Authentic Text for Deeper Student Engagement and Learning
This is the second of two articles on authentic text. See also, What is Authentic Text?

To re-cap: Authentic text may be thought of as any text created for “real life” purposes – as opposed to
textbooks and other materials developed for classroom use. In order to ensure our graduates have the
literacy skills to successfully navigate the demands of their future, we must provide them with the skills
and strategies to independently grapple with a variety of formats and purposes as well as a range of kinds
of prose structure and vocabulary.
This installment will discuss two questions. First, what instructional benefits do authentic texts offer? And
second, how does a teacher (whether of history, biology or another area) select and utilize these texts
effectively?
Instructional Benefits of Authentic Texts
Real-world materials, including magazine articles, video and audio resources, primary historical sources,
technical documents and so on, bring a wealth of benefits to the classroom. Among them:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Increased student engagement and motivation
Expanded opportunities for differentiation and scaffolding using text sets and a variety of text
types
Enhanced understanding of vocabulary and concepts through multiple exposures in context
Greater understanding of how the ideas and language of a discipline are expressed, and serving
as mentor texts for writing and speaking tasks
Clearer understanding of the purpose and role of a discipline in the real world, making the
leaning more meaningful and relevant
As a basis for academic discussion and collaboration on tasks with a real audience and purpose
Offers opportunities for students to think critically and synthesize ideas from multiple
perspectives.

Ways to Use Authentic Texts
In selecting authentic texts, begin by considering your unit of study.
1. What are the big ideas and important details or skills? How do these connect to the real world?
2. Consult your class textbook: does it provide a useful framework for these goals? Where would
more engaging instruction fit in?
3. Conduct an internet search of the topic. Look for websites, images, videos, audio and current
issues.
4. Select 3-6 resources that will help your students enlarge their understanding of the topic.
Consider grade level, accessibility, prior knowledge needed and age-level appropriateness, as well
as how you intend to have your students work with these texts.
Individual texts and text sets can be used in a variety of ways. For example:
•

Scaffold student independence by providing a set of several texts on the topic of study. By
beginning with a more accessible text, students can build background knowledge, basic concepts

•

•

and vocabulary. Follow this with more complex texts which the students can now access, having
established a mental framework on the topic.
Differentiate through text sets by assigning groups to work on different texts, with lower level
students working on the more accessible text while mid-level and stronger students work on
texts that provide more challenge. Then jigsaw and have each member of the new group share
their leaning. Follow up with an activity requiring all the students to make use of the entire set of
information.
Use the texts as examples, or mentor texts, for student writing. For example, if teaching how to
write a critical review (of a book, film, artwork, music, research, etc.), begin with several
authentic examples of the format and have the class discuss and analyze how the author
addresses the purpose, audience, language, style and other features that make reviews effective.
Follow by modeling for the whole class while you think aloud and incorporate student input.
Students may then work in pairs, groups or individually to write their own reviews.

For a rich discussion of more ways to supplement the classroom text with authentic materials, you may
wish to read this blog, Classroom Q&A With Larry Ferlazzo from Education Week. The discussion offers
valuable ideas for using real-world resources with any content area.
For more information, please contact Julia Somers-Arthur at julia.somers-arthur@fldoe.org.

