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Abstract 

The turn to disciplinary literacies has breathed new life into courses such as science, math, and 

history. In the same way that disciplinary literacies in content area courses can apprentice 

students into various careers and pathways, this article examines the potential for a disciplinary 

literacy approach to engaging literature intended to initiate students into the community of avid 

readers. Works of literature are embedded with their own literacies—ways of speaking, thinking, 

reading, and writing that indicate what it means to be literate with that particular text. A 

framework titled Text Guided Literacy is proposed, supported with examples from commonly 

taught books, wherein the work of literature itself informs how it is taught and learned and 

students are assessed.  
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Text Guided Literacy: Using Disciplinary Literacies to (Re)imagine Literature Instruction 

The influence of disciplinary literacies in math, science, and history classrooms has 

meant major shifts to teaching and learning in those content areas. Disciplinary literacy 

“emphasizes the unique tools that the experts in a discipline use to engage in the work of that 

discipline” (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2012, p. 8). While varied in application, content courses that 

engage in disciplinary literacy have supported teachers to reinvigorate instruction (Monte-Sano, 

De La Paz, & Felton, 2014; Pearson, Moje, & Greenleaf, 2010), supported students to recognize 

and value the content’s relevance (Goldman, 2012), offered social justice pedagogy (Moje, 

2007), and better prepared students to consider future pathways (Lee & Spratley, 2010; Moje, 

2008). In this conceptual article, I offer a critique of how current ELA instruction inhibits 

meaningful engagements with literature instruction and then propose an alternative framework 

that draws upon disciplinary literacies to support apprenticing students into the community of 

readers.  

Literature Review 

Disciplinary Literacies and Language Arts: An Uneasy Partnership 

While the use of the word “literacies” might indicate a kinship, the research and theory 

behind disciplinary literacies and Language Arts have remained strange bedfellows. While a 

science teacher might apprentice students to engage in the literacies practiced by scientists, the 

charge of an English teacher has rarely been viewed as preparing students to become novelists, 

poets, essayists, playwrights, or literary critics. Broadly speaking, the English teacher is tasked 

with helping students acquire the knowledge and skills needed to comprehend and produce a 

range of texts. The instructional approaches designed to meet this objective have taken teachers 

and students on a pendulum swing along various continua. From an emphasis on the transaction 

between the reader and the text to the reader being rendered irrelevant—or from viewing reading 
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as a social, cultural and historical practice within an activity system to reading as an ahistorical 

technical proficiency—what it means to read and be literate has been a moving target (Frankel, 

Becker, Rowe, & Pearson, 2016). Each approach has had a profound impact on teachers, 

students, and what “counts” as being literate in the discipline of English. Currently, the influence 

of the Common Core State Standards (CCSS) for reading and a culture of close reading informs 

how we measure one’s ability to be literate (Rainey & Moje, 2012).  

Research on disciplinary literacies tends to be absent from ELA classrooms (Moje, 2007), 

perhaps due to an assumption that ELA strategies are general literacy strategies (Reynolds & 

Rush, 2017). Studies that examine how disciplinary literacies are applied in ELA tend to 

consider what expert readers do with texts (Rainey & Moje, 2012). Employing an expert-novice 

protocol involves asking a range of readers to engage short texts (often poetry or short stories) to 

examine what expert (and novice) readers do as they read (Peskin, 1998; Rainey, 2017; Reynolds 

& Rush, 2017; Warren, 2011).  Applications to classroom instruction include guidelines offered 

by Rainey and Moje (2012), who provide an instructional framework for disciplinary literacies in 

ELA that emphasizes what expert readers do with texts in ways that support teachers to plan 

instruction. However, while they note that “from the vantage point of ELA, literature is a way 

toward personal and collective truth” (p. 85), they then describe what expert readers do as 

follows: appreciate the beauty of a literary work, analyze an author’s meaning making choices, 

compare the work to other literary works, and evaluate credibility of the text (Rainey & Moje, 

2012). While all are beneficial skills for being successful in English courses prior to and 

throughout college, it is unclear that they facilitate “a way towards personal and collective truth.” 

As Gillis argues, though English instruction should involve supporting students to see what 

“experts” might note in a poem or a work of literature, reliance on “how experts read” might not 
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allow for students to personalize and interpret literature in ways that are meaningful for them 

(2014).     

Central to an English teacher’s work is introducing students to the world of literature. 

Salient to this task includes teaching students how to read literature in a manner that empowers 

them to see the role that literature can play as they navigate their lives and worlds (Beach, 

Johnston, Thein, 2014). The move towards reading solely for “college and career” readiness has 

been critiqued as undermining this charge that English teachers and classrooms have traditionally 

played (Sulzer, 2014). Sulzer argues,  

[U]nder the Common Core reading standards, the dynamic, constructive, and wide-

ranging activity of reading has been condensed to fit a New Critical paradigm that 

confines the reader to the “four corners of the text” (Coleman & Pimentel, 2012, p. 4). 

New Criticism—which finds its roots in England through the work of I.A. Richards under 

the term “practical criticism”—is a paradigm of literary interpretation that locates the 

meaning of a text in the words themselves (2014, p. 135). 

As teachers adopt a close reading model, instruction has led to an increased use of 

informational texts, reliance on short passages, reading and then rereading deliberately, and 

reading “like a detective” (Coleman, 2011) by locating an assumed meaning. Instructional 

practices informed by the close reading approach has been critiqued as a potentially tiresome and 

disengaging experience that decreases motivation for further reading (Smith, Appleman, & 

Wilhelm, 2014).  Consequences of these recent changes to ELA instruction include a narrowed 

view of reading (Brewer, 2019), prioritizing reading as an information-seeking task over an 

experiential transaction (Rosenblatt, 1995; Probst, 2004), decontextualizing texts in ways that 

inhibit comprehension (Pearson, 2013), disconnecting the text from the reader (Carillo, 2016), 

and marginalizing linguistically and culturally diverse youth (Compton-Lilly & Stewart, 2013). 
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A chorus of scholars have articulated a concern that reading instruction at the secondary level, 

informed by a close reading approach and often linked to high stakes assessment, is creating a 

generation of youth for whom the benefits of deep engagements with literature have been 

undermined (Alsup, 2013; Beach, Webb, & Thein, 2015; Hinchman & Moore, 2013; Wilhelm, 

2016). Finally, further research is needed on the extent to which the close reading approach 

aligns to the work of literature or genre of text engaged in the ELA classroom. 

Disciplinary literacies in other content areas such as math, science, and history invite 

students to think, write, read, and engage in the types of practices that mathematicians, scientists 

and historians enjoy. Given that ELA teachers are not preparing students to become professional 

authors of various genres, I propose an alternative approach to the expert reader model in 

applying the disciplinary literacy framework for literature-based instruction. Following the lead 

of other content area teachers hoping that their students see how the skills and content they learn 

are life skills, this approach considers how disciplinary literacies can (re)invigorate instruction 

for works of literature that would support students to become avid, life-long readers. In much of 

the research on disciplinary literacies, the term “apprentice” is used, as in “apprentice students 

into mathematical literacy” (Hillman, 2014). In this conceptual piece, I explore the potential for 

disciplinary literacies to inform how teachers might apprentice students into participating in 

communities of reading, a discourse community that English has historically prepared students to 

participate in. I offer an instructional framework I refer to as Text Guided Literacy (TGL), 

wherein the ways a literary work is taught, engaged, and assessed, are informed not by “experts” 

at Language Arts literacies, but by the literacies within the texts themselves.   

Text Guided Literacy: The Disciplinary Literacies in a Novel 

Historically, little consideration has been given towards the alignment between the 

instructional approaches employed in ELA and the works of literature being read. Evidence for 
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this is that while our approaches to what constitutes literacy instruction shifts frequently, we 

continue to teach many of the same books from one decade to the next (Burroughs & 

Smagorinsky, 2009)—The Outsiders (Hinton, 1967), The Scarlet Letter (Hawthorne, 1850), The 

Great Gatsby (Fitzgerald, 1925), Lord of the Flies (Golding, 1954)—these titles continue to be 

taught while frameworks for being literate and curricula for instruction have changed frequently. 

Fortunately, a greater array of diverse and inclusive works of literature are making their way into 

classrooms which challenge traditional, white, and cis male-centered narratives (Cherry-

McDaniel & Young, 2012), but how students are supported to access and read these new and 

more inclusive literatures remains subject to the trends for literature instruction of the moment. 

Yet, guidance for how to teach a work of literature might be best informed by a foundational 

element in disciplinary literacies—looking to the text itself for direction. 

In their review of the charged discussion between disciplinary literacy and content 

literacy approaches, Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart (2013) view disciplinary literacy as an 

inside-out approach, arguing that disciplinary literacy “evolves from the inside out because the 

text itself and the goals for reading the text dictate the reading processes” (Brozo, et al. 2013, p. 

354). Gillis (2014) also argues that instruction should be designed based on looking to the 

content to guide the teacher in determining instructional strategies, a perspective that she argues 

Herbert (1970) advocated with his view that content determine process. Looking at the content 

(the work of literature) to determine process (how to teach and learn the material) is an approach 

that diverges from much of the literacy instruction in ELA, where the reading process and goals 

for reading are pre-determined, external to the classroom, and often aligned to generic strategies 

informed by the dominant ideology or framework of the moment (i.e., New Criticism, reader-

response, critical literacies, reading for understanding strategies, close reading).  
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Text Guided Literacy borrows conceptually from the disciplinary literacies rationale 

(Fang, 2012; Brozo, Moorman, Meyer, & Stewart, 2013; Gillis, 2014) and suggests that 

individual works of literature have unto themselves distinct patterns, collections if you will, of 

literacy practices that should inform how a book is taught; or rather, how a student should attain 

“literacy” with that particular text. In the same way that one would not approach reading a poem 

in the manner they would approach reading a tax return, students need to learn that each genre 

and text is unique, that one’s purpose for the reading activity varies, and therefore a salient factor 

in reading comprehension involves knowing how to read one text differently than one would read 

another. The TGL framework invites teachers to revisit the books they teach and view them as 

the authors might, as works of art wherein content is imbued with literacies, disciplines, and 

whole universes of ideas unto themselves. Students learn to consider what a text might offer, 

how the text’s content and format informs how to read it, and what we might “do” with the 

offering—similar to how life-long readers engage literature (Smith, 1995).   

Here is a theoretical consideration of how TGL might look: 

A 10th grade class is reading Mark Haddon’s 2003 book, The Curious Incident of 

the Dog in the Night-Time, in which the protagonist has autism. One of the many 

offerings of this book is the chance to expose the reader to the type of thinking 

that a person with autism experiences. As students read and discuss the book in 

class, they are also in small groups which have selected a particular learning 

difference different from autism. Using research, additional readings, interviews 

with Special Education teachers, and possibly spending time with individuals who 

have the learning difference, the students learn as much as they can about how an 

individual’s mind, identity, and experience of the world is shaped by how their 

brain functions. As a summative assessment, the group collaborates to write a 
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short story where they take a well-known story and rewrite it as if the protagonist 

has the learning differences that they’ve researched.  

Accessing Offerings 

Works of literature offer an abundance of entry points, concepts, languages, characters, 

themes, and dilemmas with potential to serve as the fertile ground of a teacher’s imagination as 

they hope to immerse their students in these unique worlds. Teachers are often hungry to do so. 

Extension activities, secondary texts, text-to-self connections, creative writing prompts, 

integration of arts and technology, are all examples of practices English teachers employ to 

engage students in the world of the book. However, close reading frameworks do not include 

these time-honored creative strategies that teachers employ to capture student engagement. Close 

reading involves, according to one of many definitions, “an investigation of a short piece of text, 

with multiple readings done over multiple instructional lessons. Through text-based questions 

and discussion, students are guided to deeply analyze and appreciate various aspects of the text, 

such as key vocabulary and how its meaning is shaped by context” (Brown & Kappes, 2012, p. 

2).  

Adults who are avid readers often enjoy a healthy diet of a range of books (Burke, 2012). 

Over a year, they might read a few serious nonfiction works, some works deemed “great 

literature” as indicated by literary awards, they might read books related to their careers or for 

self-improvement, but perhaps they balance all these genres with some fun thrillers or “beach 

reads.” Such readers know that reading from these various genres demands a range of literacy 

strategies to foster comprehension and deep engagement. Text Guided Literacy treats literature 

as works of art that present “offerings” wherein attendance to such offerings enrich the reader 

and introduces the skills one uses to access offerings presented by additional literary works. As 

the Haddon novel (2003) example illustrates, this framework invites teachers to view these rich 
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engagements as not only opportunities to “hook” their students, but also to support them towards 

the summative assessment. The example provided of how the class might engage the book’s 

offering illustrates the framework in action: determine what a book has to offer, develop learning 

experiences meant to engage the offering, and then design assessments that organically measure 

how well students got from the book what it has to offer. Allowing the literature to inform how it 

might best be taught requires scrutiny as to the extent to which current instructional and 

assessment methods support reaching the specific offerings a book presents. What does reading 

To Kill a Mockingbird (Lee, 2010) offer to the reader? Is it the same as reading The Giver 

(Lowry, 1993)? Or, The Hate U Give (Thomas, 2017)? Each of these books has different 

“offerings” and therefore suggests that reading instruction and engagements with each book 

should differ as well.  

Consider the following definitions of disciplinary literacies from Fang (2012) as “the 

ability to engage in specific cognitive, semiotic, and social practices consistent with those of the 

content experts” (p. 19) and Bogard, Sableski, Arnold, and Bowman (2017) as, “ways of 

speaking, thinking, reading, and writing that are consistent with those of experts in a domain” (p. 

44). When it comes to works of literature, the content experts are the authors. Reading literature 

invites us into the mind of the author and those of the characters, how they make meaning of 

their world and experiences, and invokes new worlds of social practices and cultural 

constructs—often unique to the text itself. In the earlier example, Haddon is the disciplinary 

expert of his domain as the book’s author, and he invites readers to inhabit the autistic mind of 

his narrator in order to experience what speaking, thinking, reading and writing involves for the 

protagonist.  
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Distinguishing Literacy Frameworks 

Asking what a text has to offer has historical precedence, which suggests a reification of 

a New Criticism approach wherein the meanings of texts exist solely within the text itself (Flood 

& Lapp, 1988). However, asking what a text means is not the same as considering what it has to 

offer. Meanings are static, authoritative, and singular, while offerings invite frameworks or 

boundaries within which readers make their own meanings. The distinction echoes Fish’s (1980) 

discussion that offers one definition of comprehension as finding a static and surface level 

“meaning” as opposed to the more complex and nuanced experience of interpretation where 

readers go beyond the level of comprehension to do more with a text. Offerings invite multiple 

interpretations, considerations, and meanings to be formed in consideration of the offering.  

A second distinction is how this differs from the reader-response approach, itself born out 

of a critique of New Criticism (Lewis, 2000). TGL invites teachers to revisit the books they teach 

as works of art, suggesting a pedagogy that supports an aesthetic response, wherein meaning is 

found in the transaction between the text and the reader (Rosenblatt, 1978; Beach, 1993; Probst, 

1994). It is important to note that while TGL shares epistemological traits and practical 

orientations with reader-response, it differs in the following regard: the central point of analysis 

in reader-response is ultimately the aesthetic, critical and emotional response for the reader; it is 

viewed as a reading that supports comprehending one’s life, an objective prioritized above 

comprehension of an “author’s intent” (Probst, 1994; Lewis, 2000). TGL potentially allows for 

this, but primarily centers the source of analysis in what the literature itself has to offer, which 

may or may not involve self-reflection. One could imagine that historical fiction, science fiction, 

fantasy, and other genres offer readers a different encounter with a book than what the reader-

response approach is best designed to facilitate.  
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Enacting Text Guided Literacy 

Drama and Poetry Units—TGL Already in Practice 

The spirit of TGL, where the classroom is remade and the content informs teaching and 

learning, can already be found in many English classrooms across the nation during theater and 

poetry units. When an English class takes up reading a play and bringing it to life, the space 

becomes wholly transformed. Chairs and tables have been moved around, mini-acting lessons 

take place, students learn about setting, stage directions, costume, props, and how to get into 

character. Students often write background stories of their parts, analyzing the various meanings 

of their lines, and developing oratory skills. Teachers often note that the students who struggle 

with more “traditional” ELA pedagogy can better show additional literacy skills because the 

culture, social interactions, and skills and knowledge required when preparing to stage a play are 

different from those used to analyze a book or write an essay. The space is alive with energy, 

acting is afoot (good and bad), the teacher is often in the role of director, and ideally it leads to a 

summative assessment in which all or part of the play is performed for an audience. For some 

innovative teachers, similar pedagogical transformations occur during a poetry unit—students 

leave the classroom and go outside, poems are performed as spoken word, found poetry activities 

and shared poems are written, music is often played, and students’ writing voices are developed 

in a manner specific and unique to what poetry offers—as an alternative resource for learning 

about voice, syntax, and diction that can then be applied across writing in multiple genres. TGL 

welcomes similar wholesale changes with each work of literature assigned, determined by the 

spirit and content of the selected book, in how students experience classrooms and teachers 

approach instruction. 

TGL has three stages: a) determine what the literature has to offer students, b) develop a 

series of learning engagements that capitalize on what the book offers and prepares them for the 
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summative assessment, and c) provide a summative task that assesses the extent to which 

students engaged the book’s offerings. To unpack these stages, I offer an account of each with 

examples from literature and considerations for teachers. This is followed by an illustrative table 

(see Table 1) using commonly taught books grouped by shared offerings to demonstrate how 

instruction and assessment builds organically through each stage. A number of examples come 

from teachers with the freedom in their classrooms to employ elements of TGL; most are 

hypotheticals generated by myself with pre-service teachers or in conversation with practicing 

and former English teachers.   

Table 1 

Text Guided Literacy Sample Approaches 

 

 

Titles 

Stage One: 

Identify what a 

work of literature 

has to offer 

Stage Two: 

Engage learning 

experiences to access the 

offering 

Stage Three: 

Assess student 

learning of the 

offering 

Silent Spring 

(Carson, 2002); 

Into the Wild 

(Krakauer, 

1996); Walden 

and Civil 

Disobedience 

(Thoreau, 2004) 

Understanding and 

appreciating nature 

and our impact on 

the environment 

Go outside! Read relevant 

science writings, create 

works of art, bring nature 

into the classroom, utilize 

all five senses 

Create a work of art, 

music, or short nature 

film appreciating the 

natural world or to 

advocate for 

environmental justice  

Einstein’s 

Dreams 

(Lightman, 

2011); Contact 

(Sagan, 2019); 

The Martian 

(Weir, 2014) 

Explore scientific 

theories, research, 

and discoveries 

Use close reading to 

examine the science that is 

the basis of the story, read 

popular science magazine 

articles, speak to scientists 

in the field 

Write a children’s 

book that teaches the 

scientific principles 

in the novel and then 

read it to younger 

students 

As I Lay Dying 

(Faulkner, 

2011); Beloved 

(Morrison, 

1987); The God 

Exquisite prose and 

lyrical uses of 

language 

Use novels as mentor texts, 

consider the role of lyrical 

language in other mediums 

(dance, visual arts, music), 

ask what effects the lyrical 

Short story or poem 

in the voice of the 

author, perhaps 

shared and 

memorialized 

through a class 
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of Small Things 

(Roy, 1997) 

language has on the reader, 

the story 

designed podcast of 

students reading their 

works 

The Omnivore’s 

Dilemma 

(Pollan, 2006); 

Fast Food 

Nation 

(Schlosser, 

2012); Kitchen 

Confidential 

(Bourdain, 2013) 

Learn about food  Visit farms, bakeries, 

butchers, and chefs to learn 

from people who work 

with food; read about the 

politics, histories, and uses 

of various foods  

Similar to a televised 

cooking 

competitions, 

students work in 

teams to create a dish 

for a competition, 

each student on team 

also writes about the 

history/politics of a 

key ingredient  

The Kite Runner 

(Hosseini, 2003); 

Of Mice and 

Men (Steinbeck, 

1993); The 

Secret Life of 

Bees (Kidd, 

2003) 

Exploring the 

nature of 

friendships 

Discuss and determine 

what constitutes a good 

friend, a good friendship; 

create mind maps that offer 

taxonomies from best 

friends to acquaintances in 

the book and in one’s life 

Consider celebrating 

the friends one has – 

making them a music 

playlist, digital photo 

album, book of 

poems, short videos, 

wherein they not only 

honor the person but 

communicate what 

they value in a friend 

The Handmaid’s 

Tale (Atwood, 

1987); Brave 

New World 

(Huxley, 1998); 

The Power 

(Alderman, 

2017) 

Critiques of social 

issues, taken to 

extremes to 

illustrate danger 

Students as futurists: select 

an issue (i.e., technology, 

climate, politics) and 

evaluate predictions of 

worst case/best case for its 

future 

Symposium run by 

students with invited 

elected officials and 

community leaders 

with an interest in 

considering possible 

outcomes for the 

selected issues  

The Alchemist 

(Coehlo, 1998); 

Siddhartha 

(Hesse & 

Applebaum, 

1998); Jonathan 

Livingston 

Seagull (Bach, 

1970) 

Explore spirituality Engage in mindfulness 

activities including 

meditation, walking, yoga, 

mindful eating, journaling, 

reading and writing poetry, 

making art, all in ways that 

relate to the selected book  

Students commit to 

and present on the 

practices and 

rationale of a 

mindfulness activity 

that they intend to 

integrate into their 

lives that supports 

their spiritual growth 

The Absolutely 

True Diary of a 

Part-Time Indian 

(Alexie, 2007); 

Behold the 

Dreamers 

(Mbue, 2017); 

Border Crossings Explore the various 

meanings of “borders”, 

Consider the spaces that 

students traverse and how 

their identities are shaped 

in these movements, 

discuss current events in 

Create various types 

of maps that 

geographers design 

(topographical, 

climate, road, etc.) to 

present their 

understandings of the 
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The House on 

Mango Street 

(Cisneros, 1984) 

the news that address 

“border” issues 

border crossings in 

the book. How might 

a “climate” map 

represent of the 

emotional journey of 

the protagonist? 

 

Stage 1: Identify What a Work of Literature Has to Offer  

Clearly, books have much to offer, and by focusing on one central aspect we ignore 

countless valuable others. Additionally, the reader extracts from the text the offerings that best 

benefit their experience with the book—often determined by their reasons for reading. Some 

books have an obvious central aspect to offer, such as George Orwell’s (1945) Animal Farm 

serving as a chance to explore political satire, yet others are less obvious. One could easily select 

magical realism, or the horrors and legacy of America’s institution of slavery, or lyrical prose, or 

mother-child bonds of love, amongst other offerings found in Toni Morrison’s (1987) Beloved. 

Focusing on an offering—as opposed to one meaning—provides direction for teaching and 

learning, but in doing so, other aspects are touched upon and explored in relationship to the 

selected offering. Table 1, which illustrates each stage of TGL, groups three or four books that 

share an offering (i.e. novels that teach science). Yet, each of the books included could be used 

to explore an alternative offering. Aligning the “just right” book to a selected offering that a 

reader seeks is a skill that avid readers develop overtime, TGL gives students a chance to 

practice accessing central offerings from books.   

In determining a book’s offering, the teacher might reflect on the following 

considerations: 1) select an offering broad enough to include multiple elements; 2) select an 

offering based on the various interests, learning goals, funds of knowledge and assets that their 

diverse community of learners could apply; or 3) consider the cultural capital gained by selecting 

an aspect of the book that has made it an iconic and seminal text. The teacher also might select a 
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range of 3-4 offerings and form groups of students who have an interest towards one or another, 

or perhaps choose a few promising aspects and allow the class to vote for their favorite. Using an 

inquiry approach, teachers might give a brief premise of a book, and then support students to 

identify the offering by asking, “What would the author have to know or do in order to write 

this?” With some books, it is the craft and skill in composition that merits consideration as a 

central aspect; the learning focus then becomes a chance to appreciate the artistry and to use the 

book as a mentor text. Regardless of how the selected offering is determined, teachers will want 

to be mindful of the third stage—assessing student learning, as some options might lend 

themselves to assessment better than others.  

Teachers are generally told which books will be taught and that why a book is selected 

tends to be that the work has “always been taught” at that grade level, or is part of the “canon” 

aligned to the Common Core Standards. As such, assumptions that inherent value exists given a 

books inclusion in the curriculum too easily inhibits exploring what a work of literature has to 

offer. As schools look to include more diverse and inclusive works of literature, implications for 

research include scrutinizing the value of books “always taught” and the benefits of a healthy 

“diet” of types of books. In classrooms where the TGL framework is applied, where students and 

teachers are engaging in examining what books have to offer, this would offer classrooms where 

such research could occur.  

Stage Two: Engage Learning Experiences to Access the Offering.  

Consider a general science teacher teaching a biology unit followed by a chemistry unit 

in a middle school. Visit them during the biology unit and they might be outside at a water 

source, collecting water and soil samples, charting observations, noting plants and wildlife, 

considering the impact of weather. Stop by during the chemistry unit and you’ll likely find them 

in a lab, mindful of safety requirements, using various instruments to measure and combine 
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chemicals. What if English teachers viewed each book as a chance to completely remake their 

classroom experiences in this manner? 

Stage two of TGL will be familiar to creative teachers comfortable with engaging 

students with text-specific activities and learning experiences meant to excite them about the 

material. However, TGL invites these teachers to raise the stakes. Nancie Atwell’s (2007) work 

suggests that teachers not interrupt once a student is in the reading zone where they’ve lost 

themselves in a book. This is excellent advice, yet I have found with older adolescents, 

especially those who claim to have never known the experience of being “lost in a book,” 

sometimes what is needed is not getting out of the way as much as pressing on the gas.  

Adolescents without much history of being readers might appreciate activities that facilitate 

deeper engagements with the texts in ways that they might not reach on their own (Wilhelm, 

2016). 

Stage two involves planning learning activities that support students to get from the book 

what it has to offer, while also preparing them for the summative. One approach might involve 

considering the ideal conditions for contextualizing a book. They might construct an 

environment, engage in tasks, and provide learning activities that truly bring the book to life. For 

example, while teachers might not be able to provide a deserted island while reading Lord of the 

Flies (Golding, 2003), they could consider creating the conditions, using frenetic lighting, 

dramatic music or sounds from an island, images projected on screens, and other uses of 

technology to create an atmosphere meant to accentuate the book’s offering. If a book offers a 

chance to explore a specific theme or extended metaphor, such as how Jose Saramago’s novel 

Blindness (1995) illustrates how disasters bring out the best and worst in people (Goldberg, 

2010), then a teacher might design teaching and learning experiences that would offer multiple 

ways (i.e. arts based, culturally responsive, multi-modal) to enter into a consideration of the 
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theme or idea so that as readers they can comprehend, appreciate, and critically interpret how 

this particular text engages this central offering.  

Research suggests that enacting disciplinary literacies in science classrooms has 

reinvigorated science teachers (Pearson, Moje, Greenleaf, 2010), while the current emphasis of 

narrowly scripted approaches to literacy instruction associated with testing has led to increased 

ELA teacher attrition (Crocco & Costigan, 2007). Stage two empowers and trusts teachers to 

guide students through an exploration of what a work of literature offers to develop related 

teaching and learning activities and invites research opportunities on the relationship between 

autonomy, job satisfaction, and teacher retention. 

One place to turn in planning instruction for Stage 2 is to look at other approaches to 

literacy instruction. A reader-response approach might be an ideal approach to explore a book’s 

offerings, as in the case of many coming-of-age stories. Table 1 describes activities during Stage 

2 that align well to the close reading approach, such as reading informational or science articles, 

but for an authentic purpose to practice this valued approach to reading. Other books benefit 

from reading with a critical literacy perspective, an approach that involves treating the 

transaction between the reader and the text in a larger sociopolitical context. In Table 1, I group 

some dystopic novels and illustrate a TGL framework informed by the critical literacy 

perspective. Aligning the instructional approach to the text’s offering would dictate these 

decisions.  

Stage 3: Assess Student Learning of the Offering  

Of the three stages, the third presents the largest departure from the current norm of 

classroom practice. Broadly speaking, while formative assessments tend to be creative, varied 

and multiple, summative assessments in ELA for reading literature tend to take on only a few 

forms: quizzes and tests to assess comprehension, perhaps an in-class essay; or the longer, 
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revised essay that uses evidence to analyze themes or literary devices. Some teachers might have 

graded discussions, presentations, or other opportunities to use the assessment as a chance to 

demonstrate additional literacy skills. If we are being honest, our tools for assessments are 

limited by logistical constraints, time, and most of all, tradition (Smagorinsky, 2007).  

In addition to the limited ways in which we assess learning in classrooms, Papola-Ellis 

(2014) describes the effect of policy cascade, where mandated CCSS policy has led to an eroding 

of teacher confidence and professionalism and a developing dependency on top-down measures 

in ways that increasingly shape classroom instruction. In my discussions with English teachers 

about the TGL framework, they note that the pressures on teachers and students to prepare for 

standardized tests carry too significant an influence in today's context for TGL to be considered. 

However, Newkirk (2012) reminds us that assessments are meant to evaluate, which calls us to 

consider what it is that we value—developing readers who can comprehend a range of texts not 

only for “college and career readiness” but also to navigate their time in adolescence and their 

futures as citizens in a multicultural, democratic, and pluralistic society. Arguing that our current 

assessment measures do not align with what we value, Newkirk points out that what we’ve come 

to value is the instrument, as opposed to valuing what the instrument is meant to measure (2012, 

p. 12). In the TGL approach, what is valued is getting from the book what it has to offer, and so 

any assessment of learning becomes how well students can demonstrate that they have engaged 

the offering. Given that many 10th-grade classrooms are often teaching the same texts, a research 

agenda that examined which assessment approaches (tests, essays, discussions, the TGL 

assessments) facilitate various types of comprehension (short versus long term, depth of ideas 

versus recollection of key details, etc.) could both explore when some assessments are preferable 

to others and examine how we evaluate what it means to comprehend. 
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Stage three calls upon teachers to be creative and calls for authenticity in assessing 

student learning. The assessment should be an organic outgrowth of what the book has to offer. 

If a memoir such as I am Malala (Yousafzai & Lamb, 2013) presents to readers a chance to 

consider the untapped power of young people (among other offerings), then an assessment of 

how one has engaged this offering might involve the task of interviewing and telling the stories 

of unsung young heroes in one’s own community. Revisiting assessment doesn’t mean teachers 

should abandon what they’ve used under different approaches to ELA instruction, just that they 

should be prudent and critical of their previous assessments and determine if the measures 

capture what they value about the text.  

Discussion 

Often parents and teachers wait for the “one perfect book” that will turn a student on to 

reading. Missing from this desired scenario is that we need to teach students how to engage that 

potentially “one perfect book” to maximize the likelihood for this transaction to occur. A critical 

view of instructional methods in English suggests that if current approaches to teaching reading 

in secondary schools is an indicator, where we limit the activity of reading to a “search for 

evidence” within the four corners of the page and view literature as a mechanism to facilitate our 

current emphasis on “close reading” and other strategic approaches that can be efficiently 

assessed (Hinchman & Moore, 2013), we are undermining the potential for the selected literary 

work to serve as that “perfect book” that will turn someone into a reader. The “perfect book” 

story also suggests an inestimable rate of return because a student who enjoys a transformative 

encounter with a work of literature benefits from the experience itself, while also discovering the 

value of making reading central to one’s life. In conversations I’ve had with current teachers 

about opportunities for their students to have what Johnston and Ivey (2014) refer to as deep 

engagements with books, many state that given the demands for not only coverage but also given 
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what is read and the emphasis on close reading to unpack complex texts, they’ve come to rely on 

summer reading assignments and Sustained Silent Reading (Pilgreen, 2000) as spaces and times 

to experience the joy of falling in love with reading—indicating the potential for gaps in who 

does and who does not have access to such reading encounters.  

The Common Core, the close reading approach to literature instruction, the emphasis on 

teaching reading that narrowly defines both reading and the reader (Sulzer, 2014) have served to 

shape what it means to “be literate” for a generation of young people. This is especially true in 

schools facing pressures to increase reading scores, schools which have often revamped their 

curriculum and instruction to align so closely to what is asked for on standardized reading tests 

that they are not producing readers but rather, at best, successful takers of reading tests. In this 

regard, we might look again to the disciplinary literacies rationale to bolster this cause. 

Disciplinary literacy illustrates a social justice issue because the objectives are about access to 

the literacies often inequitably distributed across communities of learners (Moje, 2007). Just as 

teaching students how to think, read, talk, and write like scientists provides access to the literacy 

used by scientists (Shanahan & Shanahan, 2014), giving opportunities to access, evaluate, 

engage, critique, and apply the literacies imbued in works of literature in authentic and 

meaningful ways can apprentice students into the reading community and helps fulfill our charge 

as English teachers. 

While current policies, sets of standards, reading assessments, and instructional 

approaches will come and go, TGL invites teachers to revisit the books we use in ELA as works 

of art. Just as we should revisit the books found in the ELA canon, we must continue to invite 

more inclusive works that reflect the increasing diversity of the students we teach. The new 

influx of literature merits the respect of being seen as the author might have intended—as a 

portal into a new world where old themes are seen anew and where new stories, settings, 
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characters, languages, and ideas require us as readers to look to the text itself for guidance as to 

how to best benefit from its offerings.  

 

 

 

 

  



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

71 

 

 

References 

Alderman, N. (2017). The power. New York, NY: Little, Brown and Company. 

Alexie, S. (2007). The absolutely true diary of a part-time Indian. New York, NY: Little, Brown 

and Company.  

Alsup, J. (2013). Teaching literature in an age of text complexity. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 

Literacy, 57(3), 181-184. 

Atwell, N. (2007). The reading zone: How to help kids become skilled, passionate, habitual, 

critical readers. New York, NY: Scholastic Teaching Resources. 

Atwood, M. (1987). The handmaid's tale. New York, NY: Fawcett Crest, Ballantine Books. 

Bach, R. (1970). Jonathan Livingston Seagull. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. 

Beach, R. (1993). A Teacher's Introduction to Reader-Response Theories. NCTE Teacher's 

Introduction Series. National Council of Teachers of English. 

Beach, R., Johnston, A., & Thein, A.H. (2014). Identity-focused ELA teaching: A curriculum 

framework for diverse learners and contexts. New York, NY: Routledge. 

Beach, R., Webb, A., & Thein, A. H. (2015). Teaching to exceed the English Language Arts 

Common Core State Standards: A critical inquiry approach for 6-12 classrooms. New 

York, NY: Routledge. 

Bogard, T., Sableski, M. K., Arnold, J. M., & Bowman, C. L. (2017). Minding the gap: Mentor 

and pre-service teachers’ ability perceptions of content area literacy instruction. Journal 

of the Scholarship of Teaching and Learning, 17(4). 

Bourdain, A. (2013). Kitchen confidential. London, UK: A&C Black. 

Brewer, M. (2019). The Closer the Better? The Perils of an Exclusive Focus on Close 

Reading. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 62(6), 635-642. 

Brown, S., & Kappes, L. (2012). Implementing the Common Core State Standards: A primer on  



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

72 

 

 

“close reading of text.” Washington, DC: The Aspen Institute.  

Brozo, W. G., Moorman, G., Meyer, C., & Stewart, T. (2013). Content area reading and 

disciplinary literacy: A case for the radical center. Journal of Adolescent & Adult 

Literacy, 56(5), 353-357. 

Burke, J. (2013). The English teacher's companion: A completely new guide to classroom, 

curriculum, and the profession. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Burroughs, R., & Smagorinsky, P. (2009). The secondary English curriculum and adolescent 

literacy. In Christenbury, L., Bomer, R., & Smagorinsky, P. (Eds.). Handbook of 

adolescent literacy research, 170-182. New York, NY: Guilford Press. 

Carillo, E. C. (2016). Reimagining the role of the reader in the Common Core State 

Standards. English Journal, 105(3), 29. 

Carson, R. (2002). Silent spring. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

Cherry-McDaniel, M., & Young, A.F. (2012). Complicating the canon: Disrupting what we 

know. English Leadership Quarterly, 34(3), 8–11. 

Cisneros, S. (1984). The house on mango street. New York, NY: Vintage Books.  

Coelho, P. (1998). The alchemist. San Francisco, CA: Harper. 

Coleman, D. (2011). Bringing the Common Core to life. Presentation made in Albany, NY. 

Retrieved from New York State Education Department at 

http://usny.nysed.gov/rttt/docs/bringingthecommoncoretolife/part4transcript.pdf 

Compton-Lilly, C., & Stewart, K. (2013). Common” and “core” and the diversity of students’ 

lives and experiences. In P. Shannon (Ed.). Closer readings of the common core (63-70). 

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann.  



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

73 

 

 

Crocco, M. S., & Costigan, A. T. (2007). The narrowing of curriculum and pedagogy in the age 

of accountability urban educators speak out. Urban Education, 42(6), 512-535. 

Fang, Z. (2012). Language correlates of disciplinary literacy. Topics in Language Disorders, 

32(1), 19–34. 

Faulkner, W. (2011). As I lay dying. New York, NY: Vintage. 

Fish, S. E. (1980). Is there a text in this class?: The authority of interpretive communities. 

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press. 

Fitzgerald, F. S. (2007). The Great Gatsby. Peterborough, Canada: Broadview Press. 

Flood, J., & Lapp, D. (1988). Research and practice: a reader response approach to the teaching 

of literature. Reading, Research, and Instruction, 27(4), 61-66. 

Frankel, K. K., Becker, B. L., Rowe, M. W., & Pearson, P. D. (2016). From “what is reading?” 

to what is literacy?. Journal of Education, 196(3), 7-17. 

Gillis, V. (2014). Disciplinary literacy. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 57(8), 614-623. 

Goldberg, M. (2010, December 28). In Saramago's “Blindness,” a vision of human nature. 

Retrieved from: https://www.npr.org/2010/12/28/132292587/in-saramagos-blindness-a-

vision-of-human-nature. National Public Radio 1 

Golding, W. (2003). Lord of the flies. New York: Penguin Books; Reissue edition. (Original 

work published 1954). 

Goldman, S. R. (2012). Adolescent literacy: Learning and understanding content. The Future of 

Children, 22(2), 89-116. 

Haddon, M. (2003). The curious incident of the dog in the night-time. New York, NY: 

Doubleday. 

Hawthorne, N. (2009). The scarlet letter. New York, NY: Signet Classics (Original work 

published 1850). 

https://www.npr.org/2010/12/28/132292587/in-saramagos-blindness-a-vision-of-human-nature.%20National%20Public%20Radio
https://www.npr.org/2010/12/28/132292587/in-saramagos-blindness-a-vision-of-human-nature.%20National%20Public%20Radio


Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

74 

 

 

Herbert, H. L. (1970). Teaching reading in the content areas. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: Prentice-

Hall. 

Hesse, H., & Appelbaum, S. (1998). Siddhartha. North Chelmsford, MA: Courier Corporation. 

Hillman, A. M. (2014). A literature review on disciplinary literacy. Journal of Adolescent & 

Adult Literacy, 57(5), 397-406. 

Hinchman, K. A., & Moore, D. W. (2013). Close reading: A cautionary interpretation. Journal of 

Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 56(6), 441-450. 

Hinton, S. E. (1997). The outsiders. 1967. New York, NY: Puffin. 

Hosseini, K. (2003). The kite runner. New York, NY: Penguin. 

Huxley, A. (1998). Brave new world. London: Vintage. (Originally work published 1932). 

Kidd, S. M. (2003). The secret life of bees. New York, NY: Penguin. 

Krakauer, J. (1996) Into the wild. New York, NY: Villard.   

Lee, C. D., & Spratley, A. (2010). Reading in the disciplines: The challenges of adolescent 

literacy. Final Report from Carnegie Corporation of New York's Council on Advancing 

Adolescent Literacy. Carnegie Corporation of New York. 

Lee, H. (2010). To kill a mockingbird. New York, NY: Random House. (Original work published 

1960). 

Lewis, C. (2000). Critical issues: Limits of identification: The personal, pleasurable, and critical 

in reader response. Journal of literacy research, 32(2), 253-266. 

Lightman, A. (2011). Einstein's dreams. New York, NY: Vintage. 

Lowry, L. (2002). The giver. New York, NY: Laurel Leaf. 

Mbue, I. (2017). Behold the dreamers: A novel. Toronto, Canada: Random House Trade 

Paperbacks. 



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

75 

 

 

Moje, E. B. (2007). Chapter 1 developing socially just subject-matter instruction: A review of the 

literature on disciplinary literacy teaching. Review of research in education, 31(1), 1-44. 

Moje, E. B. (2008). Foregrounding the disciplines in secondary literacy teaching and learning: A 

call for change. Journal of Adult and Adolescent Literacy, 52, 96–107.  

Monte-Sano, C., De La Paz, S., & Felton, M. (2014). Implementing a disciplinary-literacy 

curriculum for US history: Learning from expert middle school teachers in diverse 

classrooms. Journal of Curriculum Studies, 46(4), 540-575. 

Morrison, T. (1987). Beloved. New York, NY: Knopf. 

Newkirk, T. (2012). The art of slow reading: Six time-honored practices for engagement. 

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Orwell, G. (1996). Animal Farm. New York, NY: Signet Publishing. 50th Anniversary Edition. 

(Original work published in 1945). 

Papola-Ellis, A. (2014). Teaching under policy cascades: Common Core and literacy instruction. 

Journal of Language and Literacy Education, 10(1), 166-187. 

Pearson, P. D. (2013). Research foundations of the Common Core State Standards in English 

language arts. Quality reading instruction in the age of Common Core State Standards, 

237-262. 

Pearson, P. D., Moje, E., & Greenleaf, C. (2010). Literacy and science: Each in the service of the 

other. Science, 328(5977), 459-463. 

Peskin, J. (1998). Constructing meaning when reading poetry: An expert-novice study. Cognition 

and Instruction, 16(3), 235-263. 

Pilgreen, J. L. (2000). The SSR handbook: How to organize and manage a sustained silent 

reading program. Portsmouth, NH: Boynton/Cook Publishers. 



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

76 

 

 

Pollan, M. (2006). The omnivore's dilemma: A natural history of four meals. New York, NY: 

Penguin. 

Probst, R. E. (2004). Response & analysis: Teaching literature in secondary school (2nd ed.). 

Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Rainey, E. C. (2017). Disciplinary literacy in English language arts: Exploring the social and 

problem‐based nature of literary reading and reasoning. Reading Research Quarterly, 

52(1), 53-71. 

Rainey, E., & Moje, E. B. (2012). Building insider knowledge: Teaching students to read, write, 

and think within ELA and across the disciplines. English Education, 45(1), 71-90. 

Reynolds, T., & Rush, L. S. (2017). Experts and novices reading literature: An analysis of 

disciplinary literacy in English language arts. Literacy Research and Instruction, 56(3), 

199-216. 

Roy, A. (1997). The god of small things. New Delhi, India: Indialnk. 

Rosenblatt, L. M. (1978). The reader, the text, the poem: The transactional theory of the literary 

work. Carbondale, IL: SIU Press. 

Rosenblatt, L. (1995). Literature as exploration. New York, NY: Modern Language Association. 

Sagan, C. (2019). Contact: a novel. New York, NY: Gallery Books. (Original work publish 

1985). 

Saramago, J. (2013). Blindness. Boston, MA: Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

Schlosser, E. (2012). Fast food nation: The dark side of the all-American meal. Boston, MA: 

Houghton Mifflin Harcourt. 

Shanahan, T., & Shanahan, C. (2012). What is disciplinary literacy and why does it 

matter?. Topics in language disorders, 32(1), 7-18. 



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

77 

 

 

Shanahan, C., & Shanahan, T. (2014). The implications of disciplinary literacy. Journal of 

Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 57(8), 628-631. 

Smagorinsky, P. (2007). Teaching English by design: How to create and carry out instructional 

Units. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

Smith, M. C. (1995). Reading practices, reading skills, and cognitive growth in adulthood. 

Journal of Adult Development, 2(4), 241-256. 

Smith, M. W., Appleman, D., & Wilhelm, J. D. (2014). Uncommon core. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

Corwin Press. 

Steinbeck, J. (1993). Of mice and men. New York, NY: Penguin. (Original work published 

1937). 

Sulzer, M. (2014). The Common Core State Standards and the "basalisation" of youth. English 

Teaching: Practice and Critique, 13(1), 134-154. 

Thomas, Angie. (2017). The hate u give. London, UK: Walker Books Ltd.  

Thoreau, H. D. (2004). Walden and civil disobedience. New York, NY: Simon and Schuster. 

(Original work published 1849). 

Warren, J. E. (2011). “Generic” and “specific” expertise in English: An expert/expert study in 

poetry interpretation and academic argument. Cognition and Instruction, 29(4), 349–374.  

Weir, A. (2014). The martian. New York, NY: Crown Publishing. 

Yousafzai, M. (2013). I am Malala: The girl who stood up for education and was shot by the 

Taliban. New York, NY: Little, Brown and Company. 

 

  



Johnston  TEXT GUIDED LITERACY 

78 

 

 

Author Bio: Anthony Johnston taught English for a decade before becoming an Associate 

Professor of Education at The University of Saint Joseph. He is the co-author of Identity Focused 

ELA: A Curriculum Framework for Diverse Learners and Contexts. His article, “’The Name 

Game’: Becoming Racialized in the Era of Trump,” is forthcoming in Equity & Excellence in 

Education. He earned his PhD in Language, Literacy and Culture at University of California, 

Berkeley.   


