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What does the ideal reading class look 
like in light of 21st-century skills and the 
demand for higher levels of college and 
career readiness? One district set out to 
develop and implement such a course.

BACKGROUND

North East ISD (Independent School 
District) is a recognized school district 
in San Antonio, TX, with an approxi-
mate enrollment of 61,000 students. 
North East has 13 middle schools with 
grades 6–8. While the state of Texas 
only requires a reading course in sixth 
grade, North East is deeply committed 
to student success and knows that 
students who are proficient readers are 
also most often proficient students. 
As a result, traditional reading courses 
were required for all three middle school 

grades. These courses primarily consisted 
of teaching comprehension skills and 
literary elements through reading fiction 
and novel studies. 

Students were enrolled in the reading 
courses regardless of their ability level. 
Many students, teachers, and parents 
were concerned about the instructional 
rigor of this middle school reading 
experience. This was especially true of 
gifted and talented (GT) and pre-AP 
students for whom reading comprehen-
sion was not a problem. The district 
acknowledged this concern and turned 
to a team of curriculum specialists to 
develop an alternative course for those 
students who were ready for a more 
rigorous curriculum.

COURSE DESIGN

A team of literacy specialists with GT 
certification created the initial design 

of each Advanced Contemporary 
Literacy course. Using their knowledge 
and experience of GT principles, 21st-
century skills, and instructional best 
practices, they outlined the structure 
for the new course at each grade 
level. The specialists then generated 
overarching themes, essential questions, 
and reading and discussion formats. 
They also enumerated academic vocab-
ulary and suggested readings from the 
state-adopted textbooks and supple-
mental readers.

The initial work resulted in the 
following brief course description:

Each course is rigorous and designed 
for students possessing advanced 
reading skills. Students will apply 
their reading skill in problem-solving, 
conducting increasingly sophisticated 
research, and completing project-
based assignments. Instructional 
strategies will include Socratic 
seminars and student portfolios to 
encourage higher level thinking and 
discussion of contemporary cross-
curricular topics.
The components required in each 

course are the use of nonfiction 
material, Socratic circles, research, and 
presentation. The research component 
is a spiraling feature that begins by 
teaching the Big6 research process to 
sixth-graders during the first 9 weeks, 
then each following unit suggests 
appropriate research models from David 
Loertscher’s Ban Those Bird Units (2005). 
Several of these models are repeated 
from one grade to the next, with new 
models added each year to accom-
modate increasingly complex research 
issues. 

advanced contemporary
literacy: an integrated 
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EDITOR’S NOTE: IT IS NOT OFTEN THAT THE LIBRARY 

IS WRITTEN DIRECTLY INTO THE CURRICULUM, BUT 

SHARON SWARNER WAS ON THE RIGHT COMMITTEE 

AT THE RIGHT TIME. SHE WAS ABLE TO CONVINCE TEACHERS 
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In addition to research, each grade level 
has a primary presentation emphasis. Sixth 
grade focuses on oral presentations and 
written expression. Seventh grade empha-
sizes, “reading” contemporary media, and 
eighth grade teaches students to formu-
late arguments and present their positions 
in a debate format. Underlying all these 
elements is the concept of student choice. 
The themes and essential questions are 
broad enough to spark students’ interest, 
and the research models are expansive 
enough to allow student interest to shape 
both the topic selection and the research 
model used. 

All of this foundational work set the 
stage for a larger group of practitioners to 
refine the course. A large committee was 
assembled and subdivided into grade-level 
subcommittees, each consisting of at least 
one literacy specialist, reading teacher, 
instructional dean, technology specialist, 
and teacher-librarian. Using the framework 
materials provided by the literacy special-
ists, the subcommittees selected the themes 
and refined the essential questions that 
addressed the overarching theme. They also 
set the order in which the themes would 
be introduced by taking into consideration 
the scope and sequence of other subject 
areas. The subcommittees further selected 
the appropriate research models, suggested 
critical reading strategies, academic vocab-
ulary, and additional reading selections 
that would advance the exploration of the 
theme. All of these refinements were the 
result of deep, focused collegial conversa-
tion.

For example, the theme for the first 9-
week session of the eighth-grade course is 
“Shades of Truth.” The essential questions 
include “Are there certain truths that can 
be considered universal or absolute?” and 
“How does one’s perspective shape or 
alter truth?” The suggested readings that 
support these questions are selections from 
the Koran and the Tao Te Ching (Tzu, 
2006), as well as pieces from the regular 
textbook, such as The Last Seven Months 
of Anne Frank (Lindwer, 1992). Academic 
vocabulary such as bias, propaganda, and 
persuasive techniques are suggested as are 
critical reading strategies like “identifica-
tion of speakers purpose and tone” as well 
as “noting the writer’s word choice” to 

hone an awareness of diction. In addition, 
research models are suggested to correlate 
with the theme. In this particular instance, 
the suggested models are Background to 
Question Model or Take a Position. During 
the course of the rest of the year, these 
same eighth-graders will explore themes 
of social justice, freedom and responsi-
bility, and the pursuit of happiness, all the 
while reading complex nonfiction passages, 
wrestling with complicated questions, and 
researching topics that relate these issues 
to their own lives.

IMPLICATIONS FOR THE 
LIBRARY PROGRAM

The Advanced Contemporary Literacy (ACL) 
course is a model in curriculum develop-
ment. Teacher-librarians were invited to the 
table at the inception of the course because 
research is an integral component of the 
curriculum requiring extensive instruction 
and use of research models and skills. 
Teacher-librarians take the lead in teaching 
the kind of research skills and processes 
that allow students to engage in high 
levels of thinking and communicating. In 
addition, the marked increase in student-
driven research has given a clear focus to 
our collection development of both print 
and electronic resources. 

Teacher-librarians are also invited to 
professional development days that are 
set aside throughout the year. These days 
provided time to talk about successes and 
concerns. There is also afforded time to plan 
the following 9 weeks and to work with 
specialists on specific aspects of the curric-
ulum. These collaborative planning sessions 
were important to the first-year success of 
the ACL classes. This open communica-
tion and collaboration continued on the 
campuses offering teacher-librarians the 
opportunity to be cocreators and coteachers 
in a truly integrated reading curriculum.

AND WHAT ABOUT THE 
RESULTS?

We have anecdotal evidence from teachers, 
students, and parents, even though, more 
solid evidence would be better. We saw 
teachers who became more energized 
throughout the school year as they got 

further into the curriculum and the instruc-
tional methods. Part of the professional 
development days included a time to share 
their successes. They explained student 
projects. One particularly interesting project 
featured seventh-graders at one campus who 
had their class think about local challenges 
facing the community. They “researched 
and created a variety of media, including 
logos, pamphlets, commercials, billboards, 
web sites, inventions, and more.” Following 
their research, the students “implemented 
their plans and successfully raised funds 
for their cause.” Teachers also shared activi-
ties such as student-created public service 
announcements (PSA). These PSAs were a 
direct result of themes they had studied in 
the ACL course. Sharing these types of class 
activities created a sense of camaraderie 
and a challenge to keep the class growing 
and working at a high level. We were not 
able to track the state assessment test 
scores for our ACL students this year. We 
hope to do that again next year.

Upon reflection, there remain challenges 
given such a drastic change in curric-
ulum and collaboration. However, we are 
marching along with the confidence that 
teacher-librarians and high-think learning 
experiences pay big dividends.
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