
Fishtank ELA Guiding Principle #2

Centering diverse, relevant, and
rigorous texts.

Every student, regardless of background and reading level, should read
complex, engaging texts written in a variety of genres and by diverse voices,

to highlight the diversity and richness of the human experience.

Key Reading

Excerpt 1: “Reading Between the Lines: What the ACT Reveals About College Readiness
in Reading” from ACT, 2006

“Students who can master the skills necessary to read and understand complex texts are
more likely to be college ready than those who cannot. …

What does this mean? For one thing, it shows that degree of text complexity
differentiates student performance better than either the comprehension level or the
kind of textual element tested. But another, more important, conclusion is that, because
of its distinct pattern of performance increases relative to the ACT College Readiness
Benchmark, performance on complex texts is the clearest differentiator in reading
between students who are likely to be ready for college and those who are not. And this
is true for both genders, all racial/ethnic groups, and all annual family income levels.”

Excerpt 2: “Expanding the Important National Conversation about Reading” by Susan
Pimentel October, 2018

“Let all kids read the good stuff. The pervasive practice of putting kids into reading
groups according to their “just right” reading level has meant that large numbers of
students receive a steady diet of below-grade-level instruction. The texts they’re reading
don’t require them to decipher unfamiliar vocabulary, confront challenging concepts, or
parse new and complicated language. Noted literacy researcher Timothy Shanahan has
written extensively about why this is the wrong approach, documenting that “after 70
years there still isn’t any research supporting the idea of matching kids to just-right texts”
after 1st grade- yet still the practice persists. This, despite research showing that the
ability to handle complex text is the distinguishing characteristic between students who
go on to do well in college and work and those who don’t.

Why would we deprive our youngsters of the opportunity to build this muscle in
elementary school, when all that’s standing in the way of their doing so is the opportunity
and the support that close reading can provide?”
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Excerpt 3: “Mirrors, Windows, and Sliding Glass Doors” by Rudine Sims Bishop, 1990

“Books are sometimes windows, offering views of worlds that may be real or imagined,
familiar or strange. These windows are sliding glass doors, and readers have only to walk
through them in imagination to become part of whatever world has been created or
recreated by the author. When lighting conditions are just right, however, a window can
also be a mirror. Literature transforms human experience and reflects it back to us, and in
that reflection we can see our own lives and experiences as part of the larger human
experience. Reading, then, becomes a means of self-affirmation, and readers often seek
mirrors in books. …

When children cannot find themselves reflected in the books they read, or when the
images they see are distorted, negative, or laughable, they learn a powerful lesson about
how they are devalued in the society of which they are a part. Our classrooms need to be
places where all the children from all the cultures that make up the salad bowl of
American society can find their mirrors.

Children from dominant social groups have always found their mirrors in books, but they,
too, have suffered from the lack of availability of books about others. They need the
books as windows onto reality, not just on imaginary worlds. They need books that will
help them understand the multicultural nature of the world they live in, and their places
as a member of just one group, as well as their connections to all other humans. In this
country, where racism is still one of the major unresolved social problems, books may be
one of the few places where children who are socially isolated and insulated from the
larger world may meet people unlike themselves. If they see only reflections of
themselves, they will grow up with an exaggerated sense of their own importance and
value in the world - a dangerous ethnocentrism.…

[Literature] could help us to understand each other better by helping to change our
attitudes towards difference. When there are enough books available that can act as
both mirrors and windows for all our children, they will see that we can celebrate both
our differences and our similarities, because together they are what make us all human.”

Excerpt 4: “What Does Text Complexity Mean for English Learners and Language
Minority Students?” by Lary Wong Filmore and Charles J. Fillmore

“(T)he language used in complex texts of the type students should be reading in schools
is different in numerous ways from the language of ordinary talk. Differences in
vocabulary, the easiest to see, make up a part of it. Linguists and language analysts who
have studied the language of academic texts have identified grammatical structures and
devices for framing ideas, indicating relationships, and structuring arguments, that create
substantial differences between spoken and written language. The language used in
complex texts differs enough from the English familiar to most students that it constitutes
a barrier to understanding when they first encounter it in the texts they read in school. …

“There is only one way to acquire the language of literacy, and that is through literacy
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itself. Why? Because the only place students are likely to encounter these structures and
patterns is in the materials they read. And that is possible only if the texts they read in
school are written in such language. Complex texts provide school-age learners reliable
access to this language, and interacting with such texts allows them to discover how
academic language works.

Herein lies a major problem for English learners and language minority students. One of
the biggest roadblocks to learning is that they never get a chance to work with complex
texts. Why would that be a problem? Simply put, the easy texts schools give to ELs and
LMs -- given prophylactically as a safeguard against failure -- actually prevent them from
discovering how language works in academic discourse. Simplified texts offer no clue as
to what academic language sounds like or how it works.”

Related Teacher Tools
● Providing Access to Complex Texts
● Reading Structures and Routines
● Foundational Skills
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