
��������	
���
��
���
�������������	�
�
��

David W. Moore

Thomas W. Bean

Deanna Birdyshaw

James A. Rycik

for the Commission on
Adolescent Literacy of the
International Reading
Association��

�


�

�

��

�

��


�
	�

��

¨



IRA BOARD OF DIRECTORS

Carol Minnick Santa, School District #5, Kalispell, Montana, President • Carmelita K. Williams, Norfolk State University, Norfolk,
Virginia, President-Elect • Donna Ogle, National-Louis University, Evanston, Illinois, Vice President • Kathryn H. Au, University
of Hawaii, Honolulu, Hawaii • Betsy M. Baker, Columbia Public Schools, Columbia, Missouri • Patricia A. Edwards, Michigan State
University, East Lansing, Michigan • Adria F. Klein, California State University, San Bernardino, California • Gregg M. Kurek, F.C.
Reed Middle School, Bridgman, Michigan • Diane L. Larson, Owatonna Public Schools, Owatonna, Minnesota • Jeanne R. Paratore,
Boston University, Boston, Massachusetts • Lori L. Rog, Regina Public School Board, Regina, Saskatchewan, Canada • Timothy
Shanahan, University of Illinois at Chicago, Chicago, Illinois • Alan E. Farstrup, Executive Director

The International Reading Association attempts, through its publications, to provide a forum for a wide spectrum of
opinions on reading. This policy permits divergent viewpoints without implying the endorsement of the Association.

Director of Publications Joan M. Irwin
Assistant Director of Publications Jeanette K. Moss
Editor in Chief, Books Matthew W. Baker
Permissions Editor Janet S. Parrack
Associate Editor Tori Mello
Assistant Editor Sarah Rutigliano
Acquisitions and Communications Coordinator Amy T. Roff
Publications Coordinator Beth Doughty
Association Editor David K. Roberts
Production Department Manager Iona Sauscermen
Art Director Boni Nash
Electronic Publishing Supervisor Wendy A. Mazur
Electronic Publishing Specialist Anette Schütz-Ruff
Electronic Publishing Specialist Cheryl J. Strum
Electronic Publishing Assistant Peggy Mason

Copyright 1999 by the International Reading Association, Inc.
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means,
electronic or mechanical, including photocopy, or any information storage and retrieval system, without permission
from the publisher.



International Reading Association Commission on Adolescent Literacy 
1999–2000

Cochairs:
Donna E. Alvermann, University of Georgia, Athens, USA
Richard T. Vacca, Kent State University, Kent, Ohio, USA

Association Board liaison
Carol M. Santa, Kalispell Public Schools, Kalispell, Montana, USA

Members
Marino C. Alvarez, Tennessee State University, Nashville, USA
Patricia L. Anders, University of Arizona, Tucson, USA
Carolyn Andrews-Beck, San Diego State University, California, USA
Mellanay P. Auman, Tucson School District, Tucson, Arizona, USA
Thomas W. Bean, University of Nevada, Las Vegas, USA
Deanna D. Birdyshaw, University of Michigan, Ann Arbor, USA
Douglas R. Buehl, Madison East High School, Madison, Wisconsin, USA
Kit Granat, Miami-Dade County Public Schools, Coral Gables, Florida, USA
Nancy Devries Guth, George Mason University, Fairfax, Virginia, USA
Carol Sue Harless, Stone Mountain High School, Stone Mountain, Georgia, USA
Lynn T. Havens, School District 5, Kalispell, Montana, USA
Kathleen A. Hinchman, Syracuse University, Syracuse, New York, USA
Judith L. Irvin, Florida State University, Tallahassee, USA
Gay Ivey, Rutgers University, New Brunswick, New Jersey, USA
Martha M. Magner, Nanuet School District, Nanuet, New York, USA
David W. Moore, Arizona State University West, Phoenix, USA
James A. Rycik, Ashland University, Ashland, Ohio, USA
Elizabeth G. Sturtevant, George Mason University, Fairfax, Virginia, USA

Purpose and charges of the Commission on Adolescent Literacy
The International Reading Association’s Board of Directors approved the formation of the Commission on Adolescent

Literacy at its January 1997 meeting. The Commission was given a 3-year opportunity to advise the Board on policies and
priorities related to the literacies of adolescents in and out of schools, as well as literacy teaching and learning in middle and
high schools. The Board asked the Commission to reflect on the current state of affairs of adolescent literacy, revitalize pro-
fessional interest in and commitment to the literacy needs of adolescents, and advise and make recommendations to the
Board concerning future directions for the field of adolescent literacy. More specifically, the charges included the following:

• Conduct an assessment of the Association’s current activities in the area of adolescent literacy.
• Advise the Board and make recommendations regarding the Association’s continuing role in adolescent literacy.
• Develop a proposal for actions the Association should take to enhance its role in the area of adolescent literacy. Proposed

actions should address professional development, publications, membership growth, research and policy, and advocacy.
• Serve an advisory and coordinating function to include but not be restricted to proposing and initiating professional de-

velopment and publications projects, subject to Board approval and established Association review processes.
• Recommend partnerships and coalitions with other professional education groups concerned with adolescent literacy.





Adolescents deserve more
Carol Minnick Santa, President
International Reading Association

Iwant to thank members of the International Reading Association’s
Commission on Adolescent Literacy for the development of this
position paper, which was approved by the Association’s Board

of Directors in May 1999. Ironically, the Board approved this state-
ment in the aftermath of the shattering violence at Columbine High
School in Colorado—a vivid and horrible testimony to the ever-
deepening crises in adolescent literacy. If only these young men had
been touched by a book or a teacher, or had felt more connected
with their school, perhaps none of this would have happened. As
teachers and parents, we have to do things differently.

This position statement is a start. We must begin with a clear mes-
sage about what adolescents deserve. Adolescents are being short-
changed. No one is giving adolescent literacy much press. It is
certainly not a hot topic in educational policy or a priority in
schools. In the United States, most Title I budgets are allocated for
early intervention—little is left over for the struggling adolescent
reader. Even if all children do learn to read by Grade 3, the literacy
needs of the adolescent reader are far different from those of
primary-grade children. Many people don’t recognize reading devel-
opment as a continuum. Moreover, schools have worked hard to re-
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duce class size for children in grades K–3, while at
the same time we have watched a steady increase
in class size as children progress through school.
Reading specialists have become history in too
many middle and high schools. 

I speak for the Association’s Board of Directors
as we unanimously endorse the powerful mes-
sages in this document. We hope it will provide
you with a tool for becoming a stronger advocate
for the adolescents in your neighborhood school,
your community, your state or province, and 
your country.

A day in the literacy lives of Nick and 
Kristy Araujo 
“Hey, Nick, wake up!” Nick Araujo felt his friend
Adam’s punch in the arm, jolting him out of his
daydream in fourth-period English at Polytechnic
High. Mr. Potter, his teacher, had assigned Charles
Dickens’s A Tale of Two Cities, a really ancient
book that Nick’s dad said he had to read years
ago. Today they were supposed to take an essay
test on the book. They never talked about what
they read, and, anyway, Nick was preoccupied
with thoughts about the new virtual bass fishing
game he’d read about in his North American
Fisherman magazine.

Fortunately, the video he’d watched of A Tale of
Two Cities got him through the essay test ordeal,
then it was on to psychology class. Mr. Jackson
was great. He knew how to make any topic inter-
esting, and his class seemed more like a television
talk show than school. Nick struggled with read-
ing, but he loved watching movies, and he was
able to use his vast knowledge of cinema in this
class. Yesterday they had talked about a film of
people meeting on the Internet, and today’s dis-
cussion was about why some people create false
identities in Internet chat rooms.

As the final bell rang, Nick headed out to his
small truck in the parking lot. He was off to the
gym to lift some weights. At least he didn’t have
to work today; there was lots of time for the as-
signment from his history class. That teacher just
dumped work on them without any idea of what

she wanted. Nick was supposed to write a five-
paragraph essay about a famous person. That was
all the instruction Mrs. Nathan provided. Maybe
his hotshot sister, Kristy, could help.

“No, Nick,” Kristy said, when he got home. “I
have to practice my serves for volleyball, and I
have to study for a science test. I hate science. All
we do is read the book, and then he gives us a
test. I don’t have time to do your homework, too!”

“There goes Kristy again,” Nick thought. It was
hard to be the brother of a straight-A seventh
grader who was a star athlete too. Nick plunked
down on the couch and turned on the Legend of
Zelda video game. Off into the world of Hyrule.
“Hey, Kristy, I need to know what dispel means
for this game.” 

“I don’t know. Figure it out or go look it up in
the dictionary yourself!” 

Nick looked it up, then passed into the Zora
domain. 

“Mom, what famous person should I do my
essay on?”

“You like hunting, Nick. How about Daniel
Boone or Davy Crockett? They’re famous people
who hunted.”

Nick headed into the family room, where the
computer was, to search the Internet for some in-
formation on famous hunters. Of course Kristy
was hogging the computer again. She was proba-
bly in a chat room with her friends or writing her
secret diary. Or she was playing that geography
game again. “Kristy’s idea of fun looks like work
to me,” Nick thought.

“Hey, Kristy, I thought you had to study. It’s my
turn.” 

Kristy bounced out of the room, grabbing a
copy of Chicken Soup for the Teenage Soul. Time
for a quick story before tackling her boring sci-
ence assignment. 

She read the section of her textbook on mitosis
and meiosis and dutifully outlined it. Mr. Taylor
didn’t care if they understood it; they only needed
to memorize key parts for the test. She finished
quickly, then went outside and hit volleyballs
against a wall.

Meanwhile, Nick printed out a biography on
Davy Crockett and headed into the kitchen to
help his mom with a quick microwave dinner. 

After dinner, Kristy went back on the computer
to begin her assignment for language arts class.
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adolescents struggling with reading deserve assis-
tance by professionals specially prepared in read-
ing. The CAL recommends services that include
the following:

• providing tutorial reading instruction that is
part of a comprehensive program connected with
subject matter teachers, parents, and the
community;

• structuring challenging, relevant situations in
special reading classes and in subject matter class-
rooms where students succeed and become self-
sufficient learners;

• assessing students’ reading and writing—and
enabling students to assess their own reading and
writing—to plan instruction, foster individuals’
control of their literacy, and immediately support
learners when progress diminishes;

• teaching vocabulary, fluency, comprehension,
and study strategies tailored to individuals’
competencies;

• relating literacy practices to life management
issues such as exploring careers, examining indi-
viduals’ roles in society, setting goals, managing
time and stress, and resolving conflicts; and

• offering reading programs that recognize po-
tentially limiting forces such as work schedules,
family responsibilities, and peer pressures.

6. Adolescents deserve teachers who under-
stand the complexities of individual adoles-
cent readers, respect their differences, and
respond to their characteristics.

Adolescents demonstrate substantial differences.
In the Araujo family, Nick’s interests in film and
the outdoors differed from Kristy’s preferences for
athletics and teen culture. Nick tended to struggle
with and avoid school-based reading and writing
tasks; Kristy generally excelled with and enthusias-
tically approached them.

Viewing members of one family in relation to
another calls attention to additional differences.
Factors such as family heritage, language, and so-
cial and economic position contribute to the varia-
tion that students regularly display during reading
and writing activities.

Differences also are apparent when individuals
are considered one at a time. Nick often was pre-
occupied in one class, English, but highly engaged
in another, psychology. Kristy hated how her sci-
ence teacher conducted class but enjoyed lan-

guage arts. Nick and Kristy probably acted slightly
differently from day to day in all their classes de-
pending on what was happening in their personal
worlds.

Adolescents deserve classrooms that respect in-
dividuals’ differences. To promote respect, teach-
ers encourage the exchange of ideas among
individuals. They regularly set up paired, small-
group, and whole-class arrangements so that
everyone can have his or her voice heard.
Believing that everyone has something to offer,
they organize instruction so students of diverse
backgrounds share their insights into course top-
ics. One of the reasons Kristy eagerly researched
the Great Depression was that she anticipated a
productive discussion the next day.

Respectful classrooms are safe enough for stu-
dents to take risks when expressing themselves
publicly. No rudeness, put-downs, or ugly remarks
are allowed. Learners address others courteously
and expect courteous treatment in turn. They dis-
agree without being disagreeable, contesting oth-
ers’ ideas without personal insults.

Respectful classrooms also display positive ex-
pectations. Teachers believe that students who are
taught appropriately can meet rigorous standards.
They acknowledge conditions outside of class that
might interfere with learning, but they inspire
teens to be resilient and take charge of their lives.
Learning failures are unacceptable.

Along with respect, individual adolescents de-
serve teachers who respond to their characteristics.
Responsive teachers address the mandated curricu-
lum while engaging students in self-expression. To
illustrate, Nick’s five-paragraph report on a famous
person could be extended several ways. Nick
could inquire into Davy Crockett through inter-
views, library materials, and textbooks as well as
through the Internet. He could enrich his investiga-
tion by examining legendary aspects of Crockett or
he could look at Crockett’s role as an icon of indi-
vidualism. Nick could supplement his essay by
representing Crockett through a poem, poster,
Readers Theatre, or skit. Teachers often limit such
choices to manageable options, but they offer
choices and supports for accomplishing them.

In sum, adolescents deserve more than a cen-
tralized, one-size-fits-all approach to literacy. They
deserve teachers who establish productive condi-
tions for learning; move into individuals’ worlds
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with respect, choice, and support; and move out
to allow growth.

7. Adolescents deserve homes, communities,
and a nation that will support their efforts to
achieve advanced levels of literacy and pro-
vide the support necessary for them to
succeed.

For adolescents, growing in literacy means be-
ing continually stretched. Because of this, adoles-
cents deserve all the support they can get, not
only from school but from their families, commu-
nities, and the nation.

Parents play an important role. They help ado-
lescents extend and consolidate their literacy by
engaging them in discussions about what they
read, responding sincerely to the ideas they write,
and making printed materials available. Parents
become partners with educators in supporting
their adolescents’ growth.

Members of the local community often are part-
ners with adolescents. Libraries, religious groups,
and after-school programs are centers for commu-
nity workers and volunteers to assist adolescents
with homework, tutor individuals with learning
difficulties, and initiate book discussion groups.
Businesses become partners with schools by pro-
viding mentors and role models as well as funds
for buying books and recognizing achievements.

Adolescents preparing for the 21st century de-
serve new forms of collaboration among educa-
tors. Community colleges, technical schools, and
universities can offer input and assistance.
Professional organizations working together and
exploring relationships among reading, writing,
and learning may lead to new educational direc-
tions. The educational community can demon-
strate that adolescent literacy is important.

The many dimensions of adolescent literacy are
addressed best in school reform and restructuring
that place the growth of students at the center of
every activity. Environments of high expectations,
inquiry, and decision making encourage students
to refine the reading and writing abilities they
have and take the risks necessary to grow.
Adolescents deserve new perspectives on what it
means to know a subject and to display that
knowledge. Surface changes to schools involving
scheduling and required courses are not enough

to fully support adolescents’ advanced reading
and writing.

Finally, the CAL believes that the literacy
achievement of adolescents cannot grow to new
levels without changes in governmental policy.
Emphasizing the achievement of early readers has
not produced adolescents who read and write at
high levels of proficiency. Adolescents deserve in-
creased levels of governmental support. This in-
cludes appropriate funding for intervention
services in the upper grades, the point in most
comparisons at which children in the United States
perform less well. School libraries can be the cen-
ter of efforts to encourage wide reading, but for
decades they have seen a steady decline in fund-
ing. Governmental support also involves exerting
leadership to mobilize initiatives among parents
and local communities.

Government can support ongoing staff develop-
ment for helping students grow in literacy as they
grow in content knowledge. Furthermore, govern-
ment can support literacy research concentrating
on the upper grades where literacy proficiencies
are less well understood than those at the lower
grades.

A commitment to growth
Public and educational attention long has been fo-
cused on the beginnings of literacy, planting
seedlings and making sure that they take root. But
without careful cultivation and nurturing,
seedlings may wither and their growth become
stunted. We, as members of the International
Reading Association Commission on Adolescent
Literacy, urge policy makers, administrators, busi-
ness people, community members, parents, and
educators to commit themselves to supporting
adolescents’ literacy in the ways presented in this
position statement. Adolescents deserve enhanced
opportunities to grow into healthy, strong, and in-
dependent readers and writers. 
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Related resources from  IRA
Books

Reading for Meaning: Fostering
Comprehension in the Middle Grades
Barbara M. Taylor, Michael F. Graves, 
Paul van den Broek, Editors

Reading comprehension is of great concern to many
Americans, as evidenced by the mandate in most states
today for graduation standards in reading and for as-
sessment aligned to those standards. In Reading for
Meaning, leading scholars and researchers provide a
broad overview of current educational and psychologi-
cal research about effective strategies for teaching read-
ing comprehension to middle grade students. This rich
collection offers practitioners, researchers, and literacy
specialists a valuable resource for improving reading
comprehension at the middle school level. (Available
November 1999)

©1999 US$19.95 Order number 9135-574

Popular Culture in the Classroom: Teaching
and Researching Critical Media Literacy
(Literacy Studies Series)
Donna E. Alvermann, Jennifer S. Moon, 
Margaret C. Hagood

This book addresses the importance of developing
within children and adolescents a critical awareness of
the social, political, and economic messages emanating
from the different forms of popular culture. The au-

thors explain the term critical media literacy and the
different cultural resources each author brings to the
book, then consider the issues surrounding the selec-
tion and introduction of popular culture texts for use in
critical media literacy lessons and provide examples of
teaching strategies they have used to engage students
in these lessons. The authors also give a detailed analy-
sis of how children’s and adolescents’ identities are
constructed through the media, and synthesize where
the field is and needs to go in researching critical me-
dia literacy. Consider the possibilities involved in teach-
ing critical media literacy using popular culture, and
explore what such teaching might look like in your
classroom. (March 1999 Book Club selection)

©1999 US$21.95 Order number 245-574

Teaching Literacy Using Information
Technology: A Collection of Articles From the
Australian Literacy Educators’ Association
Joelie Hancock, Editor

Rapid changes and advancements in technology are
raising questions for teachers, librarians, and administra-
tors about how to integrate these changes into the cur-
riculum and the classroom. Teaching Literacy Using
Information Technology provides valuable insight into
the pros and cons of instituting and using information
technology (IT) in the classroom. Learn how to establish
acceptable-use policies for principals and administrators,
select and purchase appropriate software and CD-ROM
products, coordinate computer access among students,
train teachers, and maintain parents’ cooperation and in-
volvement. This book is an excellent source of back-
ground information about technology use and practical
advice for teachers. (January 1999 Book Club selection)

©1999 US$19.95 Order number 198-574

Language Study in Middle School, High
School, and Beyond
John S. Simmons, Lawrence Baines, Editors

The contributors to this book believe that language
should be the central focus for study in the reading and
language arts classroom and that gaining mastery over
language can be stimulating, enlightening, and enjoy-
able. The text presents 10 diverse viewpoints on lan-
guage study in the middle school and secondary school
that are divided into the following areas: studying lan-
guage through literature and the arts, using writing and
speaking to study language, language use in different
academic settings, and emerging trends in language
study. All the chapters recommend that language study
can be connected to students’ lives in visceral as well
as rational ways. (February 1998 Book Club selection)

©1998 US$29.95 Order number 182-574
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On the Brink: Negotiating Literature and Life
With Adolescents
Susan Hynds

This book is a chronicle of one teacher’s struggle to
implement a constructivist approach to teaching English
in a culturally diverse urban middle school. Teachers
will recognize the struggles of their own adolescent
students in Hynds’s careful studies of these young read-
ers and writers. On the Brink makes an argument for
an activist, social constructivist approach, without mini-
mizing the difficulties faced by teachers of literature as
they attempt to negotiate the complicated social, cultur-
al, and political arena of their own classroom.
(November 1997 Book Club selection)

©1997 US$20.95 Order number 9102-574

Envisioning Literature: Literary
Understanding and Literature Instruction
Judith A. Langer

This book offers new ways of thinking about litera-
ture instruction and its contribution to students’ learn-
ing. Langer focuses her theory of literature instruction
on creating “literate communities” in the classroom and
developing a reader-based pedagogy for all students.
Filled with the words of students and teachers and rich
with narratives of actual classroom experiences in ele-
mentary, middle, and high schools in urban and subur-
ban communities, Envisioning Literature provides both
strong theory about teaching literature and real exam-
ples that provide a context for change. (January 1996
Book Club selection)

©1995 US$17.95 Order number 159-574

Guiding Readers Through Text: A Review of
Study Guides
Karen D. Wood, Diane Lapp, James Flood

Study guides are useful tools for enhancing instruc-
tion at any grade level and in any content area. This
practical book discusses why and how study guides
help students comprehend text, while emphasizing the
most effective ways to use these guides in the class-
room. Complete descriptions of different types of study
guides along with examples from a wide variety of
lessons in primary through secondary grades, will help
teachers select the best guides for their purpose.
(August 1992 Book Club selection)

©1992 US$13.50 Order number 374-574

Responses to Literature: Grades K–8 
James M. Macon, Diane Bewell, MaryEllen Vogt

A practical tool for teaching students how to re-
spond to literature, this book provides 10 classroom ac-

tivities that encourage students to think more as they
read and to focus on the literary elements of a story.
Each activity is preceded by a concise description that
includes the purpose of the activity and the grade level
it addresses, as well as a completed chart. Reproducible
blank charts also are provided. Activities are classroom
tested, may be tailored to fit each literature selection,
and may be used with small or large groups.
(December 1990 Book Club selection)

©1990 US$5.95 Order number 474-574

Prereading Activities for Content Area
Reading and Learning (second edition)
David W. Moore, John E. Readence, 
Robert J. Rickelman

This book describes a wealth of prereading activities
and strategies designed to help teachers make the unfa-
miliar and often unappealing material of textbooks un-
derstandable to students. The authors feature ideas
teachers can apply in the classroom, strategies for mak-
ing students independent learners, and a chapter on
writing. (December 1988 Book Club selection)

©1988 US$10.95 Order number 233-574

Booklists

Magazines for Kids and Teens 
(revised edition)
Donald R. Stoll, Editor

This is an easy-to-use guide to publications covering
almost every conceivable interest of children and teens.
It contains more than 200 listings that parents, teachers,
librarians, and young people can choose from—com-
plete with descriptions and ordering information. In a
How-to-Use section the editor assists readers in select-
ing magazines to explore, and indexes to age and
grade levels, subjects, and a list of magazines that pub-
lish readers’ works also are included. Copublished with
the Educational Press Association of America. (July
1997 Book Club selection)

©1997 US$15.95 Order number 243-574

More Teens’ Favorite Books: Young Adults’
Choices 1993–1995

This book is an indispensable resource for anyone
trying to get reluctant teenagers to read. The books on
this annotated list are selected by the toughest critics
around—the teens themselves. Over 4,000 ballots are
cast annually to select just 30 books to be named as
IRA’s Young Adults’ Choices. This valuable resource for
teachers, librarians, parents, and young readers in-
cludes a new section titled Reading for Pleasure.
Featured in the section are veterans of the struggle to
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get young people reading—teachers. You’ll discover
ways teachers are motivating teens to read for fun, pro-
moting free-choice reading. (September 1996 Book
Club selection)

©1996 US$9.95 Order number 149-574

Young Adults’ Choices
The books on this list are selected by young adult

readers as the ones they consider the most enjoyable
and informative. Titles are chosen by students in mid-
dle schools and high schools across the United States.
Complete bibliographic data and annotations are sup-
plied for each title. Young Adults’ Choices is a project
of IRA’s Literature for Adolescents Committee.

Order number 9107-574

10 copies US$6.00
100 copies US$45.00
500 copies US$170.00

Parent Booklets

“Books Are Cool!” Keeping Your Middle-
School Student Reading

Order number 1030-574

Parents, Teens, and Reading: A Winning
Combination

Order number 1031-574

1–24 copies US$2.00 each
25–99 copies US$1.75 each
100+ copies US$1.50 each
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