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Language Arts Instruction and English Language Learners
by Dr, Kate Kinsella, Dr. Colieen Shea Stump, and Br. Kevin Feldman
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INTRODUCTION

The number of immigrant, migrant, and refugee studenis in the United States who
have little knowledge of the English language is growing expanentially, In fact,
students who are tearning English as an additional language are the fastest-
growing segment of the school-age population. While the number of English
language [earners {ELLs) natlonwlde has skyrocketed, their academic achievement
traiis behind that of their native English-speaking peers. National studies of
English language learners have shown that they are likely to come from
disadvantaged soctoeconomic backgreunds, attend low-Income schools, and have
parents with limited English proficlency. These students are 2lso judged by their
teachers to have weaker academic abilities, receive lower grades, and score well
below their classmates on standardized tests of mathematics and reading. !
Moreover, In a large-scale California study, secondary schools reported that even
long-term resident ELLs entered high school with only fourth to sixth grade
academic competencies.?

I Moss, M. and M, Puma. Prospects: The congressionally mandated study of educational
growth and oppertunity, Washington, D.C.: U.S. Department of Education, 1995,

2 Minicucd, €. and L Olsen. “Programs for secondary limited English proficiency
Students: A Californfa Study.® Focus, Vol. 5. Washington, B.C.: Nalional Clearinghouse
for Bilingual Education, 1992,

DIFFERENTIAL PREPARATION FOR SECOND-LANGUAGE SCHOOLING

Secondary-schoot curricula are based on assumptions about basic reading and
writing skills and efementary subject matter foundations, However, the growing
population of secondary English language fearners is tremendously diverse,
particularfy with regard to their educational backgrovnds. These students enter
W.5. schools with varying degrees of curricular preparation and a vast range of
language proficiencles, In English and thelr native language. At times, it may seam
that the one thing these diverse students have In common Is the need to
accelerate their English fanguage and literacy acquisition In grder to participate
more fully ia thelr secondary schooling.

Although some have parents with impressive levels of formal education and
professional job experiences, many come from less privileged families, challenged
by limited functional literacy even in their native fanguage. Newcomers from war-
torn regions and rural areas of developing countries are apt o arrive severely
under-schooled, with fragmented native fanguage literacy training and weak
subject matter foundations. These yeuths predictably require compassion,
considerable time, and patient medeling simply to adjust to basic school routines
and expectations before they can ever begin to concentrate on phonemic
awareness lessons, let alone literary analysls.

On the other hand, more fortunate immigrant youths have benefited from rigorous
and sustained elementary schooling In their native countey and make the
transition to American classrooms maore éffortlessly. Literate in their home
language, these second-language learners have afready internalized critical scripts
for schooling and often function above equivalent grade levels in math or science.
However, these traditionally educated newcomers still face 2 daunting traasition to
daily instruction in 2 language they have only begun to study, aleng with
curriculom content, {eaching practices, and skills that may not have been
emphasized in thelr native schoofing.

Gur secondary schools alse serve increasing numbers of students who have been
raised and educated entirely in the United States but who speak a language other
than English at home. These continuing English language learners were gither born
in the United States or arrived here as very small children. Many of these long-
term U.S. residents are not literate In their home fanguage and remain struggling

htip:/ fwww.phschool.com/eteach/language_arts/2001_12 fessay.himt

2{9/10 10:40 AM

Page 1 of &



Pearson Prentice Hall: Language Arts Instruction

279710 10:40 AM

English readers well into the upper grades and beyond. They may demonskrate a
comfortable handle on the soclal domain of both languages, but flounder with
grade-level reading and writing tasks.

In summeary, with regard to prior schooling, secondary English language leamers
tend (o Fall into one of three general and frequently overfapping categories;

1. Recent adolescent immigrants who have received continuous native language
schooling prior to Immigration to the U.S. and are prepared with relatively
strong academic and study skifls to apply to new subject matter

2. bLanguage minority students continuing into secondary schools from U.5.
elementary schools with insufficient English fluency and literacy to compete In
cheltenging academlc areas

3. Immigrant, refugee, and migrant students with sporadic or no prior schooling
who consequently enter lacking basic literacy and elementary curricular
foundations.

SECOND-LANGUAGE LITERACY DEVELOPMENT

Statistics on the academic achlevement of English languwage learners demonstrate
a dire need for informed attention devoted to literacy, the cornerstone of alf
academlc abilities. Nonetheless, given the extreme variability In these students*
educatienal histeries, they must be offered different pathways to eventual
academlic success. One approach to literacy instruction will not fit all English
language fearnears. However, the instructional practices outlined In this chapter and
throtghout this manual should greatly assist them in participating more fully in a
heteregeneous secondary Language Arts classroom.

Those with significant gaps in their elementary educational backgrounds will
require a thoughtful and sustained literacy intervention program, coemplemented by
a substantive and protracted £nglish language development program. Their acute
and compeiling academic needs cannok be accommodated solely within the
confines of the general education Language Arts classroom, an after-school
tutorial, or a reading intervention program.

Similarly, literate and academically prepared newcomers will still need a viable
English language development program ko epable them to transfer the knowledge
and skills they acquired in their native language schooling to the currdcula they are
studying in the United States, Literate adeolescents whe are virtual beginners in
English wiit also benefit from a separate reading support class, to help them
readily acquire the basic phonelogy, merphelogy, and syntax of English, and to
more efficlently transfer the reading skills they have already rmastered in thelr
native language. Stedents who can already read relatively fluently Iny Ehelr first
language wili make an easier transition to English decading than bilingual
cfassmates who are nonreaders, These literate second-fenguage learners will
therefore need to move more rapidly than struggling EEL readers, from inltial skill-
building tessons that focus on decading, word recegnition, and pronunclation to
explicit Instruction in comprehenston strategies such as prediction, questioning,
and summearizing that will help them deal more productively with the reading
dermnands of content-area classrooms.

READING IN A SECOND LANGUAGE

Research findinas suggest that reading processes In a second tanguage are not
significantly different from those In a first language. 3 For example, both rely on
the reader's background knowledge regarding the toplc and text structure ko
construct meaning, and both make use of cueing systems (graphic, syntactic,
phonologlcal, semantic) to allew the reader to predict and confirm meaning.

While literacy processes in first and second fanguages may be quite similar, two
crucial areas of difference must be addressed, First, Initfal reading and wiiting in
English will be sfower and more painstaking for second-language learners because
of their lack of overall flueacy. The second-language fearner is often in the process
of acquiring basic oral Yanguage while simultaneously developing iiteracy skills in
English. Limited profictency in a second Janguage can cause a proficient réader in
the native language ko revert to poor reading strategies, such as reading word by
word. Also, some studeats may not even have the native language literacy skilis
to transfer concepts about print and strategies to the second fanguage.

Secondly, ELL students are likely to have less prior knowledge and relevant
vocahulary to process new information whife reading academic English
assignments. Furthermore, readers’ background knowledge is often culture-bound
and may not match the conteat needed for a given reading text. EEL students
with a limited range of personal and educational experiences on a reading topic
wilt therefore have little to draw upon o censtruct meaning from a selection even
if they are able to accurately decode.

3 Grabe, W. *Current developments in second language reading.” TESOL Quarterdy
(1991}, 375-406.

ACADEMIC LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

Many adotescent ELL students come to schoot with sufficient social fanguage for
everyday cfassroom interactions yet are severely lacking in the academic English
foundations to tackle a peem or follow the instructions an a standardized test. This
is because academic vocabulary is primarily developed through schooi-based

hitp:/ fwwiv.phschool.com/eteach/language_antsf2001_12 fessay.huml Page 2 of 5



Pearson Prentice Hall: Language Arts Instruction 219710 10:40 AM

reading and repeated exposure during content-based cfassroom activities.

The average native English-speaking student enters elementary school with an
internalized understanding of the syntax and phonology of English, plus & working
vecabulary of several thousand words. This vocabulary base Is enhanced each year
through new school experiences and reinferced in home and community settings.
In striking contrask, the kanguage minority student enters U.5. schooling with a
tenuous grasp of the phonology and syntax of the English language, a scant
working Erglish vocabulary, and rare opportunities for practice and expansion of
this knowledge outside the classroom. As a consequence, they must develon
content-specific language and literacy skills along with conceptual foundations, alt
the while competing with native English-speaking ciassmates who may also be
challenged by grade-level Langirage Arts curricula, but who at teast operate from a
relatively firm foundation in basic academic English and years of exposure to high-
frequency social Engiish vocabtiary.

IMPLICATIONS FOR ENGLISH LANGUAGE ARTS INSTRUCTION

A number of implicatiens for lastruction can be drawn from these descriptions of
the academic language and literacy chalienges of ELL students. Novice Engilsh
readers will require extensive and dynamic Instructional "front-loading” In order to
effectively grepple with challenging Jiteracy tasks. Teachers ail too often
concentrate their energles on the damage-control phase, when it becomes clear
that students either falled to comprehend or felt teo overwhelmed to even try to
tackle a reading task. Explaining critical concepts and language after the fact does
little to engender reader confidence or competence for the next task. The students
may walk away with a better grasp of the plot development in The Joy Luck Club
but have no sense of how to proceed with the next chapter. Instead, conscientious
literacy mentors essentially "teach the text backwards" by devoting far more
instructional time to the preparation and guidance phases of fessons. Since a
second-language reader may be approaching an assignment with impoverished
backgreund knowledge and weak English vocabulary, it makes sease ko
cencentrate on classroom ackivities that build strong conceptual and lingaistic
foundations, quide them Into the text organization, modet appropriate
cemprehension strategles, and provide a clear purpose for reading, This
respensible preparation will in turn help to ereate the kind of aurturing affective
and cognitive arena that communicates high expectations for their literacy
development and eacourages them to persist and take risks.

INSTRUCTIONAL CONSIDERATIONS WHEN PREPARING LESSONS TO
SUPPORT ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS

All of the lesson-plenning principles and instructional practices detailed throughout
this teacher reference will support ELL students in making strides in thelr second-
language literacy development and in becoming vibrant members of the classroom
community of learners, Followlng are some additional reminders of ways In which
you can support ELL students at varieus stages of your lesson pfanning to deat
more productively with the reading and writing demands of English Language Aris
curricula.

Phase 1: Preteach

Pull out @ manageable number of key concepts.

Identify vocabulary most critical to talking and learning about the central

concepts. Don't attempt to cover all of the vocabulary words yeou anticipate

they will not know, Do more than provide synonyms and definitions, Introduce
the essential words in more meaninagful contexts, through simple sentences
drawing on familiar issues, people, scenarios, and vocabulary. Guide students In
articulating the meanings of essentlal terms through these famillar contexts
and hold them responsible for writing the definitions in their own words.

Present key words when they occur within the context of the reading selection

or ackivity. Make the words as concrele as possible by linking each to an

ohject, photo, drawing, or movement.

Post the new essential vocabulary In a prominent place in the dlassroom to

create 3 word bank of organized lesson terminology,

+ Examine your lesson to see what types of language functions students will need
to partidpate In varlous activities, For example, if they are being asked to
make predictions about upceming paragraph content in an essay based on
transition words {(e.g., therefore, in addition, consequently), students wilf need
to be taught some basic sentence patterns and verbs to express opinions {(e.g.,
"I predict that..."; "Based on this transition word, | conclude that.."}. If being
asked to agree or disagree with the arguments in a persuasive article, students
will need to learn some seatence patterns and verbs to convey agreement or
disagreement {e.q., *I don't agree with the auther's argument that adolescents
don’t have a work ethic because...™).

« Engage students in prereading activities that spark their curiosity and involve

them in all four language medes.

Assess students' prior knowledge related to key concepts through participation

structures and colfzborative greup discussions with realia {e.g., photographs,

ohiects) serving as a visual trigger.

ttitize realia and visuals needed to make the concepts less abstract.

« Use muliimedia presentations such as CD-ROMs and videos to familiarize
students with the plot, characters, and themes of a narrative text prior to
reading, but don't use It as a replacement for reading.

» Provide a written and oral synopsis of the key content prior ko actually asking

.

-
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students to read a selection if the sentence structures and vocabulary are
particufarly demanding.

= Use graphic organizers and semantic maps to help students grasp the central
content in an accessible manner prior to reading.

+ Lead a gquick text prereading, or "text tour,” focusing student attention on
illustrations, chapter title and subtopics, boldfaced words, summary sections,
and connection of chapter to theme, previous chapters, activilies, and
concepts.

+ When possible, bulld in opportunities for “narrow reading,” allowing students to
read more than one selection on the same topic, to build concept and
vocabulary recognition that will sugport thelr reading more fluently and
confidently.

Phase 2: Teach

+ Clearly establish a reading purpese for students prior to assigning a
manageable amount of text.

» Describe and model strategles for navigating different kinds of text. Provide a

convincing rationale for each new strategy and reqularly review both the

purpose and process.

Familiarize students with a manageable tool kit of reading comprehension and

study strategies, and continue practicing these selective strategles. In this way,

stirdents end the school year with a viable approach rather than sporadic
practice with a confusing array of new reading behaviors.,

» Introduce a new strategy using a text that isn't too difficult in order to bulld
credibility for the strategy and ensure student success. Gtherwise, if a seltectlon
Is too difficult and the strategy falls to detiver for students, they will have little
faith In experimenting with the new strategy on future texts.

+« Whanever possible, get students physically involved with the page, using

highlighters, sticky notes, and a small plece of cardboard or heavy consteuction

paper to focus and gulde thelr reading from one paragraph or columa to the
next.

Aiternate between teacher-facllitated and student-domiaated reading activities.

+ Do "think-aloud” reading to model your cognitive and metacognitive strategles
and thought processes.

+ Assign brief amouats of text at a time, and alternate between oral, palred, and

silent reading.

Guide students through the process of reading and comprehending a passage

by reading aloud to them and assisting them in ldentifying the text erganization

and establishing a clear reading purpose,

Allow students o read a passage while listening to an audiotape recorded by &

classmate, cross-age tutor, or parent volunteer,

+ Have students engage in *repeated readings® of the same brief passage to build
word recognition, fluency, and reading rate.

+ Provide some form of study guide in order te focus thelr reading on the critical
content and prevent them from getting bogged dewn with nonessential detalls
and unfamiliar vocabulary. A partially completed outiine ar graphic organizer Is
more task-based and manageable than a list of questlens to answer, which
often results in simple scanning for content without really reading and
comprehending material.

+ BDemonsteate your note-taking process and provide models of effective study
notes for students to emulate,

Phase 3: Assess

+ Prepare both text-hased and experientially based questions, which lead
students from simply getking the gist of a selection to establishing a personal
connection to the lesson content,

+ Build in task-based and authentic assessmeat during every lesson to ensure
that ELL students are actually developing greater proficiency with new content
and strategies, Quick-writes, drawings, oral and written summaries, and
cotlaborative tasks are generally more productive Indicators of lesson
comprehension than a closing question/answer session.

+ Provide safe opportenities for students to alert you to any learning chalienges
they are experieacing. Have them submit anonymous written questions
(formulated either independently or with a partner) about confusing lesson
content and process and then follow up on these polnts of confusion at the end
of class or in the subsequent class session,

s Ask students to end the class session by writing 3-5 outcome statements
about their experience In the day's fesson, expressing both new understandings
and needs for clarification.

« Make sure that assessment mirrors the lesson objectives. For example, if you
are teaching students how to preread expository text, it isn't refevant to assess
using comprehension questions, A more authentic assessment of their ability to
apply this strategy would be to provide them with a photocopy of an expository
selection and ask them to hightight and label the parts one would read during
the actual prereading precess. It would be relevant, however, to ask them teo
identify two reasons for engaging in a text prereading before tackling the entire
selection.

+ Build in opportunities for students to demonstrate their understandings of texts
that draw upon different language and literacy skiils: forrmai and informat
weiting assignments, posters, small-group tasks, oral presentations, and so on.

« Don't assign tasks to ELLs that require little or no reading or lesson
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comprehension. For example, don't allow them to simply draw a picture while
other students are writing 2 paragraph. Instead, make sure that you have
adequately scaffolded the task and equlpped them with a writing frame and
model to guide them through the process. While one might arque that this is
multimodat and tapping Into multlple intelllgences, it is ackually conveying
expectations fer their development of academic competence in English,

Make sure that studenis vnderstand your assessment criterts In advance,
Whenever possible, provide models of student work for them to emulate, slong
with a non-meodel that falls to meet the specified assessment criteria. Do not
provide exemplars that are clearly outside of their developmental range, While
this may be an eariching reading task, It will not serve as a viable medel, Save
student work that can later serve as a model for ELLs with different fevels of
acadernic preparation.

Develop accessible and relevank rubrics for various tasks and products that are
customized to the task rather than generic assessment tools. Introduce a rubric
in tandem with exemplars of successful and fess productive work to help them
internalize the assessment eriterfa. Guide students [n Identifylng the ways in
which sample work does or does not meet established grading criteria.

Phase 4: Extend

-

Consider ways in which students can transfer knowledge and skilis gleaned from
one assigament/lesson te a subseguent lessen.

Build in opportunities for students to read a more detailed or challenging
selection on the same topic In order to allow them to apply familiar concepts
and vocahulary and strekch their literacy muscles.

Recycdle pre- and post-reading tasks regularly, so students can become more
familiar with the task process and improve thelr performance, If they are
assalled with curricular novelty, ELLs never have the opportunity to refine thelr
skills and demonstrate improved competence. For example, if you ask them to
ideatify a personality trait of an essential characier In a story, then support this
observation with relevant detalls in an expository paragraph, it would make
sense to have them write an identical paragroph about another character in the
near future,

Discuss with students ways In which thay can apply new vecabulary and
language strategies outside of the classroom.

Praise students' efforts to experiment with new language In ctass, both in
writing and in speaking.

Dermonstrate the applicability of new reading and writing strategies to real-
world literacy tasks. Bring in potentially more engaging reading selections that
will pique their interest and provide a more compelling rationale for applying a
new strategic repertoire, Design periedic writing tasks for an authentic audience
other than the teacher: another class, fellow classmates, and so on.
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