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While at Nazareth College I more fully developed my understanding and ability to teach 

literacy. Much goes into my deep and broad perspective including the theories that support my 

understanding, my philosophy of literacy, and the resulting impact on my reading and writing 

instruction. I am excited and prepared to „bring to life‟ and further develop an effective literacy 

program in my inclusive elementary classroom. I understand literacy, or the development and 

understanding of both spoken and written language, as a cornerstone of all learning. 

Consequently, literacy involves both expressive (writing and speaking) and receptive (listening 

and reading) language. Furthermore, I believe that literacy is best understood by first taking into 

consideration current theoretical standpoints. 

Theory 

 Well-rounded literacy is both expansive and detailed. And this instruction is of utmost 

importance, as every single teacher is both a reading and a writing teacher. First and foremost, it 

should be noted that a true literacy event only occurs when four distinct, yet interrelated, 

dimensions occur simultaneously. These dimensions bring together the strengths of various 

present-day viewpoints of literacy and are the foundation to the processes of both reading and 

writing. Therefore, these dimensions undergird and support my literacy instruction. 

The cognitive dimension, which includes perception and meaning, is the primary building 

block upon which all others develop. Moreover, perception is the actual workings between 

seeing, understanding, and interpretation. This dimension involves the way in which readers make 

meaning based on their background knowledge. The cognitive dimension is further detailed in my 

philosophy regarding schema and background knowledge. In order to meet my students‟ cognitive 

needs I intend to activate their background knowledge using analogies and metaphors. Helping 

my classroom to think about how their own brains work will allow them to prepare for reading 
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and writing as they “open the file cabinets of their brains.” I will also utilize important strategies 

that support the cognitive dimension, such as graphic organizers, explicit teaching, and uniform 

terminology so that my students can integrate our classroom learning with personal experiences.  

In addition to the cognitive dimension, the linguistic facet of literacy deals strictly with the 

surface meaning and structure of language. More specifically, the focus is on the physical aspect 

of language, what you actually see and feel. It involves the rules of language and how the print on 

the page is actually put together. In my classroom I will support students‟ developing linguistic 

dimension by explicitly discussing the rules behind words, sentences, paragraphs and text 

structures. It is important for developing readers and writers to realize that different language and 

text structures have different layouts and purposes. I believe that the open dialogue about these 

rules will help students to read and write with greater purpose and understanding. However, it is 

important to note that this dimension is heavily impacted by one‟s cognitive perception and how 

the reader constructs deeper meaning from the surface text as an interaction between the reader 

and the text occurs. This transactive relationship is also more fully developed in my philosophy as 

the model of reading to which I adhere.  

The socio-cultural dimension involves the groups to which one considers his or herself a 

member. These groups may be based on age, geographic location, or personal tastes, and adhere 

to particular guidelines and rules. Most individuals are members of several groups, and this group 

membership impacts the ways one interacts with both reading and writing, or literacy as a whole. I 

feel as though dialect is a key component of the socio-cultural dimension. As teachers of diverse 

learners, we must have an open conversation about dialects as structures of language and when it 

is appropriate to use each structure. This continued conversation can work to eliminate student 

confusion and unfair value-assessment. Practically, this may involve the use of „codeswitching,‟ or 
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choosing the pattern of language utilized based on appropriateness to context. As we „meet 

students where they are,‟ we are responding, as attentive teachers, to both their socio-cultural and 

developmental dimensions.  

 Lastly, the developmental dimension is comprised of how the other three dimensions 

develop over time. It is „fleshed out‟ as one hypothesizes and tries various literacy strategies and 

constructs their own understanding. In turn, I will continuously consider all four dimensions and 

recognize that I must respond to the individual needs of my students. I will treat my students as 

emergent readers who are in the process of „cracking the code‟ and developing literacy in unique 

ways that are influenced by all four of these dimensions. By responding to these areas I will 

increase the likelihood of genuine literacy events for each child. More specifically, I intend to 

actively assess the zone of proximal development for each of my students in order to more 

effectively differentiate learning for each child. 

Philosophy 

 Coming to a deeper understanding of the various models of reading has allowed me to 

recognize the value in each model. However, after careful analysis, I identify most with the 

transactional theory of reading. Rosenblatt‟s argument that reading is both a psycholinguistic and 

socio-cultural process resonates with my informed understanding. In my experience, readers 

transact with the text to construct meaning with background knowledge and other socio-cultural 

aspects playing a major role in this transaction. Therefore, readers develop meaning from a 

specific combination of reader, context and text. In this way, evocation occurs as readers bring a 

stance (afferent or aesthetic), emotions, attitudes, expectations and purpose to each text to 

develop meaning. Teaching to this transactional model of reading will require me to encourage 
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these complex transactions by facilitating activities and an environment for safe, unique, meaning-

development for each reader. 

The Reading Process 

My philosophy of literacy also involves several key components to the reading and writing 

processes. First, let us discuss the reading process. Emergent readers are constantly assimilating 

and accommodating new information in their knowledge search. Emotions and the cognitive 

dimension come into play, and reader, author, and text go through this transaction. Learners 

search for meaning in all aspects of language use and are constantly reaching into their schemata 

to anchor this new meaning. Additionally, because background knowledge, or the lack thereof, 

can become a major stumbling block for new readers, I will carefully utilize thematic units in my 

classroom so as to continually build up linguistic and conceptual knowledge of the topics at hand.  

 The writing process is also contextually dependent. That is, reading occurs in an 

environment of constant situational and cultural interaction. The meaning that my students 

develop will be greatly impacted by their reading „environments,‟ which includes the background 

knowledge that is activated by the specific reading situation as well as by the text itself.  

A third key component to the reading process is the goals and plans of each reader. Since 

reading is a goal-directed and purposeful process the reader constructs meaning based on their 

intentions. A reader‟s purpose directly impacts one‟s interaction with the text. Processes often 

utilized, based on intentions, include scanning, skimming, and thorough, detailed reading and 

rereading of text. Being flexible with the techniques utilized is a sign of a good reader who is 

aware of his or her own goals in reading and is striving for continuity of understanding. 

Furthermore, explicit instruction of these methods, and flexibility in their use, will strengthen the 
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intentionality of my growing readers. I will further detail strategies that I will utilize in reading 

instruction in the upcoming section regarding implementation of key literacy components.  

Let us conclude this discussion of the reading process by considering the ever-evolving 

cognitive text world. As my students read, they are constructing a „mental world of meaning‟ that 

each child is constantly monitoring, evaluating and updating as necessary. To support these ever-

evolving worlds of meaning I will encourage reflection on the meaning being developed and 

explicitly teach the ways that good readers work towards continuity. 

The Writing Process 

 The writing process shares key components with the reading process including the 

knowledge search, contextual dependency, goals and plans, strategies and the ever-evolving 

cognitive world. The knowledge search, in regards to writing, is also on-going and dependent on 

background knowledge. Put simply, writers write about that which they know. I will encourage 

my students to allow the writing process to transform their views of the world and extend their 

knowledge. I will also support this process with structures that help students to search and 

manipulate the required information.  

My classroom will also discuss the contextual dependency of writing. Developing writers 

need to understand how the environment in which a piece evolves directly impacts the function, 

content, and form of the resulting writing. The resulting „register‟ which the authors functions 

within frames the expression itself. Furthermore, I will explicitly delineate the specific demands 

and expectations of different writing circumstances (such as letters versus standardized test 

essays) so my students can work towards successfully meeting the requirements of different 

contexts.  
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My students will also come to understand writing as an intentional act that builds 

continuity in a logical manner. Therefore, their writing should start with a plan to meet the goals 

of the piece. These plans may change over time and must remain flexible as they help to propel my 

young writers towards more coherent pieces. In this interest of avoiding stifling my student‟s 

writing abilities I will be conscious of the fact that individuals go through different stages of the 

writing process at a unique pace and order. I will not be so hung up on specific strategies and 

order that I stifle their learning. Instead, I will provide various writing strategies and encourage 

my students to „pick and choose‟ as they find helpful.  

Finally, I hope to help my students align what they desire to articulate and what they are 

actually representing in written language. This connection between the surface structure of their 

text and their cognitive text world is crucial but challenging for many writers. I will constantly 

support, encourage and provide feedback to my students as they continually revise their writing. 

Additionally, I will help them to understand that writing is never really „finished,‟ instead they will 

continuously revise their work as they moves towards their writing goals. 

Other Critical Aspects of My Literacy Philosophy 

 As you may have noticed, I consider background knowledge and schema critical 

components of both the reading and writing process. These cognitive aspects are the foundation 

of all literacy. Students will continually build upon and alter their schematic understanding, or 

assimilate and accommodate, based on new reading and writing. Activating prior knowledge, 

through techniques like experience charts, will allow my students to successfully integrate new 

understandings into their schemas. This makes the reading and writing process visible and can be 

guided through graphic organizers. I fully intend to realize and support the powerful role that 

background knowledge and schema play in literacy. 
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 As previously mentioned, differentiating instruction based on each student‟s zone of 

proximal development is crucial within literacy instruction. Furthermore, learning should be 

scaffolded in such a way that allows each child to build upon present understandings. I will take 

into account cognitive, socio-cultural, and developmental aspects of each leaner as I scaffold my 

instruction through balanced literacy. I will further detail my belief in balanced literacy in the next 

section regarding my instructional structure. 

 Lastly, assessment plays a critical role in each area of literacy instruction. It will be 

assessment that helps me to know where each student is on the continuum of literacy and 

therefore scaffold to his or her needs. I will assess with both formal and informal measures and 

work hard to keep most assessments formative rather than summative. When grades are 

dependent on assessment, I will make my methods clear to students by using rubrics and 

checklists. My assessment methods will be relevant, appropriate and specific to the task at hand. 

Overall, careful assessment should undergird each dimension of literacy and allow me to teach to 

my students‟ strengths and further develop areas in need of support. In my classroom, well-

developed assessment will guide instruction. 

Instructional Structure and Components 

 I intend to structure literacy instruction around two key models: balanced literacy and 

writing workshop. In order to „transfer the power‟ of learning I will work to move my students 

from modeled think-alouds to independent work. Between these stages, the students will also 

experience shared learning, where I lead the group but they are highly involved, and guided 

learning, where they work in similar-ability groups as I support the learning by asking guiding 

questions and interjecting as necessary. These activities will occur with each new concept with the 

majority of time being spent in guided learning. Through the stages of balanced literacy I will 
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constantly scaffold the instructional level as required by my students and each individual‟s zone of 

proximal development. Additionally, as I practice balanced literacy I will keep in mind the 

fundamental goal of reading and writing, which is forming meaning and comprehension. 

 One particularly significant strategy for developing balanced literacy in my classroom will 

be writing workshop. This workshop will occur every day, ideally in the same time frame. We will 

begin each session with a mini-lesson and share time and also include conferencing time. These 

conferences will allow me to listen and learn from my students as they tell me their needs and 

wants. The focus will be on students making changes on their own. Additionally, we will make 

time for peer-conferencing guided by positive criticism. The major processes that will be taught in 

writer‟s workshop will include ideas, planning, organizing, drafting, revising and editing. Perhaps 

most importantly, the writing workshop atmosphere will be one of love and support, where 

creativity and individual interests are encouraged and strengths are built upon. 

 As I‟ve stated, comprehension is a vital goal of my literacy instruction. In order to nurture 

my students‟ comprehension I will explicity instruct them not only about thinking, but also how to 

be aware of, and able to do something about that thinking. This will involve developing insights 

and making a typically invisible process more visible. I will be aware of the interrelated 

impediments to and requirements of comprehension. These include focus, memory, vocabulary, 

background knowledge and schema, decoding, sight words, text (inconsiderate or considerate), 

strategies and motivation. With these components in mind I will encourage and integrate student 

choice and personal connections. I will discuss and make time for visualizations, inferences, 

questioning and synthesizing new information. Additionally, I will employ specific techniques that 

foster comprehension.  
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One key comprehension technique is „question and answer relationships‟ (QAR) which 

can be utilized in all phases of reading. QAR works with both narrative and expository text and 

encourages critical thinking. Additionally, QAR develops linkages between multiple reading 

strategies including inferencing, questioning and determining importance. Reciprocal teaching 

strategies can also support comprehension, often through read-alouds, in ways conducive to true 

scaffolding. Encouraging, perhaps through role-playing, skills such as predicting, questioning, 

clarifying and summarizing, allows students to practice good reading skills „out-loud.‟ Both QAR 

and reciprocal teaching will be integrated throughout my literacy program. 

Many other reading comprehension strategies fall into three main categories: before, 

during and after reading strategies. Before reading approaches that utilize visualization, like 

„Mind‟s Eye‟, „Word Splash,‟ and „KWL‟s will be employed. I will also help students develop 

new, more effective note taking techniques during reading, such as „Read, Cover, Remember, 

Retell,‟ „Two Column Note-taking,‟ and „Transparency Magic.‟ After reading, students will work 

toward comprehension with „Sum It Up‟, „ReQuest,‟ „It Says – I Think,‟ and various styles of „3, 

2, 1.‟ 

In addition to these comprehension strategies, which I will integrate across subjects as I 

gradually release the responsibility to my students, I will explicitly teach and model essential self-

regulating strategies that good readers use. Since all new knowledge must be situated into our 

pre-existing schema to be truly understood I will actively seek connections (text to text, text to 

self and text to world) that allows readers to correctly link related knowledge. I will also model 

and discuss how good readers visualize what they are reading, almost like a movie running 

through their head. Proficient readers also question the text as they progress, so we will make 

time for this important aspect as we shift focus from answers to questions. Beyond summarizing, I 
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will teach students to synthesize what they read to develop a whole new way of looking at 

something. As they read, they will also need to continually determine importance as they focus on 

relevant supportive details. Finally, I will teach that proficient readers utilize fix-up strategies in 

which they go back and change what they think as they obtain new information. As my students 

take ownership and begin to regularly employ these strategies they will move along the continuum 

of literacy. 

In order to scaffold learning, I will also need to recognize the various points at which 

comprehension often breaks down. One important area is that of decoding. A poor decoder has 

tunnel vision. Yet, it has been shown that we must read in „chunks‟ in order to comprehend. It 

follows that a student who cannot get the words off of the page fluently simply does not have the 

spare „brain power‟ to support true comprehension. In order to avoid this breakdown, I will teach 

decoding strategies as necessary. The strategy that I will focus on is „Decoding by Analogy‟ 

where a reader uses a known spelling pattern to figure out unknown words with similar patterns. 

This method is efficient as an „emergency‟ strategy to use as needed. Consequently, you can see 

the importance of carefully scaffolded readings on the appropriate instructional level for each 

student. To further support decoding by analogy I will maintain a word wall that students can add 

to with sight words and those with similar spelling patterns. Ideally, by avoiding breakdowns in 

decoding, I will allow my students to flourish and truly enjoy reading and the entailing 

comprehension. 

Comprehension requires significant „brain power‟ and focus and cannot be done when 

reading is choppy and disjointed. Fluency and comprehension are not causally related but they are 

certainly reciprocal. Put simply, students who are not able to read fluently are incapable of strong 

comprehension. Therefore, fluency will be a key area of instruction in my classroom. It is 
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important to note that fluency refers to both reading aloud and silent reading. The three aspects of 

fluency (rate, accuracy, and prosody) can all be supported by specific instructional strategies. I 

will employ choral reading, such as antiphonal and cumulative choral reading, and reader‟s 

theatre, to get students excited and involved in the fluency process. Furthermore, I will fully 

utilize paired reading, in which my voice will guide the student as we read together. Eventually, 

my voice will trail off. This method of fluency instruction is especially important as it may provide 

students with their first opportunity to hear themselves reading fluently. 

Knowing that 70 to 80 percent of reading is dependent on vocabulary, I cannot ignore this 

important aspect of literacy instruction. Furthermore, a strong vocabulary can encourage self-

expression, enhance one‟s perception, and promote comprehension and fluency. In my instruction 

I will carefully consider, and explicitly teach, the incrementality, polysemy, multi-dimensionality, 

inter-relatedness, and heterogeneity of vocabulary comprehension. In order to more fully foster 

each student‟s vocabulary development I will have them nominate words for a „hall of fame‟ and 

get them involved in the words through personalization. I will use multiple sources of information 

about the words we focus on, specifically those that are not already explained within the reading. 

Students will experience fun ways of studying vocabulary with strategies such as „possible 

sentences‟ and „word webs‟ within my classroom. I will also include meaning and cause and effect 

games with new vocabulary in addition to the more-traditional visualization of words. 

I plan to teach within the third to fifth grade range, so I will not need to rely heavily on 

phonemic awareness. However, if I encounter a struggling reader who breaks down in this area I 

will utilize enjoyable methods that enable the student to hear and discriminate sounds. My 

techniques will include word games, songs, poems, and stories with funny and catchy sounds, 

such as those by Shel Silverstein.  
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Effective Literacy Instruction: Prepared to Flourish 

Literacy instruction will be carefully integrated into every area of my classroom, from 

word walls to subject instruction. I have a deep and ever-growing foundation of literacy theory 

upon which my personal philosophy has developed. Moreover, the underpinnings of the 

dimensions of literacy and the transactional theory support the specific strategies which I will 

utilize to foster successful literacy events for each of my students. I will carefully meet them 

where they are and providing a safe environment for literacy growth. I look forward to putting my 

knowledge and resources of effective literacy instruction to work in my own classroom. 

 


