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Multiple Pathways Transform Literacy Instruction

By Barbara J. Walker
Students are unique. They learn in many varied ways. However, these multiple ways are not a scattered mass of procedures; rather, they are routes or pathways learners follow. As students expand their reading, writing, and conversing, they follow their unique pathways.

The IRA position statement on “Making a Difference Means Making It Different: Honoring Children's Rights to Excellent Reading Instruction,” issued in 2000, states this concisely: “Children [students] learn to read and write at different rates and in different ways.” Moreover, some children struggle with reading and writing. “Many of these children (students) “need more and different kinds of instruction, and they have a right to instruction that is designed with their specific needs in mind.”

When I look beyond the horizon to the future of literacy instruction, I see teachers respecting the multiple pathways that students follow as they read, write, think, and talk. Students bring to school an amazing variety of differences: language, culture, economic status, gender, race, experiences, personal interests, and learning pathways. Teachers need to accept these individual differences and implement multiple learning pathways.

When creating multiple pathways, teachers use a flexible range of literacy activities to address the challenges of all the students. They provide for varied literacy activities that influence core reading instruction, text selection, classroom organization, and method or technique selection. This is not a haphazard array of activities but rather several structured pathways that specific groups of students can move through as they are learning literacy tasks. By providing multiple options for learning, teachers can support a variety of pathways. 

1. Creating multiple pathways that encourage students to construct meaning. Teachers can use numerous procedures to encourage students to construct meaning with texts. They can use discussion, writing, visual and multimedia representations, and thinking aloud about their understanding. Using these procedures, teachers accept everyone’s ideas and promote thinking.

Discussion is one pathway for engaging all students in constructing meaning. During instruction, teachers lead students to thinking about what the text means. As they focus on constructing meaning, teachers ask questions such as the following:

· Have you ever had that kind of experience? 

· Can you point to something in the text that makes you think that? 

· Does anyone want to say something more? 

These questions open the discussion to a wide range of responses. Students explain how their experience relates to the characters and provide options for how characters might solve issues. Students are invited to add their perspectives on the story or passage. When reading informational passages, stu-dents discuss the major content and important information to construct an understanding. After perspectives have been shared, students and teachers say things such as the following:

· What made you think that? 

· Are there any other ways to think about…? 

· That's a very interesting way to think about…. 

These questions and statements keep the students engaged in the conversation and focused on constructing meaning.

Keeping a journal is another pathway for constructing meaning. In response to their reading, students write their reactions and opinions, their questions, and their personal connections to the content. The teacher responds in writing to their ideas and encourages them to keep thinking. 

Yet another pathway is to ask students to respond using visual and multimedia representations of their thinking. Some students respond by creating PowerPoint slide shows that represent their understanding, while others draw their interpretations. Others respond by making a visual map or graphic organizer. Sometimes, students use computer drawing programs or mapping programs to help explain their thinking.

Still another pathway is for teachers to think aloud about their own understanding of textual passages. Often, teachers demonstrate how they construct meaning by saying, “I think…,” talking about their own thinking, how they thought through a passage, and what they understand.

2. Using various texts to provide multiple pathways. Recently, there has been a push to include both narrative and expository text types at every step in literacy instruction. Often, some readers perform better when reading and responding to expository text. Other text types such as poetry, readers’ theatre scripts, songs, and famous speeches are all different pathways that encourage literacy actions.

Also, students need multiple levels of text difficulty. In classrooms and libraries, there needs to be an abundance of easy texts where students can gain confidence and experience an esthetic response. Likewise, students need a few texts that present a slight challenge in order to promote learning new content.

Within a classroom, students’ reading levels vary tremendously. Therefore, teachers need multiple sets of texts. In reality, classrooms need an abundance of reading material so students can freely respond to material they enjoy. Both classroom and school libraries are critical for providing multiple books, magazines, newspapers, videos, reference material, etc.

3. Creating multiple pathways for organizing instruction. Classrooms that encourage multiple pathways in learning have numerous ways to group students to provide an array learning experiences. Of course, whole-group instruction is important. However, small-group instruction focusing on constructing meaning is an essential grouping strategy as well.

Teachers can organize learning centers that occur while they are working with small groups. Some teachers provide a comfortable space for independent reading, and students can choose books to read on their own. They also have listening and writing centers.

Thus, at any given moment in a classroom teachers might engage their students in very different activities. Some might be writing in journals, others might be creating technological responses to informational text, others might be doing collaborative research, and others will be working directly with the teacher in core reading instruction.

4. Creating multiple pathways for varying instructional methods or techniques. One instructional possibility for varying instruction has always been using multiple instructional methods or techniques. In fact, the IRA position statement on "Using Multiple Methods of Beginning Reading Instruction" states, “There is no single method or single combination of methods that can successfully teach all children [students] to read. Therefore, teachers must have a strong knowledge of multiple methods for teaching reading and a strong knowledge of the children [students]….”

Teachers have always assumed that changing an instructional program or technique is a very important action for increasing student learning. However, understanding and using multiple techniques appropriately increases learning and provides opportunities for reaching all students. Thus, the process of varying and adapting instructional techniques in response to individual and diverse students in classrooms is imperative for today’s classroom.
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