
and carefully reading their work, teachers can see
which aspects of language structure are giving stu-
dents trouble and help them learn these concepts
through direct instruction and practice. It is also im-
portant for students to discover that grammar,
spelling, and punctuation are useful not only in the
context of fixing problems or mistakes; they can be
studied effectively in a workshop context in which
students work together to expand their repertoire of
syntactic and verbal styles. When students connect
the study of grammar and language patterns to the
wider purposes of communication and artistic de-
velopment, they are considerably more likely to in-
corporate such study into their working knowledge.

Indeed, through their writing, editing, and revis-
ing experiences, students come to understand that a
composition may never be truly finished. Although
a paper may be turned in, or a performance complet-
ed, we can always rethink, rework, and refine. The
ability to step back and critique our work with an
eye to improving it is essential to good writing and to
both spoken and graphic compositions. As the term
revision suggests, we can always see our work again
differently, or through the eyes of another reader or
another writer. Students who understand this are bet-
ter able to strengthen their competencies as writers.

Critique and revision—seeing again, differently—
are crucial not only for students in the process of
developing their skills as, say, storytellers or play-
wrights; they are also essential for a deeper under-
standing of our culture. That is, students’ ability to
critique and respond meaningfully to peers’ written
and spoken texts relates in important ways to their
ability to “read” culture and society from an in-
formed, thoughtful perspective. For example, by
studying the structure of narrative in film—analyz-
ing elements such as framing, shot selection, and the
use of voice-over and dialogue—students become
more adept and perceptive viewers of television
commercials, news, and drama.
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Students conduct research on issues and in-
7 terests by generating ideas and questions,
and by posing problems. They gatber, evaluate,
and synthesize data from a variety of sources
(e.g., print and nonprint texts, artifacts, people)
to communicate their discoveries in ways that
suit their purpose and audience.

The ability to generate questions, identify issues,
pose problems, and seek out answers is at the core
of productive human living. In some measure, we
engage in research whenever we reflect on our prob-
lems and concerns, even when our hypotheses are
limited in number or sophistication. Our curiosity
often inspires us to focus on solving problems and
investigating issues. From a very early age, we try to
make sense of our physical world and the world of
ideas that surrounds us.

It is essential that students acquire a wide range
of abilities and tools for raising questions, investigat-
ing concerns, and solving problems. In school,
“research” is the name commonly given to the
processes of addressing such concerns. However, a
rigid view of research as a series of mechanical steps
misrepresents the complexity and creative potential
of human problem solving and limits the range of ed-
ucational experiences that can help students. Perhaps
the idea of research is best considered in terms of
inquiry—the learner’s desire to look deeply into a
question or idea that interests him or her. Viewed in
this way, research becomes an investigation into an
issue or problem chosen by the student. It involves
posing interesting and substantive questions, identi-
fying and securing multiple data sources, analyzing
and synthesizing data, and positing findings or new
understandings.

Language itself is a valuable research tool. The
ability to use language to seek out and refine inter-
esting questions, plan, predict, investigate, analyze,
hypothesize, and speculate gives students a way to
frame and address the issues that they encounter in
academic subjects as well as in everyday life.
Students often use language to investigate questions
and tackle problems, but these experiences are fre-
quently overlooked simply because they are so com-
mon. The application of spoken language to problem
solving is especially pervasive. Students are constant-
ly using talk informally, to negotiate among
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themselves and with others and to express their ideas
about school problems and social dilemmas.

Everyday life provides abundant raw materials
from which students can develop their investigative
language competencies. For example, a class of mid-
dle school students in Iowa were concerned with a
local crime problem and decided to do something
about it. These students began their investigation by
discussing the problem with people in their commu-
nity. These discussions helped the students to narrow
the focus of their inquiry and to identify key people
who could talk to the entire class about particular
criminal acts or issues. The students also gathered
statistical and other data from appropriate sources,
read books on crime, and clipped and shared articles
from various periodicals. Once the students had
gathered the information they found necessary, they
analyzed it and formulated courses of action. Some
students wrote letters to the local newspaper; others
wrote to the chief of police to offer solutions that
they thought would reduce the crime rate. Still others
prepared oral presentations to share with elemen-
tary school students, alerting them to criminal acts
that could affect them. The students involved in this
project used their language and research skills to
confront real issues in their community.

Students need to learn creative and multifaceted
approaches to research and inquiry. The ability to
identify good topics, to gather information, and to
evaluate, assemble, and interpret findings from
among the many general and specialized information
sources now available to them is one of the most vi-
tal skills that students can acquire.

Students use a variety of technological and

informational resources (e.g., libraries,
databases, computer networks, video) to gather
and synthesize information and to create and
communicate knowledge.

To take advantage of the resources that technology
offers and to become prepared for the demands that
will face them in the future, students need to learn
how to use an array of technologies, from comput-
ers and computer networks to electronic mail, inter-
active video, and CD-ROMs. Technology opens up
new worlds to students, making available a tremen-
dous assortment of information, ideas, and images.
It also provides new motivation for writing and al-
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lows students to assume greater responsibility for
their own learning. For example, students are stimu-
lated by the relative ease and flexibility of revising
and editing online and by the prospect of printing
and circulating their writings. Indeed, even very
young students like to compose on the computer.
Teachers can build on these interests by acting as
guides and observers, facilitating learning and help-
ing students discover, evaluate, and mine the many
resources available to them.

Students should use computers, then, to com-
pose texts and graphics for themselves and others
and to publish their own works. This requires skill
in keyboarding and word processing as students
draft, revise, and edit their writings, seeking feedback
from peers and teachers along the way. Students
should use computers individually and collaborative-
ly to develop and publish a variety of works such as
storybooks, essays, newsletters, classroom antholo-
gies, and school newspapers. Also, extended use of
computers should be encouraged when connection
to a network makes it possible to correspond with
others nearby or far away.

A creative and empowering use of recent tech-
nology is demonstrated in the following classroom
example. Video-recording helped fifth- and sixth-
grade students in an urban Phoenix school to com-
municate with a group of pen pals from a Navajo
reservation in rural Arizona. The Phoenix students
videotaped their homes (in public housing projects),
as well as their school and playground, using both
words and images to describe for their Navajo friends
where they lived and what their daily lives were like.
The Navajo students responded with their own
videotapes, forming a multimedia correspondence
which helped both groups better understand life for
someone else of the same age in a different geo-
graphic and cultural setting. The two groups of stu-
dents not only learned about life elsewhere, but also
gained experience in using video technology to rep-
resent themselves to others. Along the way, they saw
the power of visual representation and its importance
in enriching a sense of cultural identity.

Students need to use new technologies to gain
access to databases, bibliographies, other data re-
sources, and computer users around the world, and
they need to develop skill in synthesizing this broad
base of information. Student inquiry, problem solv-
ing, and formal research at all levels are taking on a
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new character. A generation ago, students were gen-
erally limited to seeking out resource materials for
traditional research papers in library card catalogs
and standard encyclopedias and reference sources.
They now have a wealth of resources, the very abun-
dance and complexity of which require new levels of
sophistication in search techniques and an expand-
ed ability to choose, assess, and synthesize materials.
Direct instruction in electronic resources is becoming
increasingly important in today’s classrooms.

Many teachers are not yet comfortable with new
technologies, however, and require professional de-
velopment opportunities in order to meet the techno-
logical needs of their students. On the positive side,
teachers can often be co-learners with their students,
many of whom are more familiar with computer jar-
gon, the Internet, search techniques, and available
resources. Teachers should welcome this activity,
giving students the enjoyment and pride of some-
times being their teachers’ teachers.

Electronic technologies, perhaps more than any
other recent innovation, have heightened our sense
of the need for reform and have raised our expecta-
tions of what students must know and be able to do
in English language arts. It is therefore crucial that we
address the uneven distribution of technology in our
nation’s schools. Some schools have abundant com-
puters for students to use, while others have only a
few, which are often reserved for the students re-
garded as academically advanced. Students in eco-
nomically disadvantaged communities and those
labeled as less proficient often lack access to new
technologies or are confined to routine computer ac-
tivities that fail to challenge and develop their minds.
Schools and communities need to address these in-
equities to ensure that all students can become tech-
nologically literate.

Students develop an understanding of and
9 respect for diversity in language use, pat-
terns, and dialects across cultures, ethnic groups,
geographic regions, and social roles.

The capacity to hear and respect different perspec-
tives and to communicate with people whose lives
and cultures are different from our own is a vital el-
ement of American society. Language is a powerful
medium through which we develop social and cul-
tural understanding, and the need to foster this un-
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derstanding is growing increasingly urgent as our
culture becomes more diverse. Students deserve and
need learning environments that respect cultural,
racial, and ethnic differences. Celebrating our shared
beliefs and traditions is not enough; we also need to
honor that which is distinctive in the many groups
that make up our nation.

Students who have difficulty relating to peers
from different cultures may find it easier to under-
stand their classmates’ unfamiliar backgrounds and
experiences—and may discover unexpected similar-
ities—when they read and discuss stories and other
texts that dramatize cultural frameworks and relation-
ships. By understanding and appreciating differ-
ences, students build the groundwork for unity and
shared experience. One way of approaching this is
seen in a culturally diverse classroom in the Bronx.
Students in language arts classes there select literary
works that explore their specific cultural and ethnic
backgrounds. In addition to discussing these works
as a group, the students write book reviews that are
collected in a booklet distributed to the entire class
and placed in the school library. This student-directed
work encourages children and young adults to study
both their own backgrounds and those of others in
their school community.

Students bring into the language arts classroom
not only values and beliefs but also ways of seeing
the world. Ethnicity and culture go beyond visible
markers of difference (such as speech, dress, inter-
personal styles, food) to encompass larger issues of
perception and interpretation. Students who explore
linguistic diversity among their peers discover that
language use, dialect, and accent are cues for other
kinds of differences, and investigating these language
features thoughtfully allows the discovery that dif-
ferent cultures’ diverse ways of knowing the world
are embodied in their languages. In this way, the
study of language diversity opens onto subjects such
as history, science, and social studies. Students can
explore, for instance, the history of oral cultures and
their many philosophical and religious traditions, or
the importance of nonwestern cultures in the devel-
opment of mathematics.

Schools are responsible for creating a climate of
respect for the variety of languages that students speak
and the variety of cultures from which they come.
Students as well as teachers need to recognize and ap-
preciate linguistic and cultural variation, for it is truly
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an asset, not a liability. Students from a variety of
backgrounds can connect their in- and out-of-school
experiences in meaningful ways. They should address
questions such as these: What beliefs and traditions
are important to me and to other students? What con-
nections can we trace across our backgrounds? What
values are shared among the various cultures we rep-
resent? How do we view the world from different per-
spectives? Awareness of the connections between
language and culture, and exposure to variations in
language use, are important dimensions of teaching
and learning in the English language arts.

Students need opportunities to recognize and
honor cultural differences in ways that extend be-
yond the ability to adapt to and communicate in a
multicultural society. Recognizing that ethnic or racial
bias is often embedded in language or metaphor, for
example, may lead students to a deeper understand-
ing of the power of figurative language to shape per-
ception. Similarly, students who trace the evolution
of various dialects and speech patterns can learn
about the interconnectedness of language and social
history. Knowing how to share and construct mean-
ing with peers across racial and cultural boundaries
enables all students to appreciate the richness and

power of language.

1 O Students whose first language is not
English make use of their first language

to develop competency in the English language

arts and to develop understanding of content

across the curriculum.

Linguistic diversity is becoming more common in our
nation’s classrooms, as growing numbers of students
have primary languages that are not English.
Accordingly, there is increasing debate as to how
schools should develop these students’ academic
competencies and their English language proficiency.

Students whose first language is not English are
more likely to achieve academic success in English in
settings where their primary language is nurtured.
This position is affirmed by current research on lan-
guage learning. Contrary to popular misconceptions,
school-age children do not necessarily learn a sec-
ond language quickly and easily. The development
of competency in English is most effective when
students are in programs that build on their first lan-
guage. The use of primary language in the curricu-
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lum provides a support system for learning English,
for making learning in other subject areas more com-
prehensible, and for helping students to gain confi-
dence both socially and academically.

Thus, there is an urgent need for programs that
enable students who speak other languages to attain
proficiency in English while at the same time provid-
ing them the support they need to continue develop-
ing competency in their first language. Programs of
this nature, of course, are not always possible. In
some schools, for example, the number of students
who speak a particular language is too small to enti-
tle the school under current federal or state regulations
to fund a bilingual program. In such cases, students
typically learn English in an English as a Second
Language (ESL) program. Even under these circum-
stances, however, schools can offer students support
in their primary language by seeking out other adults
(including parents) or students who speak the lan-
guage in order to help translate or clarify concepts.

It is important to bear in mind that even bilingual
students who are confident and proficient speakers of
English often have difficulty grasping the specialized
concepts in other subject areas. If support in their first
language is withdrawn too early, they are placed at a
disadvantage in schooling. Whenever possible, then,
students whose first language is not English should
learn and study content in their first language while
learning English as a second language. Eventually, as
their English proficiency develops, they can move
into content area classes conducted in English. Of
course, students benefit when they can continue
studying content in both languages.

On the other hand, it is vitally important that stu-
dents whose primary language is not English be in-
cluded as fully as possible in the mainstream of school
activities. Providing support in their first language
must not result in their separation or segregation from
English language speakers. Social interaction is essen-
tial for language learning, and it is vitally important
that all students who are learning English be provid-
ed with ample opportunities for developing their
English through conversations with others.

Furthermore, we must recognize that learning
English as a second, or third, or fourth language is a
challenging and complex process, and our response
to the needs of students who are developing profi-
ciency in English must do justice to these complexi-
ties. Rather than generalizing about children who are
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learning English as a second language, we must re-
member how students may differ. For example, some
older students who are learning English have already
developed proficiency in both academic and con-
versational use of their native language, while oth-
ers may be proficient in their native everyday
language but have limited academic language skills.

The language capabilities and challenges facing
every child, including those who are learning English
as a second language, must be carefully considered
as we plan experiences and instruction.

1 Students participate as knowledgeable,
reflective, creative, and critical members
of a variety of literacy communities.

Members of any literacy community share interests in
certain kinds of texts and have similar ways of talking
about and responding to those texts and the issues
they raise. Students belong to many different com-
munities of language users—communities that in-
clude their peers, teachers, friends, and family
members. Students also participate in other, more
dispersed literacy communities, comprising, say,
readers of a popular genre, like science fiction, or
viewers of Hitchcock films. In any community—and
literacy communities are no exception—each individ-
ual assumes a role, and these roles evolve as the
members of the community spend time together.

Students should develop an awareness of their
own participation in various literacy communities
and their roles within them. Students are likely to
identify some of their literacy communities quite
readily: if they participate in an online discussion
group on rainforest conservation, for example, they
have already made conscious choices to identify with
that language group and to share their thoughts with
members of that group via computer network. Other
literacy communities, though, may be less immedi-
ately apparent. Peer and cultural communities, for
example, exert a powerful although sometimes sub-
tle influence on students’ language. Connecting their
experiences in these communities with their in-
school study of language strengthens students’ com-
petency as language users and their awareness of the
power and versatility of literacy.

By developing awareness of their own roles
within different literacy communities, students can
see how language usage varies across different con-
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texts and audiences. Much like language conven-
tions, literacy communities emerge within a social
context which may be geographically defined, or, as
in the case of many online communities, widely dis-
persed. As students discover their connections to
such communities, they learn to think of themselves
as knowledgeable participants in the process of us-
ing language to share ideas.

Students not only join existing literacy commu-
nities, they also create them. A student telling his or
her friends or classmates a story, for example, is cre-
ating a community of engaged listeners by building
their interest in the characters and events of the nar-
rative. A group of students working together on a
research project develop a community of shared in-
terests and common questions as they investigate a
problem and compile information resources on their
chosen subject.

In the literacy community of the classroom, stu-
dents’ work merits serious attention by peers and
teacher alike. As community members, students use
language in a variety of ways. For example, they may
read and respond to one another’s writing. They may
listen to one another read aloud, critiquing the per-
formance for fluency and effectiveness, or sharing
their personal responses to an author’s work. Or they
may work together in a group to solve a persistent
problem in their school, e.g., “How can we convince
the principal to buy bike racks for the school?” In each
case, students and teachers are there for one another,
benefiting from one another’s insights and knowledge.

Students who work with one another as authors
and readers of texts discover the many ways in
which a given text can be interpreted and the many
ways in which their personal experiences and
knowledge influence the construction of meanings.
By reading what others write, and listening to what
they say, students have a window into lives beyond
their own. Teachers who recognize the value of lit-
eracy communities will make sure that students have
opportunities to work together and that students
have the skills they need to be supportive and pro-
ductive members of these communities.

The concept of the literacy community empha-
sizes the collaborative nature of much language learn-
ing. Whether students’ participation in a given
community is face-to-face (as in the case of friends
and classmates) or technologically mediated (as in the
case of popular media and computer networking), it
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is an essential part of their coming to view themselves

as effective language users.

1 2 Students use spoken, written, and visual
language to accomplish their own pur-

poses (e.g., for learning, enjoyment, persuasion,

and the exchange of information).

The work of the school must have an effect on the
language and literacy choices made by individual
students outside of the classroom—both in the pres-
ent and into their post-school lives. Performing vari-
ous class assignments and meeting these content
standards are essential, but ultimately these goals
lack meaning if students are not motivated to inte-
grate their knowledge willingly, effectively, and joy-
tully into their lives outside the classroom.

Of course, many of these standards emphasize
links between in-school and out-of-school experi-
ences. They focus, for example, on relationships be-
tween home language and school language; on
wide-ranging audiences for students’ writings; on
variations in language use according to different so-
cial environments; on everyday applications of
school learning; on technological and community
resources that extend the boundaries of learning; and
on connecting the student with diverse cultures in
the school, the community, the nation, and the
world. Students must also choose to make those link-
ages work in their own lives, however.

This final standard is clearly related to the ideal
of producing lifelong learners—a goal that goes be-

yond the school years. It is true that we cannot be
certain in the present moment that we are helping
to shape the well-motivated adult who is committed
to continuing self-education. Nevertheless, we can
create the conditions that are likely to lead to lifelong
learning, and this objective must be central if school-
ing is to be meaningful and not merely a forced
march through academic exercises.

There are, in fact, clear signs during the school
years which indicate that students are developing
strong learning habits in and positive attitudes toward
the English language arts. Students may, for exam-
ple, independently decide to read more books by au-
thors they have studied or on themes they have
discussed in class. They may talk in the cafeteria or
after school about issues and questions that were
raised in the classroom. They may express their views
thoughtfully and respect others’ perspectives, as mod-
eled in good classroom interaction. They may men-
tion, perhaps during class discussion or in their
journals, works they have composed on their own,
such as poems, diaries, family letters, e-mail ex-
changes, petitions, or home video productions. Their
parents may notice student choices that appear to be
influenced by the school’s English language arts pro-
gram, perhaps commenting on more leisure reading
or on more selective reading and television viewing.

Students’ self-motivation, then, is not merely a
wish for the future. It is a pervasive concern, evident
in both subtle and more obvious ways in students’
lives within and beyond the classroom.

REALIZING THE STANDARIDS

Imagine a classroom in which all of these standards
are realized, in which the goals we have articulated
and discussed here form the daily foundation of
English language arts experiences. Students are en-
gaged in small-group and individual research proj-
ects that link classroom and academic inquiry to their
lived social and family experiences. They tell each
other stories, argue constructively, share resources,
read newspaper articles aloud to one another, make
collages and videotapes, and write letters and essays.
Displays of students’ writing and graphics welcome
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visitors to the classroom and enhance students’ sense
of being part of a vital language community both
within and beyond the school.

This kind of classroom, idealized as it may
sound, can be and is being realized across the land
every day. The standards listed here are a way of
highlighting these practices and articulating the con-
sensus already being developed among teachers
around the country who are bringing out the best in
their students day by day.

Standards for the English Language Arts
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ecisions about how the English language
arts standards will be realized in particu-
lar classrooms need to be made locally.
As we have affirmed throughout this document, it is
the individuals working directly with students who are
best equipped to make the judgments and commit-
ments needed to bring the standards to life. Only
when students, parents, and communities discuss their
vision of language arts education, when administrators
work to make the most of their schools’ resources, and
when teachers attend to their students’ particular
strengths and needs can these standards be realized.
This chapter offers some perspective on how the
standards might be implemented by looking at a se-
lection of classroom vignettes. Students in these
classrooms are engaged in challenging, purposeful
language experiences that draw on and enhance
their competencies in all six of the language arts.
These experiences help them gain the knowledge,
confidence, and creativity to be fully literate partici-
pants in their world. Like the brief examples of class-
room practice offered elsewhere in this document,
these vignettes are presented as further reflections on
the standards, not as models that embody their thor-
ough realization. Although the approaches to teach-
ing and learning depicted in the vignettes are in

general positive examples, they are intended to en-
courage critical review and discussion among teach-
ers and other readers of this document.

The vignettes are not meant to correlate directly
with individual standards; in fact, each depicts a rich
learning experience that incorporates several stan-
dards simultaneously. These examples of classroom
practice make clear the important interrelations
among the different language arts, as among the
standards themselves. In so doing, they highlight
both the complexities and the serendipities of litera-
cy learning.

Between five and seven vignettes are presented
for each level of schooling: elementary, middle, and
secondary.! Although the grade levels are typically
indicated in each classroom example, the learning
and teaching events presented are relevant and ap-
plicable for students at other levels as well. We there-
fore encourage teachers to read through all of these
classroom portraits and not to limit themselves to
the selections from their own teaching levels.

Each vignette is followed by two or three ques-
tions that frame the learning experiences depicted
from a wider perspective. Characteristically, these
questions focus on alternatives that might be con-
sidered in the activities presented, issues not fully

1. The vignettes are drawn from actual classrooms and depict real classroom practices; however, some details have been recast

slightly to emphasize particular aspects of the standards.

Standards in the Classroom
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addressed, and possible adaptations of the insights
reflected in the classroom samples. The questions
posed in these sections, like the vignettes them-
selves, invite readers to participate in an ongoing

conversation about classroom practices. We encour-
age readers to use the questions to consider the vi-
gnettes’ applicability in their own curricula and as a
starting point for discussion among colleagues.

ELEMENTARY VIGINETTES

Elementary Vignette 1

Twenty-six first graders in an urban Philadelphia
school crowd around their teacher as she pulls a new
picture book out of her tote bag. She places the book
on her lap, quietly signaling the students to find a
place to sit on the rug and get ready to share a very
special story.

Once the children settle down, the teacher holds
up Snowballs, by Lois Ehlert, and she and the chil-
dren laugh and talk about the picture on the cover,
which shows a snowman with a bird on his head.
Before opening the book, the teacher asks the stu-
dents if anyone can read the title. Lauren replies by
sounding out /sn/ and then saying, “Snowman.” The
teacher tells Lauren that she used some good strate-
gies to read the title; she used her knowledge of the
sounds of the beginning letters along with the clues
from the picture on the cover. Then the teacher cov-
ers the word snow and asks Lauren to look carefully
at the word balls. Lauren sounds out /b/ and scans to
the end of the word before saying, “Snowball. Oh, it
says snowballs.” The teacher reminds Lauren to be
sure to look at the middle and end of a word, as well
as the beginning, to gather clues to what the word
says and means.

Ravi joins the discussion and says he figured out
the title by looking at the two words: snow and balls.
The teacher tells the class that Ravi has just given
them yet another way to recognize a word. She then
quickly reviews the three word-recognition strategies
Lauren and Ravi used to figure out the title of the
book: looking at and sounding out the letters at the
beginning, middle, and end of a word; looking at the
picture; and looking for known words within a larg-
er, unfamiliar word. She tells them that after story
time, she will add these strategies to their class chart
titled “Strategies We Use to Understand What We
Read.” She also makes a mental note to introduce
compound words to the class at another time, using
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Ravi’s example to demonstrate how compound
words are formed and how that knowledge can be
used to decode words.

After this brief discussion about the title, the
teacher asks the students if they have any idea how
snowballs might be important to the story, and if
they can predict what will happen in the story. Alex
suggests that the characters will make a snowman
or a snow fort and that it will melt. The students then
listen intently as the teacher reads the first few pages
of the story. The teacher pauses briefly to discuss
the prediction Alex made and to see if he wants to
revise his prediction. She then continues reading the
story of a child who spends a glorious snowball day
creating a snow family, including a snow dad, a
SNOw mom, a snow boy, a snow girl, a snow baby,
and a snow cat and dog. Unfortunately, when the
sun comes out, the child has to watch each member
of the snow family slowly melt away. This story, of
course, elicits more talk among the teacher and stu-
dents about their own wonderful “snowball days.”

m  How important is a noncompetitive, risk-taking
environment to the learning process?

m  How might the teacher keep track of student
strengths and needs observed during whole-
class discussions, so that she can use this
knowledge to support students during indi-
vidual reading conferences?

Elementary Vignette 2

Maya and Katherine are students in a multiage class
(6-, 7-, and 8-year-olds) in a small rural elementary
school. Recently, the two of them collaborated to
write a fable entitled “Frown and Smiles,” which fea-
tured a rabbit and a chipmunk as the main charac-
ters. In the fable, Maya and Katherine have their
characters argue, then walk off in different directions
toward their homes. Before they reach their homes,
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however, the rabbit and the chipmunk bump head-
long into each other.

During class sharing time, the girls read a draft
of their fable to the entire class. Their classmates like
the story but wonder how the animals could bump
into each other if they walked off in different direc-
tions. Maya and Katherine try to explain how this
might occur, but they fail to help the class (and even
each other) understand. The two girls realize that
they have a problem to solve if they want to keep
this part in their story, so they use their writing time
to role-play the two characters walking off in differ-
ent directions and bumping into one another. After
much rehearsal and discussion, they figure out that
if the rabbit and chipmunk walk off in different di-
rections but follow the same circular route, they will
eventually end up in the same place. When the
teacher checks on the progress of their revision,
Maya and Katherine explain their discovery and their
plan to have the animals take a circular route rather
than a straight one. The teacher points out, howev-
er, that two characters with presumably good eye-
sight would probably see each other coming. Maya
and Katherine ponder this comment.

The next day during class sharing time, the girls
present their new version of the story, which details
the rabbit and the chipmunk walking off in different
directions but on the same circular path, while look-
ing down at their feet as they walk because they are
angry. Maya and Katherine then show their class-
mates their latest plan: a rough sketch of an illustrat-
ed map that shows the circular route, the characters’
homes, and the two characters bumping heads. The
girls’ classmates applaud the changes to the story and
are especially impressed with the addition of the il-
lustrated map. Several children comment that a map
might be a good idea for the stories they are working
on. After sharing time, Maya and Katherine rush off
to work on their map and produce a final draft of
their fable.

m  How effective is drama as a revision process?
What other processes besides rewriting and
drama might students use to make sense of
their work?

m How does this class’s literacy community
function to serve these young writers?
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B What types of instruction and guidance must
this teacher have provided to get a group of
students to achieve this level of independence?

Elementary Vignette 3

Pollution in the water supply has become a topic of
widespread discussion in one Northeastern town.
After an order to boil public water is issued and is cov-
ered extensively by the local media, a group of fifth
graders takes an interest in water purification. Four
students—Tomas, Liz, Harrison, and Cecilia—decide
to make water purification the subject of their inquiry
project and to prepare a presentation for the class.
They name themselves the Water Purification Team.

The four students spend a day reading different
sources and talking among themselves to define the
questions they will need to explore in more detail.
After an initial conference with their teacher about
which resources would be most useful, the students
decide to begin their search with the newspaper, and
to seek out local sources of information. Working
with the school librarian, Liz and Harrison uncover
information that extends well beyond the encyclo-
pedia, which had been the starting point for their re-
search. A database search shows the availability of
numerous books, films, free pamphlets, magazine ar-
ticles, and other materials. Cecilia and Tomas call the
water company and talk to a spokesperson there.
They also speak with a reporter who has written sev-
eral articles on water supply problems for the local
newspaper.

The students’ research expands to include taped
interviews with the water company representative
and the reporter and a tour of the water plant. After
reviewing all of the material gathered in their re-
search, the students work together to outline their
presentations. They divide their presentation into
three parts: a description of how water purification
works, using charts they drew; an explanation of
how an aging piping system is causing the problems
in the town’s water supply; and a minidebate be-
tween Cecilia and Tomas about whether a new pip-
ing system should be funded by raising the cost of
the water or by new taxes (an issue that had been
raised, but not resolved, by the newspaper reporter).
The presentation generates enthusiastic responses
and many questions from their classmates, and the
Water Purification Team considers its project a major
success.
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m In what ways was this research project an in-
stance of integrated language arts and inter-
disciplinary activity?

m  What are the benefits of this type of activity
for both younger and older students?

m  How can a teacher adapt a planned curricu-
lum to allow students to take up interests that
emerge, as in this example?

Elementary Vignette 4

Keoni is a kindergarten student of Native Hawaiian
ancestry whose primary language is Hawaiian Creole
English, a nonmainstream variety of English which
most people in Hawaii refer to as “pidgin.” Keoni has
learned many Hawaiian words from his family, al-
though he does not speak the Hawaiian language.

When Keoni entered kindergarten, his teacher
noticed that he could tell many stories, especially
about camping at the beach with his family. He did
not have books at home, and his first exposure to the
language of books occurred in the classroom.
Keoni’s teacher read to her students every day, ex-
posing them to an array of picture books and infor-
mational books in large and regular formats. She also
took dictation from the students, transcribing their
words onto chart paper and encouraging them to
share their ideas and stories with one another.
Through these activities, the students learned impor-
tant concepts about print and about oral language.
As Keoni watched and listened to the teacher reading
and pointing to the words in books and on the
charts, he began to notice patterns in the language.
He added his voice on familiar refrains, and he be-
gan to attend to the print on the page, noticing
words and letters.

During story reading one morning, the teacher
read a fable about a coyote and a flock of crows. The
fable included the words roaches and crows. Some of
the children seemed puzzled by these words, so the
teacher pointed to the illustrations and asked if the
children knew what these animals were. Several chil-
dren used the terms “cock-a-roach” and “mynah
bird.” The teacher praised the children for these ob-
servations. She pointed out that roach was another
word for “cock-a-roach” and explained that while
crows were noisy like mynah birds, they were larger
and were not found in Hawaii.
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When the teacher finished reading the story,
Keoni eagerly joined in the discussion. He stated that
the coyote was a niele (nee-eh’-lay)—the Hawaiian
word for a nosy creature. His teacher and several of
the students laughed appreciatively at the connection
Keoni had made between his home language and the
events in the story. “Yes,” she said, “the coyote is a
niele, or you could say he is nosy or curious.”

Near the end of the discussion, the teacher shift-
ed the students’ attention from the content of the
story to the structures of particular words. She
wrote the words coyote, roach, and crow on the
chalkboard and asked for volunteers to mark what
they noticed about the words. Keoni raised his
hand, and when he went to the chalkboard, he cir-
cled the Cs at the beginning of coyote and crow.
“Like Candy,” he said, referring to the name of one
of his classmates. The teacher praised Keoni and
said that yes, both words began with the letter C,
which was also the first letter in Candy’s name, and
that Candy, coyote, and crow all began with the
same sound as well.

m  What benefits do students gain from having
their home language validated and used as a
curricular resource?

m  How do the underlying assumptions about
emergent literacy fit with your own or your
district’s curriculum? If they are consistent
with your beliefs about teaching and learn-
ing, but not with your district’s, how might
you get your district to learn about them?

m In what ways can the concept of emergent lit-
eracy be a useful reference for understanding
the literacy development of older students as
well as those just starting school?

Elementary Vignette 5

Katelyn, a third-grade student, has just returned to
school after spending several days at home with
strep throat. During writers’ workshop, she decides
to write a Mother’s Day letter thanking her mother
for the good care she gave her while she was sick.
Mr. J., the teacher, observes Katelyn as she sits and
thinks about what to write. She sits quietly for sev-
eral minutes, not writing anything, and then sudden-
ly her pencil seems to fly across the page as she
writes:
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Dear mom,
HO‘EH Mothers o{ar mom. L ke when Y Ocacorsee funn-
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5+rep throt wad that miiksha\kc eVer ‘i‘as':(y, Goodbfe. Go-
2(;{,37{-{ I hﬂ“? hj 30 gooa”:r\eyoodbye I }OVQ Yoq

LOVE,
HD\‘?—&\ )( ol

Jia-Ling, who sits next to Katelyn, asks her what
she is writing, so Katelyn reads her the letter. Jia-Ling
says it sounds like a poem, and they both laugh. Then
Sarah and Kyle join them. Sarah says her mom fixes
her milkshakes, too, when she is sick. They all agree
that milkshakes are their favorite kind of medicine.
When Mr. J. stops by Katelyn’s table, he asks the stu-
dents what they are discussing, and Katelyn explains
that they are talking about the letter she is writing to
her mom and that Jia-Ling thinks it sounds like a
poem. Mr. J. reads the letter and says he agrees with
Jia-Ling. He asks Katelyn if she has considered turn-
ing the letter into a poem. Katelyn says she thought
about it, but she likes her letter the way it is. She then
asks Mr. J. if he will help her fix her spelling.

m  What instructional strategies might help
Katelyn to understand that revising writing is
more than adding a few details to a piece or
correcting the spelling?

m  What does Katelyn know about the function
of exclamation points and hyphens? How can
Mr. J. use what she knows to extend her
understanding?

Elementary Vignette 6

Students in a fourth-grade classroom read independ-
ently each day while their teacher confers with indi-
vidual students. For the past three weeks, Mike has
begun the independent reading period with the same
complaint: “T can’t read. I hate to read. There’s no
good books out there. Well, there are no good books
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I can read!” On this particular day, the teacher notes
Mike’s behavior and writes “Book Selection
Conference” by his name on her planning schedule.

At the beginning of the conference, the teacher
tells Mike that she has some ideas about books he
might like to read and suggests that they visit the
classroom library area. Knowing Mike’s interest in
sports, the teacher pulls out a copy of Skinnybones
by Barbara Park. “Mike, you're on a baseball team,
and you have a good sense of humor. Somehow this
book reminds me of you.” They spend a few minutes
together, the teacher reading aloud and Mike listen-
ing. When she reads the part about Skinnybones
wanting to fit into a size large baseball shirt, he
laughs. Next, the teacher flips to her son’s favorite
section, where Skinnybones gets a buzz haircut, and
invites Mike to read that section to her. He reluctant-
ly takes the book and begins to read. Within a
minute he is laughing again. The teacher asks if he
would like to give Skinnybones a try. He takes the
book and walks toward his desk. The teacher says
she will check back with him shortly as she calls an-
other student to join her for a conference.

Mike does read Skinnybones, and then he reads
Almost Starring Skinnybones. In his literature log, he
writes that he preferred the first book because “. . . it
was just funnier, but I really like the way the author
makes characters like real kids.”

Postscript: This incident occurred when Mike was in
Sfourth grade. When bhe was in seventh grade, he
stopped by to visit bis fourth-grade teacher. As he en-
tered the room, the first thing he said was: “Hey, Miss
J., remember that day we read Skinnybones?”

m In what ways has the teacher demonstrated
her knowledge of both child development
and the content of English language arts
instruction?

B What are some ways in which teachers and
parents can help reluctant readers to devel-
op an interest in reading for pleasure?

m  How do teachers decide when to let students

choose their own reading material and when
to choose for them?

Elementary Vignette 7

Mrs. D., a teacher in the upper elementary grades, is
conducting a minilesson on reading strategies. She
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tells the students that she often stops her reading at
particular points in a story to picture scenes or char-
acters in her head. She explains that this helps her
understand the characters and gives her a better
sense of the place and time of the story. At the end of
the lesson, Mrs. D. invites her students to try this
strategy as they read a book of their own choosing.
After spending a few minutes circulating and check-
ing with students during this silent reading period,
the teacher also reads. The class is completely quiet,
except for the sound of pages turning, as the stu-
dents and teacher read independently.

Eight minutes before the end of the class period,
the students gather for a sharing time. The teacher
begins, as she always does, by asking, “How did it go
today?”

Marco speaks first. “I tried to see the story in my
head, kind of like it was a movie, and I found my-
self getting more interested in what I was reading.
Yesterday I had trouble understanding this story
[Hatchet, by Gary Paulsen], but today when I tried
to see it in my head, it made more sense. I saw Brian
hitting the hatchet against the rock and I saw the
sparks, too. Seeing it like a movie in my head really
helped me understand what I was reading.”

Jennifer offers her perspective next. “I tried this
strategy, but it didn’t work as good for me. I like pre-
tending to be the character better. Pretending I'm the
character really helps me understand what I read. I
did see some of the story in my head, but it was like
I was looking through Cleo’s [the protagonist of 7he
Island Keeper, by Harry Mazer] eyes instead of seeing
a movie. I think that’s different from what Marco did,
but that’s what worked for me.”

The teacher invites further comments.

“I read both those books,” Brandy says, “and I
think T used Jen’s strategy for both. Actually, T think
I usually use both of those strategies, but sometimes
one is stronger and sometimes the other is stronger.”

The teacher explains that Brandy probably did
use both strategies. One strategy does not work in
every situation, she points out to the class; readers
need to make flexible use of a range of strategies.

m  How does discussion about reading strategies
help students gain greater competence and
independence as readers?

B What should a teacher do for students who
over-rely on one strategy?

MIDDLE SCHOOL VIGNETTES

Middle School Vignette 1
A class of eighth-grade students in Tennessee is intro-
duced to young adult literature when their teacher
brings a cart loaded with more than 100 young adult
titles into their classroom. They watch and listen as the
teacher reads selected passages, describes several of
the books’ plots, and recruits students to help drama-
tize a few important scenes. After this formal introduc-
tion, the students select several books that capture
their attention. They browse through them independ-
ently for a while as their teacher posts on the bulletin
board summaries and reviews written by previous stu-
dents. Each student decides on a book to read, and
students form small groups with peers interested in
the same books or books by the same author.

Jessie, Joanna, and Kelsie, who often work to-
gether, become reading partners. Joanna, who has
recently lost an older sister in a car accident, selects
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My Daniel by Pam Conrad, a novel about a young
girl whose brother dies. Her reading partners also se-
lect books by Conrad, with Jessie choosing Taking
the Ferry Home and Kelsie selecting Holding Me
Here. As the three students read, they hold personal
conferences and use journals to share episodes with
one another; sometimes they exchange books to
share excerpts that are especially relevant to their
own lives. Other students occasionally join the
group’s conversation and discuss questions that help
them to understand and cope with the death of
Joanna’s sister.

Janice, intrigued by what she hears about S. E.
Hinton, chooses Taming the Star Runmner, The
Outsiders, and Tex. She tells her reading partners that
she picked these titles because Hinton’s books deal
with young boys who are fatherless, and that she
identifies strongly with those characters. In later con-
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versations, Janice explains that she is without parents
because her father is in jail awaiting trial for killing
her mother. Many students are startled and confused
by this news, but others go on to talk about charac-
ters in books they are reading who had also lost fam-
ily members.

As the students become more familiar with par-
ticular authors, they present the books they have
been reading to their classmates through dramatic
booktalks (modeled on their teacher’s presentation
the first day), visual presentations, and oral readings.
The students also write response essays/reviews for
one another, explaining why they liked a book or se-
ries of books by an author and encouraging their
classmates to read them as well. These responses will
be saved so that next year’s students can read how
their peers responded to works that helped them un-
derstand their own lives more clearly.

m  How important to the curriculum is knowing
the students’ lives outside of the classroom?
What activities can be used to get to know
students better?

m  How do these types of interactions and per-
sonal responses help students to become
more competent and critical readers and
thinkers?

Middle School Vignette 2

A group of sixth-grade students is reading and study-
ing science texts, such as primary sources, magazine
articles, textbooks, and essays on scientific and envi-
ronmental topics. As part of a thematic exploration
of large mammals, the students read a number of
magazine articles on endangered animals and work in
small groups to practice using study strategies such as
underlining, annotating, and summarizing informa-
tion through visual diagrams. Their teacher models
study strategies in explicit class demonstrations.

One day, before reading an article on grizzly
bears, the students talk about specific ways of learn-
ing and remembering important ideas and informa-
tion encountered during reading. The teacher models
strategies she uses as she reads, such as underlining
and note taking, “thinking aloud” for the class as she
sifts through information to highlight and organize
important points. She shows students a way in which
to transform key ideas and details that support them
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Figure 2. Learning Web on Grizzly Bears

into a visual diagram that helps show the relation-
ships among key concepts. (See Figure 2.)

The students gather in small groups to read a se-
ries of articles about large animals. Working togeth-
er, they decide which points are important enough to
underline or annotate. Each group then organizes the
information it has found, using the type of visual
model demonstrated by the teacher the day before.
Each group displays its diagram to the class as an
overhead transparency, explaining the process they
used to produce the diagram.

The next day, the students write summaries of
the articles they have read and work together to pre-
pare for an oral presentation to their class, using their
notes and diagrams to help them plan.

m How are boundaries between subjects blurred
in an activity like this one? How is this advan-
tageous for students and for teachers?

m  What function(s) does writing serve in this
example?

Middle School Vignette 3

Middle school students who are originally from a
dozen different countries are studying folktales using
resources in English and, when available, in their pri-
mary languages. Many sources come from their class-
room, school, and public libraries, but some,
especially those written in the students’ primary lan-
guages, come from their own homes. The students
keep reflective reading journals and share responses
to folktales they have read in small groups. As a
class, the students read selected folktales together
and watch videotaped dramatizations of several sto-
ries made by previous classes. Watching these tapes
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excites the students as they see stories from many
different cultures being brought to life by their peers.
Their teacher models different storytelling tech-
niques, including puppetry, readers’ theater, and
role-playing.

After a week of reading a number of different
stories, the students each select one special story to
present to the class. Each student chooses the mode
of storytelling that is best suited to his or her story,
including staging a story as a mini-drama, drawing a
picture, or creating puppets to represent key charac-
ters. Students then practice in small groups, and final-
ly they present their folktales to the class. The
teacher videotapes each presentation so that students
can watch and critique their own presentations later.
The videotape will also provide a model for students
in next year’s class.

As a further exploration of narrative, students ask
their parents or caregivers to tell them stories from
their own cultures. Working together, students and
their parents write out these stories. In many cases,
students write the stories both in their first language
and in English. Figure 3 shows an example of a text
written in Korean and in English. [NOTE: Figure
omitted from this online version due to copyright
considerations.] Some students also add illustrations
to help classmates who speak different languages to
understand and visualize their stories. The students
work in groups to assemble all of these stories and
create a book using the class computer. This book is
duplicated so that each student has a copy. A copy
is also donated to the school library so that other stu-
dents may enjoy the stories and see different styles of
writing from around the world.

m In what way does this activity affirm both the
students’ primary languages and cultures and
their work toward proficiency in English?

m  How might the students use videotaping to
critique their own work? How can this tech-
nique be used to incorporate assessment into
the learning process?

Middle School Vignette 4

A class of eighth-grade students learns about charac-
terization in fiction through reading Toni Cade
Bambara’s “Raymond’s Run,” a short story in which
a young female protagonist comes to understand
that competition and compassion cannot always co-
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exist peacefully. The students begin by predicting
the possible content of the story, based on the title,
and they record these predictions (and the reasons
for them) in their journals. The students listen to
their teacher read the story aloud; then they read
through selected passages themselves in small
groups, stopping often to discuss their ideas or write
in their journals.

After everyone has read the story, the teacher di-
rects the students to write brief impressions of the
story’s protagonist, Squeaky, in their journals. The
classmates exchange entries and discuss what they
have written, sharing their first impressions of the
character. The class works as a whole to generate
and discuss responses to questions their teacher has
written, referring often to the text of the story to sup-
port various responses.

Following this discussion, the teacher asks stu-
dents to draw Squeaky as they visualize her, based
on key passages they have chosen from the story.
Then they make notes around their drawings, com-
pleting sentence starters provided by their teacher:
“Squeaky likes . . . |, Squeaky dislikes . . . , Squeaky
sees the world . . . | Squeaky learns . . . .” They write
the completed sentences around their drawings like
captions and display their work for the class. After
viewing one another’s work and talking about what
they have written, students write a more formal pa-
per analyzing their responses to Squeaky’s develop-
ment as a character.

B What could be done in this example to ex-
pand students’ literary experiences, based on
their interest in the story? How might the
theme of competition/winning be extended
to other works or other kinds of projects?

m In this vignette the teacher selected the story
and guided the students toward specific
questions through cues and prompts. How
might this be balanced with student-selected
readings and student-guided activities?

m How does the focused approach to
instruction—in which the teacher directs stu-
dents’ attention to a specific topic, such as
character development—fit with instruction-
al approaches that focus on students’ own re-
sponses to and questions about what they are

reading?
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Middle School Vignette 5

On a gloomy January day, a group of students noisi-
ly enters the classroom for their writing workshop.
Their teacher, who notices that this is not the first
time the students have been disruptive and loud late-
ly, comments, “I've noticed a breakdown in manners
lately. What are manners, anyway? I know what
adults mean by the term, but what does it mean to
you?” Her questions stir up a conversation she could
not have expected.

After a few awkward moments, one boy offers a
definition: “Treating people kindly.” The ice is bro-
ken, and students’ responses begin to flow. Within a
few minutes, the focus of the students’ conversation
turns to unruly behavior on the school bus and how
a lack of manners there is affecting everyone. “It’s
sometimes so bad,” says one new girl in the class,
“that T worry about my little sister who’s in kinder-
garten. What must she think of the kids fighting and
cussing?” Other students confess their compliance,
even participation, in the bad behavior. One quiet
boy, generally a good writer and student, suggests,
“It’s kind of a way to keep kids off your back, if you
pick on others, too. A couple times I tried to help
little kids, though.”

The teacher and her aide sit on the sidelines of
this conversation. The talk is serious and thoughtful,
and the students are listening to one another and
sharing their feelings intently. They articulate very
clearly their ambivalent feelings—fear of being the
brunt of verbal abuse on the bus and shameful em-
barrassment at their own complicity. As the talk be-
gins to wind down, the teacher asks, “How can you
change this situation?”

The students agree that writing letters—to the su-
perintendent and school board, to the principals of
the schools on the bus route, and to parents’
groups—would be an effective way to make their
concerns known. The next day, their teacher offers
a mini-lesson on appropriate format and language
conventions for business letters, and suggests that
the best way to get results with a letter of complaint
is to offer a possible solution to the problem. The
students draft and revise letters outlining several al-
ternative solutions: hire extra adults to ride the
buses; ask for parents to volunteer on a rotating ba-
sis; enlist high school seniors who are required to
complete a number of hours of social work before
graduation; ask the parent-teacher organization to
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send fliers home listing bus rules for students. The
students work together for a week to revise and pol-
ish their letters, referring often to a poster on the
classroom door which shows proper letter format.
They work energetically and are motivated to write
clearly and effectively by their personal involvement
with the subject.

Within a couple of weeks, all of the students’ let-
ters have received replies, and the principal has
agreed to meet with the students to discuss the is-
sue further. The students feel that their concerns
have been heard, and they hope to be able to work
with the principal and superintendent to create a vi-
able solution to their problem.

B  What is a teacher’s role in creating a class-
room environment where students feel com-
fortable discussing issues like behavior on
the school bus?

m  How can students develop knowledge of the
power of writing to serve their needs, both
during the writing process and afterward?

Middle School Vignette 6

Students from eighteen different countries work to-
gether in one middle school classroom. Their teacher
asks them to develop oral histories centered on ex-
periences many of them share, such as immigrating
to a new country. The class begins this project by
talking about the types of questions they might want
to ask family members or others they plan to inter-
view. They agree that it is important to have a shared
set of interview questions so that their oral histories
fit well together in the collection they want to assem-
ble later. A guest speaker comes to class the next
day, and students practice interviewing him. They
ask questions, tape-record their conversation, and
learn about conducting interviews, using tape
recorders, and taking notes while talking.

The students begin their own independent inter-
views, adapting the list of questions developed in
class to their particular situations, subjects, and inter-
viewees. Once they have completed their interviews,
they shape their notes into narratives that will form
part of the class oral history portfolio. They share
their stories with their classmates, who offer sugges-
tions on how to revise and add detail and focus.

One student, Monica, interviews her uncle in
Spanish, then translates the transcript into English
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and forms it into a narrative account. Reading over
her interview transcript and notes, she thinks careful-
ly about how to translate her uncle’s spoken words
into writing in order to convey his meaning clearly to
her classmates. After drafting her first-person narra-
tive based on the interview, she asks her classmates
to read it. They ask her questions about parts that are
unclear to them and point out mechanical problems
with punctuation and spelling. Monica works again
to revise her story with the help of her peers’ feed-
back. Here is a later draft of her narrative:

Problems in El Salvador

Before I left my country I was working for a long time
and I couldn’t finish my studies. It was very hard to
live, especially when one is poor in El Salvador.

When I was a child, the war didn’t exist yet until
1978-79. When the first groups formed in 1970, it was-
n’t so terrible, like what is happening today. You can-
not go outside at night. Well, it depends on where you
live. If you live in a place where the streets are dark,
then you might get assassinated or kidnapped. So later
in 1978, this group began to fight against the govern-
ment and so on. You'll see that they didn’t stop yet.
They have approximately 12 years of fighting.

When I was young, the people were talking about
America. Then I was dreaming of coming to the US, but
I never imagined that I would be able to be here.

As the years are passing, the guerrillas and the army
are fighting each other and killing innocent people.
They go into houses taking the people away from their
houses at night. So in the morning, they are killed al-
ready. Nobody knows who it is—the guerrillas or the
army. How I wish that this war would end! I think there
should be no war in the world. I feel so sad about it and
I wouldn’t want this to happen anywhere in the world.

Before coming to the US, I was working in the
Ministry of Agriculture of Granaries. I was giving advice
to the people so they can work in the land and become
the owners of the land. I worked there for around 2
years. Then I decided to come to the US because I
could have better opportunities of job and study.

I like El Salvador as my country but I do like the US be-
cause it is very pretty. Both of the countries are pretty. I
like them a lot and wish to go just to visit my country.

B What is the teacher’s role in helping students
recognize their primary languages as re-
sources in their learning process?

m  How can teachers help students with a proj-
ect like this when they do not speak a stu-
dent’s first language?

HIGH SCHOOL VIGNETTES

High School Vignette 1

To pull together what they have been learning about
audience and voice in writing, as well as to develop
their research skills, one eleventh-grade American lit-
erature class has been given an assignment to fill the
trunk belonging to an imaginary great-aunt, Rachel,
recently deceased, with letters. The assignment is
prompted by an obituary which the students read
and discuss, seeking ideas about Aunt Rachel as well
as information about historical contexts. Students
brainstorm the kinds of letters their imaginary aunt
might have received over the course of her lifetime,
from childhood and school friends, parents,
boyfriends, employers, and so on. They find and
study examples of published collections of letters
from the period for models and clues. The students
assemble a list of events, inventions, personalities,
manners and social customs, fashions, and fads that
might have influenced Aunt Rachel and her corre-
spondents. They soon realize how much is involved
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in reconstructing everyday life in the past, and they
delve further into research and reading on the Jazz
Age, World War II, and the Kennedy years.

The students split into working groups of five or
six, and each group chooses a decade of Aunt
Rachel’s life to focus on. These groups not only use
library materials (newspapers from the period, histor-
ical narratives, biographies); they also interview fam-
ily members and others in the community, including
residents of a nearby nursing home, asking what
they remember from their lives during those times.
As they compile their historical materials, the stu-
dents create a profile of Aunt Rachel—what she was
like as a young girl, as a teacher, how she respond-
ed to social changes in the sixties, and so on. Each
group prepares a presentation for the whole class,
and these include a family dinner with dramatized
flashbacks, a reconstructed television newscast, and
a reenactment of a trip to a 1950s drive-in, complete
with a cardboard Chevy and movie screen.
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Adopting a specific persona, the students each
write letters to Aunt Rachel. These vary from a letter
from a South Pacific foxhole bearing a bullethole and
the blood of a GI sweetheart wounded in the battle
of Tarawa, to a letter from a third-grade nephew on
wide-lined tablet paper, to a note sprinkled with
peace signs from Aunt Rachel’s former student
turned antiwar activist in the sixties.

m  How would this assignment fit with the tra-
ditional notion of research?

m  How effective is this project in developing in-
terdisciplinary connections among literature,
writing, history, and social studies?

m  What other types of research/inquiry projects
might be effective for high school students?

High School Vignette 2

Students in one high school literature class have re-
cently finished reading Chinua Achebe’s Things Fall
Apart and Alan Paton’s Cry, the Beloved Country. For
most of the students, these two books have been
their first experience with African literature (Achebe’s
novel is set in colonial Nigeria, Paton’s in South
Africa), and they have become deeply interested in
the history of Africa, its colonization by European na-
tions, and the politics of racial apartheid in South
Africa. Their engagement with the powerful drama of
the two novels has led them to do further back-
ground reading on the history of Africa and its rela-
tionship to European colonialism. One group of
students, in particular, has begun to notice the ways
in which literary texts can offer a different view of
events from what is commonly presented in histori-
cal reference works.

Many of the students have also become interest-
ed in reflecting on the parallels and differences be-
tween racial relations in Africa and their own
experiences in the United States. Drawing on the
personal impact of racist policies on characters in the
two novels, students have opened up many conver-
sations about the experience of racial identity and
difference as it has shaped their own lives. To ad-
dress the many questions they have raised, several
students in the class have decided to put together a
multimedia presentation for their classmates. They
want to show how the novels have affected them,
give their peers some background on Nigerian and
South African history and culture, and dramatize their
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powerful emotional responses to the books and the
issues raised by them.

These students are fortunate to have at their dis-
posal a variety of media and technological resources,
including CD-ROM materials on Nigerian and South
African geography, history, and culture, several com-
puter workstations, a video camera, and multimedia
presentation software that will allow them to prepare
their presentation for the class. Together they decide
what each of their roles will be in producing their
presentation. One team within the group decides to
focus on dance, and they videotape one of their
classmates, a dancer, performing an interpretive bal-
let based on Nigerian music. Another team creates
maps of Nigeria and South Africa, using hypertext
“hot-buttons” to incorporate historical text into their
visual maps. As a group, the students listen to record-
ings of some of the many different types of African
music, selecting and editing pieces that will enhance
their visual and textual materials. Two of the students
work together to write the script that will tie the pres-
entation together, and they record a soundtrack that
will serve as a voice-over for the entire presentation.

After two weeks of work, the presentation is as-
sembled and shown to the whole class. The group
that has made the presentation leads discussion after-
ward, responding to many of their classmates’ ques-
tions about African countries and their literature. At
the end of class, they distribute an annotated bibliog-
raphy of literary and historical works on modern
Africa.

m  How might teachers modify this project for a
classroom that did not have such rich techno-
logical resources? How are the students em-
powered to do different things by the
technology?

B What can a teacher do to create a literature
classroom in which students’ experiences
and concerns, particularly those relating to is-
sues like racism, can be openly and honestly
addressed?

m  What works of American literature might be
effective in conjunction with the African nov-
els used in this class?

High School Vignette 3
Sharon, a student in a high school writing workshop,
is looking over the draft of a character sketch of her
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grandfather. Her essay was discussed in peer revision
group the day before, and she is going through the
paper, looking for places to insert more sensory de-
tail and descriptive language.

Her teacher joins Sharon in analyzing the paper.
“I can see by your writing-group evaluation sheet
that the group gave you lots of useful revision sug-
gestions,” the teacher observes. “I really liked the
way you described your grandpa’s house. I can see
all those magazines and newspapers stacked up
around his rocking chair. But I wonder if you could
tell me a little more about how he looked, what you
see when you think of him.”

“Well, T said right here that he was bent over,”
Sharon says, pointing to the middle of her first page.

“Yes, but I still can’t quite see him—all T see is a
bent-over outline. Was he all wrinkled and old? Big
or small-boned?”

“Well, you see, he’s only sixty but he’s all bent
over because he didn’t drink his milk when he was
a boy. They didn’t have milk for him to drink. And
he worked pulling tobacco since he was four—
ruined his back.”

“Pulling tobacco? What's that?”

“That means picking tobacco, which is done by
pulling off the yellowed leaves from the bottom of
the stalk.”

“Yes, I can visualize that. But how will your read-
er know what you just told me?”

Sharon and her teacher discuss strategies for gen-
erating and incorporating descriptive material in a
paper. Sharon decides to use the “web” technique.
She writes the word grandpa in the center of a sheet
of paper and begins adding words and images that
come to mind, circling each one and connecting it
to grandpa in the center: bent, tobacco, etc. She then
fills in more details under each word, using the
words as prompts for further images and language,
and so on, until she’s filled two pages with sensory
detail. Sharon then returns to her paper to search for
places to insert the new material she has generated.

B What other techniques can be useful to en-
gage students more deeply with revision?
How can teachers help students discover the
creativity of the revising and editing stages?

m  What considerations should be taken into ac-
count when deciding what and how much
direction to give a particular writing student?
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B What other ways can peer groups be useful
in a writing class? How can peer groups work
effectively during different phases in the writ-
ing process?

High School Vignette 4
[Vignette omitted from this online version due to
copyright considerations.]

High School Vignette 5

Students in a high school literature class are watching
a scene from Tony Richardson’s film version of
Hamlet. This is the third clip of the “Get thee to a
nunnery” scene they have watched since they fin-
ished reading the play; the other two were directed
by Rodney Bennett and Laurence Olivier. Their
teacher is using film versions of the play to help the
students experience Hamlet on a more personal lev-
el. He challenges them to use what they see in the
clips to answer the question, “What does Hamlet
know of the plotting of Claudius and Polonius, and
when does he know it?”

In Richardson’s scene, Hamlet encounters
Ophelia lounging in a hammock, and they exchange
playful endearments. The camera work is tight, con-
sisting of two-shots and close-ups. Hamlet coyly
moves beneath Ophelia’s hammock to woo her from
the other side, and the camera captures the chemistry
between the two. At first, Hamlet’s words “Get thee
to a nunnery” seem almost protective, as if a clois-
tered sanctuary might save Ophelia from what
Hamlet believes will be an uncertain and disturbing
future. But the camera pulls back to reveal Polonius
spying on the pair from behind a partition. Hamlet,
noticing a sudden movement, suspects that he has
been set up by Ophelia and responds with bitter
fury, shouting, “Where’s your father?” Ophelia’s re-
sponse is ambiguous. Hamlet’s anger shocks her, and
when he departs with the line “To a nunnery, go,”
Opbhelia poignantly responds, “O, what a noble mind
is here o’erthrown!”

The students are unsure, based on Ophelia’s ex-
pression in this scene, whether she was aware of her
father’s presence. One student expresses her belief
that Ophelia would not have reacted with tears had
she been aware all along that she and Hamlet were
being watched. But another points out that in the
text of the play, Ophelia is present when the king
instructs Polonius to eavesdrop on the pair. “What
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gives the director the right to change the play like
that?” she asks. This comment prompts a return to
the text for evidence, encouraging close reading and
lively discussion.

Another issue raised by the film is the possibility
of multiple “correct” interpretations of a work. Is
Olivier’s shortened version any less Hamlet than
Richardson’s?

These questions concerning interpretation be-
come central to the students when they are given
the opportunity to play director themselves. One
group of students is assigned the third scene—the
“closet” scene—which the class will examine the
next day. They are to describe the scene from the
perspective of a director, choosing particular actors,
advising them on emphasis and tone, and blocking
the physical interactions between Hamlet and his
mother. This project helps the students to visualize
the scene and to interpret the images and lines for
themselves and their classmates.

As a further extension of the project, the students
develop storyboards for particular scenes from the
play. This requires them to think through the scene
differently, from a camera’s point of view, dividing
the action into frames and deciding who and what
will be the focus. They must think about camera an-
gle, lighting, framing, set design, and all the elements
of both film and drama. The students complete their
discussion of Hamlet by presenting their completed
storyboards to their classmates and discussing choic-
es they have made in designing their own scenes.

m In what other ways might film be used to
help students explore and interpret difficult
literary texts?

m  What would be lost or gained by substitut-
ing a traditional essay for the storyboard proj-
ect as a mode of student response to Hamlef?

m  What other activities and projects might
teachers use to teach Shakespeare to high
school students?
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These vignettes illustrate a variety of classroom prac-
tices and projects, in which students’ perspectives,
interests, and needs shape classroom discussion,
writing projects, and curriculum choices. These il-
lustrations clearly show the interconnections among
the six English language arts. While many of the ex-
amples focus primarily on reading, writing, or speak-
ing, for example, these are not isolated from other
components of visual and spoken language use.

The vignettes also offer positive examples of in-
terdisciplinary learning. In many of the classrooms
portrayed above, the English language arts serve as
a gateway into other subjects such as history, social
studies, art history, geography, even zoology. We en-
courage readers to work with colleagues in other dis-
ciplines to develop connections among traditionally
distinct content areas and to help students’ literacy
grow in relation to their work in an array of subjects.

In choosing the classroom examples for this
chapter, we have sought to provide views of different
types of classrooms and different types of students.
We recognize that some schools are richly endowed
with reference materials and technological resources,
while others have limited resources. So, too, we re-
alize that many schools are demographically and
linguistically diverse, while others are more homoge-
neous in their makeup. We therefore offer these vi-
gnettes as starting points for discussion, and we
encourage teachers, parents, administrators, and oth-
er readers to consider them in light of the particular
needs of their students and communities.

Another theme that carries through all of these
classroom portraits is the teacher’s role in closely ob-
serving students. Judgments about how and how
well students are learning, and about the extent to
which they are achieving the standards, need to be
made by those who see them working with language
every day. In response to questions about how
progress toward the standards is to be evaluated, we
strongly reaffirm the role of the teacher. By watch-
ing students closely, reflecting on their development,
and guiding them when they need help, teachers
both assess and advance their students’ progress.
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IN CONCLUSIOIMN

his document describes what we—the

International Reading Association and the

National Council of Teachers of English—
believe students should know about and be able to
do with language by the time they reach the end of
their secondary schooling. The twelve content stan-
dards we have proposed grow out of a national con-
versation about the goals and purposes of English
language arts education. Our aim is to ensure that
all students develop the literacy skills they need to
succeed in school and in various areas of life.

Many observers worry about the act of defining
standards for the English language arts and other sub-
ject areas, fearing that the result will be to restrict the
creativity and flexibility that characterize good teach-
ing and learning. This concern goes to the heart of
the tradition of public schooling in the United States.

Throughout our nation’s history there have been
periodic attempts to define a national agenda for the
schools, yet decisions about what should be taught and
how it should be taught have always been made by
local teachers and administrators in response to local
needs and concerns. This is the way it should be, we
believe, and these standards should not be seen as a
veiled (or unveiled) attempt to undermine that tradition.

Rather, we urge a more positive view of standard-
setting. We feel strongly that guidelines for English
language arts education are necessary because they
provide a clear map of the goals of schooling. This
clarity of purpose is particularly important in our cur-
rent political and economic climate, in which public
expectations of the schools, as well as criticisms of
their work, are increasing. Standards offer a way to
guide and support the best practices in English lan-
guage arts education. In addition to this document,
IRA and NCTE have prepared several documents
showing classroom practices using these standards.
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As we discussed at the outset, we also believe that
standards are needed to prepare students for the lit-
eracy requirements of the future as well as the present.
If we are to prepare all students to become proficient
users of language, and if we are to bridge the great
disparities that exist in educational opportunities, then
standards are a necessary part of that effort.

This final point is particularly important. We do
not imagine that setting standards is, by itself, suffi-
cient to address the problems that beset our nation’s
schools. Perhaps one of the greatest challenges to the
attainment of these standards is the plague of un-
equal opportunities and expectations. Some students
in our country have abundant resources for learn-
ing: they attend schools that are well equipped with
books as well as technological and human resources;
they have every opportunity to achieve high levels of
competency in all areas of the curriculum. Others,
however, are far less fortunate. Neither the most
forceful and eloquent standards in the world, nor
the most dedicated teachers, can overcome these
barriers.

These standards represent not an end but a
beginning—a starting point for discussion and ac-
tion within states, districts, and individual schools
across the country. Quality education can only hap-
pen, we believe, when it is fostered by local conver-
sations. Teachers and school administrators must
translate these standards for themselves, considering
and responding to the particular needs of their stu-
dents and communities. To make certain that our na-
tional conversation continues, we are asking you to
complete and return the survey form in Appendix F.
If this book encourages fertile debate about the
means and ends of English language arts education,
then its central aims will have been achieved.
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GLOSSA RY

The following terms are used in the preceding chap-
ters or are closely related to concepts presented there.

aesthetic Pertaining to judgments of beauty or
formal appropriateness, originality, or interest.
Traditionally, the “aesthetic dimensions” of literary
response have been associated with the reflective
contemplation of the literary text as an artistic work in
itself, apart from social and historical contexts.
However, the standards presented here are founded
on the assumption that an aesthetic experience results
from a reading event that mutually involves and is
influenced by the reader and the text in a particular
context. The reader brings to the text internalized lan-
guage and life experiences, which in the encounter
with the text create a new experience. Thus interpre-
tation of a literary work depends not only on the text
itself, but also on the reader’s ideas and feelings
evoked during engagement with the text.

analysis The process or result of identifying the parts
of a whole and their relationships to one another.

appreciation Thoughtful awareness of value; per-
sonal understanding and respect for; judgments
made with heightened perception and understand-
ing. Literary appreciation goes beyond simple com-
prehension to involve personal or moral judgment,
artistic awareness, and emotional investment in a
work or performance.

assessment standards 1. Statements setting forth
guidelines for evaluating student work, as in the
Standards for the Assessment of Reading and Writing
(see Appendix E). 2. Measures of student performance.

audience The collection of intended readers, listen-
ers, or viewers for a particular work or performance.
An audience may be physically present (in the case of

Glossary

a dramatic performance or speech) or separated by
time and distance (in the case of written texts).

authentic Something that is meaningful because it
reflects or engages the real world. An authentic task
asks students to do something they might really
have to do in the course of their lives, or to apply
certain knowledge or skills to situations they might
really encounter.

canon The body of literary or other artistic works
that a given culture defines as important at a given
time; that is, works perceived by that culture to express
significant values and to exemplify artistic excellence.

CD-ROM Compact disc with read-only memory. A
computer add-on used in place of a floppy disk and
disk drive because it has a much larger storage capac-
ity for text, graphics, sound, and computer programs.

classic texts Literary or other works (e.g., films,
speeches) that have been canonized, either contin-
uously or intermittently, over a period of time be-
yond that of their initial publication and reception.

cognitive process Process by which readers, writ-
ers, and viewers actively construct meaning as they
engage with texts by organizing, selecting, and con-
necting information; making inferences; and per-
forming acts of interpretation.

communication The meaningful exchange of
ideas or information between a speaker and a lis-
tener (or a reader and a writer, etc.). Communication
may be primarily functional (“Pass me the salt”), pri-
marily expressive (“To be, or not to be”), or some
combination of the two. Throughout these standards,
communication is understood as an interactive
process, in which both speaker and listener partici-
pate in the construction of meaning.
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comprehension The construction of the meaning
of a written, spoken, or visual communication
through a reciprocal interchange of ideas between the
receiver and the composer; comprehension occurs
within and is influenced by the immediate context.

constructing meaning The process by which
readers (meant here in the term’s broadest sense)
create meaning for the texts they read, view, or listen
to. These meanings are built from the connections
the reader makes between the new material and his
or her prior knowledge, the ways the reader struc-
tures meaning, and decisions the reader makes about
what is important or relevant.

contemporary texts Literary or other works that
have been written in recent years; they frequently ad-
dress issues and events of current concern to a giv-
en community but may also be broader in scope or
retrospective in content.

content One of three dimensions in our concep-
tual model for the English language arts standards,
content refers to what students should learn in the
English language arts. The content dimension ad-
dresses what students should know and be able to
do with respect to the English language arts. This in-
cludes knowledge of spoken, visual, and written
texts and of the processes involved in creating, cri-
tiquing, and interpreting such texts.

content standards Statements of what students
should know and be able to do in a given discipline,

here the English language arts.

context 1. The sounds, words, or phrases adja-
cent to a spoken or written language unit; linguistic
environment. 2. The social or cultural situation in
which a spoken or written message occurs.
convention 1. An accepted practice in a spoken
or written language. 2. An accepted way of creating
an effect, as the soliloquy in drama, the flashback in
fiction.

critical reading Reading a text in such a way as
to question assumptions, explore perspectives, and
critique underlying social and political values or
stances. Critical reading is resistant, active, and fo-
cused on both the text and the world. Critical readers
bring a range of experiences to texts, and, in turn,
use texts to develop critical perspectives on person-
al and social experience.
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critical thinking The thought processes character-
istic of creativity, criticism, and logic in literature, the
arts, science, and other disciplines; divergent thinking.

cues Various sources of information used by read-
ers to construct meaning. The language cueing sys-
tems include the graphophonic (also referred to as
graphophonemic) system—the relationships between
oral and written language (phonics); the syntactic
system—the relationship among linguistic units such
as prefixes, suffixes, words, phrases, and clauses
(grammar); and the semantic system—the meaning
system of language. Reading strategies and language
cueing systems are also influenced by pragmatics—the
knowledge readers have about the ways in which lan-
guage is understood by others in their culture.

curriculum 1. The actual opportunities for learn-
ing provided at a particular place and time. 2. The to-
tal program of formal studies offered by a school. 3.
All the educational experiences planned for and pro-
vided by a school. 4. A particular part of the program
of studies of a school, as the English curriculum, the
reading curriculum.

decode 1. To analyze spoken or graphic symbols
of a familiar language to ascertain their intended
meaning. 2. To change communication signals into
messages, as to decode body language.

development One dimension of our conceptual
model, development refers to how students grow as
language users. The development dimension focus-
es on the ways in which learners develop compe-
tencies in the language arts.

dialect
language with phonological, grammatical, and lexical
patterns that distinguish it from other varieties.

A social or regional variety of a particular

diversity The multitude of differing viewpoints
and perspectives—based at least in part on gender,
race, culture, ethnicity, or religion—in the United
States and the world.

emergent literacy Development of the association
of print with meaning that begins early in a child’s
life and continues until the child reaches the stage
of conventional reading and writing.

ethnicity Affiliation with any of the large groups of
people commonly classified by language, race, na-
tional or geographic origin, culture, or religion.
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evaluation 1. The use of critical reading and
critical thinking to judge and assign meaning or
importance to a particular experience or event. 2.
The process used by teachers and students to ap-
praise and judge achievement, growth, product, and
process or changes in these, frequently through the
use of formal and informal tests and techniques.

expressive text Written, spoken, or visual creation
that reveals or explores the author’s thoughts, feel-
ings, and observations—for example, in questions,
comments, journal entries, logs, or freewriting.

fiction
representing invented, rather than actual, persons,
places, and events. Widely recognized genres of fic-
tion include mystery, romance, and adventure.

Imaginative literary, oral, or visual works

figurative language Any language, whether in a
literary or a nonliterary text, using figures of speech
such as metaphor or hyperbole to create multiple or
intensified meanings.

fluency The clear, rapid, and easy expression of
ideas in writing or speaking; movements that flow
smoothly, easily, and readily.

genre A category used to classify literary and oth-
er works, usually by form, technique, or content.
Categories of fiction such as mystery, science fiction,
romance, or adventure are considered genres.

grammar The means by which the different com-
ponents of language can be put together in groups of
sounds and written or visual symbols so that ideas,
feelings, and images can be communicated; what one
knows about the structure and use of one’s own lan-
guage that leads to its creative and communicative use.

graphophonic/graphophonemic One of three
cueing systems readers use to construct texts; the re-
lationships between oral and written language
(phonics).

home language The language or languages learned
and used by children in their homes and communi-
ties both before and after their entry into school. The
term may refer both to national languages and to va-
rieties of English and other languages.

image Note: Image is a general term with many
shades of meaning but usually implies a physical or
mental resemblance. An image may be concrete or
abstract. It may be based on experience or imagina-
tion. It may refer to sensory experiences, especially

Glossary

visual ones, or to any physical or ideational represen-
tation of such experiences. 1. A mental representa-
tion of something, usually incomplete; impression. 2.
A description in speech or writing. 3. A figure of
speech, especially a simile or metaphor.

imagery 1. The process or result of forming men-
tal images while reading or listening to a story, view-
ing a film, etc. 2. The use of language to create
sensory impressions, as the imagery of the phrase
“such sweet sorrow.” 3. Collectively, the figurative
language in a work. 4. The study of image patterns
in literature for clues to the text’s deeper meaning.

inquiry A mode of research driven by the learner’s
desire to look deeply into a question or an idea that
interests him or her.

integrated language arts A curricular organiza-
tion in which students study and use the language
components of speaking, listening, reading, and writ-
ing as a mutually reinforcing process that evolves
through a unified core of concepts and activities.
interpretation 1. The process of inferring beyond
the literal meaning of a communication. 2. The
analysis of the meaning of a communication. Note: In
this context, interpretation involves both grammati-
cal and semantic analysis and the interplay between
them. 3. A performance, usually artistic, to which
the performer gives distinctive meaning.

language diversity Variety in both national lan-
guages and dialects or codes within national lan-
guages. Our understanding of language diversity in
this document recognizes the historical, cultural, re-
ligious, and personal meanings that these different
languages and forms of language carry within them.

linguistic patterns The characteristics of syntax,
diction, vocabulary, or degrees of elaboration that
may vary according to social and cultural context.

linguistics 1. The study of the nature and structure
of language and languages. 2. The study of the na-
ture of language communication.

listening Attending to communication by any
means; includes listening to vocal speech, watching
signing, or using communication aids.

literacy The standards outlined in this document
reflect a contemporary view of literacy that is both
broader and more demanding than traditional defi-
nitions. Until quite recently, literacy was generally
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defined, in a very limited way, as the ability to read
or write one’s own name. A much more ambitious
definition of literacy today includes the capacity to
accomplish a wide range of reading, writing, speak-
ing, and other language tasks associated with every-
day life.

literacy community A group of language users,
whether within the classroom or outside, who share
a common language and a common set of concerns.
Students in the classroom work together as a litera-
cy community to read, listen to, and view their class-
mates’ and others’ works, to articulate and negotiate
meanings, and to foster one another’s development.

literary analysis The careful, detailed reading and
study of a literary work by a critic, student, or scholar.

literature Imaginative writings in prose or verse,
as poems, plays, novels, and short stories. Although
in its modern usage literature is distinguished from
historical writing, and increasingly from such popular
forms as romance or mystery fiction, in this docu-
ment we use a broad definition of literature that in-
cludes often excluded forms such as essays, journals,
and autobiographies.

media The various physical means through which
information may be communicated or aesthetic
forms created, for example, newspapers, film, books,
computer software, painting.

metaphor A figure of speech in which the deno-
tative word or phrase (e.g., train) is replaced by an-
other word or phrase which, though not literally true,
suggests a likeness or analogy (e.g., iron horse). In
addition to being a significant element of literary ex-
pression, metaphor is also a constituent of many oth-
er kinds of language.

miscues Unexpected responses cued by readers’
knowledge of their language and concepts of the
world. Miscues are not random errors, but result from
attempts by readers to construct meaning as they en-

gage with texts.

moral Referring to the rules of behavior, or of right
and wrong, that are accepted within a certain social
group, rules that may be based on religious, ethical,
or philosophical systems of belief.

multimedia Incorporating or making use of more
than one medium. For example, a multimedia re-
search project might include a written report, photo-
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graphs, computer-generated charts, and audiotaped
interviews.

narrative Text in any form (print, oral, or visual)
that recounts events or tells a story.

National Academy of Education Association
founded at Stanford University in 1965 as a forum for
educational research and discussion. Publisher of 7he
Nation’s Report Card: Improving the Assessment of
Student Achievement.

nonprint text Any text that creates meaning
through sound or images or both, such as photo-
graphs, drawings, collages, films, videos, computer

graphics, speeches, oral poems and tales, and songs.

opportunity-to-learn standards Statements of
the basic conditions necessary for students to be able
to achieve content or performance standards.
These may include statements concerning learning

environment, equity, and access to resources.

outcome Knowledge, skills, and understandings
students gain as a result of education and experience.

performance-based assessment The measure-
ment of educational achievement by tasks that are
similar or identical to those that are required in the
instructional environment, as in performance assess-
ment tasks, exhibitions, or projects, or in work that is
assembled over time into portfolio collections.

performance standards Statements that attempt
to specify the quality of student performance at vari-
ous levels of competency in the subject matter set

out in the content standards.

phonics Generally used to refer to the system of
sound-letter relationships used in reading and writ-
ing. Phonics begins with the understanding that each
letter (or grapheme) of the English alphabet stands
for one or more sounds (or phonemes).

print awareness In emergent literacy, a learner’s
growing awareness of print as a system of meaning, dis-

tinct from speech and visual modes of representation.

print text Any text that creates meaning through
writing, such as books, stories, reports, essays, po-
ems, play scripts, notes, and letters. Print texts may

also be produced and circulated electronically.

prior knowledge Knowledge that stems from pre-
vious experience. Note: Prior knowledge is a key com-
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ponent of schema theories of reading comprehension
in spite of the redundancy inherent in the term.

punctuation An orthographic system that sepa-
rates linguistic units, clarifies meaning, and can be
used by writers and readers to give speech character-
istics to written material.

purpose One dimension of our conceptual model
for the English language arts standards, purpose
refers to why students use the language arts. In par-
ticular, we recommend a focus in English language
arts education on four purposes of language use: for
obtaining and communicating information, for liter-
ary response and expression, for learning and reflec-
tion, and for problem solving and application.

reading The complex, recursive process through
which we make meaning from texts, using seman-
tics; syntax; visual, aural, and tactile cues; context;
and prior knowledge. Note: In Standards for the
English Language Arts, reading refers to listening and
viewing in addition to print-oriented reading.
Learners with visual or other impairments may read by
means of, for example, braillers, sign language, mag-
nification devices, and closed-captioned television.

recode To change a message into symbols, as re-
coding oral language into writing, or recoding an
idea into words.

recursive Characterized by moving back and forth
through a document in either reading it or creating
it, as new ideas are developed or problems encoun-
tered. In reading a text, recursive processes might
include rereading earlier portions in light of later
ones, looking ahead to see what topics are addressed
or how a narrative ends, and skimming through text
to search for particular ideas or events before con-
tinuing a linear reading. In creating a written com-
position, recursive processes include moving back
and forth among the planning, drafting, and revising
phases of writing.

reflection 1. The process or result of seriously think-
ing over one’s experiences. 2. An approach to problem
solving that emphasizes the careful consideration of
the nature of the problem, the thorough planning of
procedures to solve the problem, and the monitoring
of the processes used in reaching a solution.

rhetoric 1. The art or science of using language
in prose or verse. 2. The effective use of language
in oratory to influence or persuade an audience. 3.

Glossary

The study of the theory and principles of effective
communication.

rhetorical devices Any of the techniques used by
writers to communicate meaning or to persuade an
audience. Rhetorical devices range from word- or
sentence-level techniques such as the use of
metaphor or apostrophe (direct address to the read-
er) to techniques that shape an entire piece, such as
irony or extended analogy.

semantics One of three cueing systems readers
use to construct texts. The semantic system focuses
on the meaning of texts, where meaning is seen as
connections between words (or other linguistic units)
and the reader’s prior knowledge of language and
linguistic forms, understanding of the world, and ex-

perience of other texts and contexts.

speaking The act of communicating through such
means as vocalization, signing, or using communi-
cation aids such as voice synthesizers.

spelling The process of representing language by
means of a writing system, or orthography.

standard English 1. That variety of English in
which most educational texts and government and
media publications are written in the United States.
Note: Also referred to as the language of wider com-
mumnication in this document. 2. English as it is spo-
ken and written by those groups with social,
economic, and political power in the United States.
Note: Standard English is a relative concept, varying
widely in pronunciation and idiomatic use but main-
taining a fairly uniform grammatical structure.

standards Statements about what is valued in a
given field, such as English language arts, and/or de-
scriptions of what is considered quality work. See
content standards, assessment standards, and
performance standards.

strategy A practiced but flexible way of respond-
ing to recognizable contexts, situations, or de-
mands. Because no single reading strategy, study
technique, or writing process is best for all stu-
dents, it is inappropriate to teach a single way of ap-
proaching all language tasks. Instead, we must help
every student to acquire a range of strategies and to
learn how to choose and apply those that best fit his
or her needs and the literacy situation at hand.
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style 1. The characteristics of a work that reflect
its author’s distinctive way of writing. 2. An author’s
use of language, its effects, and its appropriateness to
the author’s intent and theme. 3. The manner in
which something is said or done, in contrast to its
message, as Hemingway’s terse, blunt, conversation-
al style. 4. The particular way in which a person uses
language in a given social environment.

syntax 1. One of three cueing systems readers use
to construct texts; the syntactic system focuses on the
relationship among linguistic units such as prefixes,
suffixes, words, phrases, and clauses (grammar). 2.
The study of how sentences are formed and of the
grammatical rules that govern their formation. 3. The
pattern or structure of word order in sentences,
clauses, and phrases.

synthesis The process of identifying the relationships
among two or more ideas or other textual elements.

technological communication Communication
by means of the newer technologies of film, video-
tape, and electronic media (such as e-mail and the
World Wide Web).

technological resource An informational re-
source using newer technologies such as computer
software, computer networks, databases, CD-ROMs,
and laser discs.

text In the Standards for the English Language Arts
we use the term fext broadly to refer to printed com-
munications in their varied forms; oral communica-
tions, including conversations, speeches, etc.; and
visual communications such as film, video, and com-
puter displays.

text structure The temporal and spatial arrange-
ment of elements in a written, oral, or visual text,
For example, the text structure of a narrative film
might involve moving back and forth among differ-
ent time periods in recounting events; or the text
structure of an argumentative essay might involve a
linear arrangement of definitions, arguments, evi-
dence, counterarguments, and rebuttal.

textual features Characteristics of print texts such
as sound-letter correspondence, sentence structure,
and context.

tone The implied attitude toward the subject matter
or audience of a text that readers may infer from
the text’s language, imagery, and structure.
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usage The way in which the native language or
dialect of a speech community is actually used by its
members.

viewing Attending to communication conveyed
by visually representing. Students with visual im-
pairments might “view” tactile drawings, charts, or
diagrams.

visually representing Conveying information or
expressing oneself using nonverbal visual means,
such as drawing, computer graphics (maps, charts,
artwork), photography, or physical performance. For
students with visual impairments, this language art
might also include communicating by means of tac-
tile drawings or diagrams, as well as by gesture and
performance.

vocabulary Those words known or used by a per-
son or group, including the specialized meanings
that words acquire when they are used for technical
purposes, regional usages, and slang.

word recognition 1. The quick and easy identifi-
cation of the form, pronunciation, and appropriate
meaning of a word previously met in print or writing.
2. The process of determining the pronunciation and
some degree of meaning of a word in written or
printed form.

writing 1. The use of a writing system or orthog-
raphy by people in the conduct of their daily lives to
communicate over time and space. 2. The process or
result of recording language graphically by hand or
other means, as by the use of computers or braillers.

writing process The many aspects of the complex
act of producing a written communication; specifical-
ly, planning, drafting, revising, editing, and publishing.
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APPENDIX

LIS T OF PARTICIPAINTS

The following lists have been compiled as carefully
as possible from available records. We apologize to
anyone whom we have omitted or whose name,
address, or affiliation we have misrepresented.
Inclusion on these lists does not imply endorsement
of this document. The following abbreviations have
been used in these lists: SPELA (Standards Project
for English Language Arts), IRA (International
Reading Association), and NCTE (National Council of
Teachers of English).

SPELA NATIONAL BOARD
(October 1992-March 1994)

Janet Emig, Chair; Professor Emeritus, Rutgers
University, New Brunswick, NJ; Tacoma, WA

Richard C. Anderson, Director, Center for the Study
of Reading, University of Illinois at Urbana-
Champaign

Kathryn Au, Formerly: Educational Psychologist,
Kamehameha Schools, Honolulu, HI; Now:
University of Hawaii, Honolulu

George Ayers, Executive Director, Co