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Barbara Fagan

Scatftolds to Help ELL Readers

ast year, as part of my district’s
L professional development plan, I

participated in a teacher researcher
group that gave me the opportunity to
investigate a teaching strategy in depth. I
have been involved in second language acqui-
sition for the past 20 years, and I firmly
believe that second language learners, like
native speakers, need to have a strong grasp
of the reading process for school success.

T am presently teaching ELL in middle school, and
too often, my ELL students close their books tell-
ing me they finished the chapter and they under-
stood the text. When we start to discuss the chapter,
students are often at a loss to recall key informa-
tion and to synthesize the most important main
ideas of the chapter. I knew I had to find ways to
help my students become more strategic and
knowledgeable about the reading process. In par-
ticulas, I wanted to help them learn to recall critical
information and then synthesize that information.

Reading for comprehension is hard work. Stu-
dents must understand that the words on the page
should be thought whout and not just decoded in
order to understand the text. I decided that to best
help my ELL students, I would teach them two
specific scaffolding strategies that could help them
suminarize, recall, and synthesize. We would fo-
cus on using T-charts and sticky notes.

Getting Started

During the first few weeks of school, I read indi-
vidually with each of my 20 ELL students. I no-

ticed that many of them did not attend to punc-
tuation; they simply read words and, in many cases,
became breathless in their quest to finish the para-
graph. Somehow students equated reading with
word calling and thought that was all they had to
do. Thinking did not seem to be a2 component of
the reading process. Also, students didn’t recog-
nize when they didn’t understand what was hap-
pening in the reading selection; they simply
continued to read.

Research emphasizes the need for students to
have a firm basis in native language literacy skills
before they acquire a second language (Boyle,
1990; Rubin & Patterson, 2002). The strategies
students learn for reading and writing in their na-
tive language are the building blocks for learning
another language. I did some research regarding
my ELL students’ prior educational experiences:
10 of the students had completed fifth grade in
their native countries and did not have interrupted
schooling prior to their arrival in the United States.
That means they should have developed literacy
skills in their native language. The other 10 stu-
dents completed less than five years of education
in their native countries and often were deficient
1.5 years or more in native language education. It
would seem that the interruption of schooling or
failure to complete fifth grade in their native lan-
guage may contribute to students’ reading diffi-
culties. Reading is developmental, and many of
these students had not experienced developmen-
tal reading strategies in their native language so
they could not transfer those important reading
strategies to English.

Since all my ELL students were reading be-
low a third-grade level in English based on read-
ing assessments like the Degrees of Reading Power
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(DR, I decided to introduce them all to the read-
ing strategies mentioned in this article. T expected
that students who had longer, formal reading in-
struction in their native languages would pick up
on the strategies more quickly than the students
from weaker reading backgrounds.

Intervention #1: Using T-Charts

My first intervention strategy was to help students
stop to think about what they had just read. Would
that be after each paragraph, each page? Teachers
need to model their own reading habits so stu-
dents can visually see how good readers read and
comprehend. I decided to divide an informational
book into segments and, after each seginent, stop
and describe the main idea of what we just read as
a way to model what I wanted students to do.
Then, I created a T-chart (see Figure 1) that would
segment the next chapter and provide a place for
students to keep track of main ideas and any new
vocabulary words they came across. We used the
following procedure:

* students read the designated pagessilently, then
wrote one main idea sentence on the chart;

¢ we talked about various sentences that
students wrote;

¢ | shared the main idea sentence that T wrote;

* we reread the pages for reinforced compre-
hension;

* students listed 2-3 words from each section
that were unknown or unfamiliar,

This chart, called a T-chart because its shape helps
organize information, helped students to focus on
what was important to remember on the selected
pages and reinforced the concept of the main idea
of the selected pages. When I shared my responses
with the students, we were able to compare our
thinking and see if we had selected similar main
ideas. This scaffold helped students think about
how they learn and remember new information.
My students seemed very interested in learning
more about how adults remembered what they
were reading.

Intervention #2: Using Sticky Notes

By mid-October, I could see that students were
comfortable using the T-chart to guide them with
their comprehension process. However, readers
don’t always make a chart and write down main
ideas as they read. While reading Strategies That
Work (Harvey & Goudvis, 2000), I came across
the phrase leaving tracks. 1 really liked this descrip-
tion because that is exactly what proficient read-
ers do—they leave tracks as they write in the
margins, use sticky notes, or highlight parts that
they can reread when they return to the book.
Highlighters and writing in the margins weren’t
feasible interventions with school-purchased
books, so I decided upon sticky notes. Why not
let my students in on these tools?

As we prepared to read the novel The Long
Way to a New Land (Sandin, 1986), I told students
we would continue to use a T-chart, but now in-
stead of writing a sentence after each segment, they
would write “key words” on sticky notes that would
constitute their “tracks.” We read the first chap-
ter of the story together, and I had students stop
and record 3—5 words that would tell me what was
most important about that section, Different stu-
dents shared their responses, and we talked about
why certain key words were selected. Students
tound it helpful to see that some words were shared
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by many students while others were never even
considered. Next, T shared my choices and rea-
sons for choosing them,

Then I had students use the sticky notes to
help them write a short summary of what we had
read thus far. The sticky notes helped students
retell the main events in sequence and focus only
on the main events (see Figure 2).

Intervention #3: Key Words

Literature on helping struggling readers empha-
sizes the need to provide students with scaffold-
ing or support for new or difficult assignments
(Allington, 1994; Robb, 1996). It is important to
structure productive interventions so that students
are able to understand whart is expected of them.
If this is not done, students will either fail to com-
plete an assignment or will proceed on their own
without thinking it through. Students need sup-

Directions: Write a short suramary of each chapter.
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Figure 2, Chapter summaries based on key words and class discussion

port that will give them specific guidance on how
to proceed and allow them to complete a task suc-
cessfully. Metacognitive processing or reflecting
on a procedure should be a key element in the
scaffolding process.

When T had the students use their sticky notes
for a story summary the first time, I assumed that
students could take their sticky notes, put them in
order, and then write simple sentences that retell
the story. Wrong!! Students needed to see my chap-
ter summary and how I incorporated the key words
within my sentences, This structure provided both
a cognitive challenge and 2 greater chance for suc-
cess. This strategy, like most, needs to be repeated
multiple times before students are able to do it
independently—which is, of course, the ultimate
goal.

During the next few months, I continued us-
ing the sticky notes as a reading comprehension
strategy for the other books we read. For the novel
Leaving Vietnam (Kilborne, 1996), I observed and
collected work samples to see that students were
thinking about big pictures in each chapter and
how their key words were incorporated in writing
their chapter summaries. I also had students add a
personal response after writing the chapter sum-
mary (see Figure 3).

Before we read each chapter, [ told the stu-
dents to place a sticky note on selected pages in
the novel, usually two sticky notes per chapter.
This was a way for students to read to a certain
point, stop, write down 3~5 key words that would
help them retell the story so far, then go on to the
next part and repeat the same process. At the end
of each chapter, I had students compare their key
words from the chapter with each other. Often, 1
would write the key words given to the class by
three students and then have the class compare
the key words for similarides. This was an excel-

lent way for students to see that synonyms were
pertectly acceptable. When a classmate didn't
agree with a word, then the student who used that
word had to explain why it was important to the
retelling of the story. This debriefing helped stu-
dents focus on which words qualified as key words.
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the chapter. Is easy and small for put to any
book. T think use this sticky notes in the
future.”

Conclusions

Many of my ELL students had not ever devel-
oped effective strategies for comprehending a text
written in their native language. I wanted them to
develop such strategies, now, as they were read-
ing English. In particular, T wanted to help them
summarize main ideas and synthesize information
from a text. Using T-charts helped students orga-
nize their thoughts. Using sticky notes helped
them begin to do what independent readers do:
actively respond or question a text as they read.
These students quickly saw the value in being able
to mark (via sticky notes) on a text as I saw them
transfer this scaffolding strategy to other classes.
As I watched them do this, I saw that my ELL
students had realized that reading is an active pro-
cess, and that comprehension is a result of engage-
ment with the text, not merely decoding the words.

As students used sticky notes, they learned to
pause, reflect, and visualize, Through continued
use, some students began to move away from ac-
tually writing words on the sticky notes as they
stopped to reflect on the key terms from each sec-
ton. In other words, the scaffolding strategy—
using the sticky notes as a cue to stop and gather
important words—was no longer needed as reflec-
tion became a part of their reading process.

This year’s inquiry study has helped me to
“really know and understand” my students’ think-
ing processes beyond the results of activities and
tests. Analyzing students’ work samples gave me a
basis for creating activities/lessons that reflect stu-
dents’ needs, instead of teaching one strategy af-
ter another without seeing students demonstrate
their understanding of them. I am confident that
my students know why they are using this reading
strategy, and even if they are not reading at grade
level, they have a grasp and understanding of the
reading process that they can apply to future
classes.
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