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What Is the Nature of Reading? Y

Read the text and tell someone sitting next to you what

you understood. Together, answer the following
questions:

1. What literacy skills did you use to read
this text? contex 4 clweS

2. If you are not literate in French, what
words do you think you know?

/////// Ccygwwxia

Wovrde

3. How did you know these words?

Fremoh 14
/ Fom MS-HS

4. What do you think is the message of

this text? |
| " W\f MO\
S Queen < daughter
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FACTORS AFFECTING SECOND
LANGUAGE ACQUISITION

e Native Language Proficiency

Knowledge of the Second Language

e Language Distance

e Language Attitudes and Status

¥ e Diverse Needs and Diverse Goals

< e Personality and Learning Styles

e Peers and Role Models

e Motivation and Classroom Interaction
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Contextual Factors in
Second Language Acquisition
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While many discussions about learning a second language focus on
teaching methodologies, little emphasis is given to the contextual
factors—individual, social, and societal—that affect students’ learning.
These contextual factors can be considered from the perspective of the
language, the learner, and the learning process. This digest discusses
these perspectives as they relate to learning any second language, with a
particular focus on how they affect adolescent learners of English as a
second language.

Language

Several factors related to students’ first and second languages shape
their second language learning. These factors include the linguistic
distance between the two languages, students’ level of proficiency in
the native language and their knowledge of the second language, the
dialect of the native language spoken by the students (i.e., whether it is
standard or nonstandard), the relative status of the students’ language
in the community, and societal attitudes toward the students’ native

language.

Language distance

Specific languages can be more or less difficult to learn, depending on
how different from or similar they are to the languages the learner
already knows. At the Defense Language Institute in Monterey,
California, for example, languages are placed in four categories
depending on their average learning difficulty from the perspective of a
native English speaker. The basic intensive language course, which
brings a student to an intermediate level, can be as short as 24 weeks
for languages such as Dutch or Spanish, which are Indo European
languages and use the same writing system as English, or as long as 65
weeks for languages such as Arabic, Korean, or Vietnamese, which
are members of other language families and use different writing
systems.

Native language proficiency

The student’s level of proficiency in the native language— including
not only oral language and literacy, but also metalinguistic
development, training in formal and academic features of language use,
and knowledge of rhetorical patterns and variations in genre and style—
affects acquisition of a second language. The more academically
sophisticated the student’s native language knowledge and abilities, the
casier it will be for that student to learn a second language. This helps
explain why foreign exchange students tend to be successful in
American high school classes: they already have high-school level
proficiency in their native language.

Knowledge of the second language

Students’ prior knowledge of the second language is of course a
significant factor in their current learning. High school students
learning English as a second language in a U.S. classroom may possess
skills ranging from conversational fluency acquired from contacts with

the English-speaking world to formal knowledge obtained in English as
a foreign language classes in their countries of origin. The extent and
type of prior knowledge is an essential consideration in planning
instruction. For example, a student with informal conversational
English skills may have little understanding of English grammatical
systems and may need specific instruction in English grammar.

Dialect and register

Learners may need to learn a dialect and a formal register in school that
are different from those they encounter in their daily lives. This
involves acquiring speech patterns that may differ significantly from
those they are familiar with and value as members of a particular social
group or speech community.

Language status

Consideration of dialects and registers of a language and of the
relationships between two languages includes the relative prestige of
different languages and dialects and of the cultures and ethnic groups
associated with them. Students whose first language has a low status
vis-a-vis the second may lose their first language, perhaps feeling they
have to give up their own linguistic and cultural background to join the
more prestigious society associated with the target language.

Language attitudes

Language attitudes in the learner, the peer group, the school, the
neighborhood, and society at large can have an enormous effect on
the second language learning process, both positive and negative. It is
vital that teachers and students examine and understand these attitudes.
In particular, they need to understand that learning a second language
does not mean giving up one’s first language or dialect. Rather, it
involves adding a new language or dialect to one's repertoire.

This is true even for students engaged in formal study of their first
language. For example, students in Spanish for native speakers classes
may feel bad when teachers tell them that the ways they speak
Spanish are not right. Clearly, this is an issue of dialect difference.
School (in this case, classroom Spanish) requires formal registers and
standard dialects, while conversation with friends and relatives may call
for informal registers and nonstandard dialects. If their ways of talking
outside of school are valued when used in appropriate contexts,
students are more likely to be open to learning a new language or
dialect, knowing that the new discourses will expand their
communicative repertoires rather than displace their familiar ways of
communicating.

The Learner

Students come from diverse backgrounds and have diverse needs and
goals. With adolescent language learners, factors such as peer pressure,
the presence of role models, and the level of home support can strongly
affect the desire and ability to learn a second language.




Diverse needs

A basic educational principle is that new learning should be based on
prior experiences and existing skills. Although this principle is known
and generally agreed upon by educators, in practice it is often
overshadowed by the administrative convenience of the linear
curriculum and the single textbook. Homogeneous curricula and
materials are problematic enough if all learners are from a single
language and cultural background, but they are indefensible given the

~great diversity in today’s classrooms. Such diversity requires a different @ second language (Skehan;- 1989)-Some-learners-are-more-analytically ——

conception of curricula and a different approach to materials.
Differentiation and individualization are not a luxury in this context:
they are a necessity.

Diverse goals

Learners’ goals may determine how they use the language being
learned, how native-like their pronunciation will be, how lexically
elaborate and grammatically accurate their utterances will be, and how
much energy they will expend to understand messages in the target
language. Learners’ goals can vary from wholly integrative—the desire
to assimilate and become a full member of the English-speaking
world—to primarily instrumental—oriented toward specific goals such
as academic or professional success (Gardner, 1989). Educators
working with English language learners must also consider whether the
communities in which their students live, work, and study accept them,
support their efforts, and offer them genuine English-learning
opportunities.

Peer groups

Teenagers tend to be heavily influenced by their peer groups. In second
language learning, peer pressure often undermines the goals set by
parents and teachers. Peer pressure often reduces the desire of the
student to work toward native pronunciation, because the sounds of the
target language may be regarded as strange. For learners of English as a
second language, speaking like a native speaker may unconsciously be
regarded as a sign of no longer belonging to their native-language
peer group. In working with secondary school students, it is important
to keep these peer influences in mind and to foster a positive image for
proficiency in a second language.

Role models

Students need to have positive and realistic role models who
demonstrate the value of being proficient in more than one language. It
is also helpful for students to read literature about the personal
experiences of people from diverse language and dialect backgrounds.
Through discussions of the challenges experienced by others, students
can develop a better understanding of their own challenges.

Home support

Support from home is very important for successful second language
learning. Some educators believe that parents of English language
learners should speak only English in the home (see, e.g.,
recommendations made in Rodriguez, 1982).

However, far more important than speaking English is that parents
value both the native language and English, communicate with their
children in whichever language is most comfortable, and
show support for and interestin their children’s progress.

The Learning Process

When we think of second language development as a learning process,
we need to remember that different students have different learning
styles, that intrinsic motivation aids learning, and that the quality of
classroom interaction matters a great deal.

4+ Learning styles

Research has shown that individuals vary greatly in the ways they learn

oriented and thrive on plckmg apart words and sentences. Others are
more globally oriented, needing to experience overall patterns of
language in meaningful contexts before making sense of the linguistic
parts and forms. Some learners are more visually oriented, others more
geared to sounds.

Motivation

According to Deci and Ryan (1985), intrinsic motivation is related to
basic human needs for competence, autonomy, and relatedness.
Intrinsically motivated activities are those that the learner engages in
for their own sake because of their value, interest, and challenge. Such
activities present the best possible opportunities for learning.

Classroom interaction

Language learning does not occur as a result of the transmission of facts
about language or from a succession of rote memorization drills. It is
the result of opportunities for meaningful interaction with others in the
target language. Therefore, lecturing and recitation are not the most
appropriate modes of language use in the second language classroom.
Teachers need to move toward more richly interactive language use,
such as that found in instructional conversations (Tharp & Gallimore,
1988) and collaborative classroom work (Adger, Kalyanpur, Peterson,
& Bridger, 1995).

Conclusion

While this digest has focused on the second language acquisition
process from the perspective of the language, the learner, and the
learning process, it is important to point out that the larger social and
cultural contexts of second language development have a tremendous
impact on second language learning, especially for immigrant students.
The status of students’ ethnic groups in relation to the larger culture can
help or hinder the acquisition of the language of mainstream society.
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WIDA

CONSORTIUM

ACCESS fOf ELLS® English Language Proficiency Test

Teacher Report

District: Sample District

Student: Last Name, First Name MI

School: Sample School

State ID: 123456789

District ID:

Grade: 4 Tier: C

Grade Level Cluster: 3-5

Birth Date: 10/31/97

Report Purpose: This report provides information regarding the levels of social and academic English language proficiency the student has attained. Social
language is used to communicate for everyday purposes. Academic language is used to communicate the content of language arts, mathematics, science, and
social studies. This report can be used to monitor progress from year to year and to help determine instructional strategies by content areas and standards.
Please refer to the ACCESS for ELLs® Interpretive Summary for more information on the meaning and use of these scores. You may also refer to the complete

Interpretive Guide for Score Reports at www.wida.us for more detailed information.

Student’s level of English proficiency by language domains

e B SRl ConfidenceBand = . | Proficiency
Language D_b'main v Sco_re’. . - o Sge Interpretive Su‘mmaryfor deﬁ.mu_o_n_s.v. i . ; : Le_v_ela 5
LS ~ (Possible 100 200 300 400 500 600 |  (Possile

- 100 -600) ] 5 1 L : i S e
Listening 401 390 410 6.0
Speaking 400 395 |+ 420 6.0
Reading 387 340 p] 410 6.0
Writing 331 310 |+ 380 34
Oral Language” 401 390 f=0— 410 6.0
Literacy® 359 340 —— 395 4.4
Comprehension® 391 370 |—0— 400 6.0
Overall Score® (Composite) 371 347 |~— 392 50

A - Oral Language = 50% Listening + 50% Speaking
B - Literacy = 50% Reading + 50% Writing

NA - Not Attempted =Student Booklet is marked with a Non-Scoring Code of Absent,
Invalidated, Refused or Special Education/504 Exemption

C - Comprehension = 70% Reading + 30% Listening

D - Overall Score = 35% Reading + 35% Writing + 15% Listening + 15% Speaking
Overall Scores are computed when all 4 domains have been completed

Student’s performance by WIDA English language proficiency standards
These standards do not apply to Kindergarten Students - Sections will appear blank

COMPREHENSION (Listening and Readin

SPEAKING TASKS

English Language #of | Total# English Language Raw Total #
Proficiency Standards | o™ |  of Proficiency Standards St |0
¥ _ Correct | ltems Score based on# of tasks student met or exceeded Items
Social & Instructional Language 7 7 Social & Instructional 3 3
Language of Language Arts 7 13 Language Arts/Social Studies 5 5
Language of Mathematics 12 14 Mathematics/Science 5 5
Language of Science 10 11 E - Raw score based on # of tasks for that standard or combination of standards
NA - Not Attempted =Student Booklet is marked with a Non-Scoring Code of Absent, Invalidated, Refused or
Language of Social Studies 5 7 Special Education/504 Exemplion _
WRITING TASKS Description of Proficiency Levels A
" Linguistic Vocabulal k ; + 1 Entering - Knows and uses minimal social language and
9 Y Language Control minimal academic language with visual and graphic support
Enghsh Language Complexity Usage + 2 Beginning ~ Knows and uses some social English and
u Student Total Student Total Student Total general academic language with visual and graphic support
Proficiency Standards Raw | Possble | Raw | Possible | Raw | Possile * 3 Developng - Knows and uses socal English and some
Scores based on writing rubric Score Points Score Points Score Points specific academic language with visual and graphic support
+ 4 Expanding - Knows and social English and
Social & Instructional 3 6 3 6 3 6 P i i
Mathematics 3 6 2 6 3 6 + 5 Bridging ~ Knows and uses social English and academic
Science 2 6 2 6 2 6 language working with grade level material
5 Y + 6 Reaching- Knows and uses sodial and academic language
Language Arts & Social Studies 3 6 3 6 3 6 al the highest level measured by this test
|~ S"/'ﬁ)v v "//&‘r'(},’ [ -Comn nion [ = AV wud law 9
- ] -~ v 1
14 s ok z 7-own loavg, wl evrey:
2 = SN0V Y | 0 3 - ‘J'{"."‘,n'/'-’ 2 AN UAA "A/ AADTE ot LoV
i Jutale ’ -
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LANGUAGE ACQUISITION
CONTEXT AND COGNITIVE LOAD

Cognitively Cognitively
Undemanding Demanding

Context @ 1. @)

Embedded (easiest) %
o
| |

(most difficult)

Context Reduced ‘/ f'll'; / (@V- \!/

Please determine the quadrant in which each of these
classroom tasks fall. Place the quadrant number in the blank.

Teaching a text structure using a graphic organizer
Reading a passage “cold” to measure fluency [ leyel .0
Taking notes from the white board

Media-assisted lesson

Texting — Soct'dd  Communi'codron

Solving a word math problem

i
2,
3.
4.
5. Circle time weather with no visual support
" .
7.
8. Writing a research report

9.

Video clip to introduce a lesson

2
2,4
)i
3
L7L
3
A,
T
2
_L 10. Finding the main idea and support details in a text - /¢ p < inels
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Reading 101 for English Language Learners

By: Kristina Robertson (2009)

In this article:

e  Phonemic Awareness
e  Phonics

e  Vocabulary

e  Fluency

e  Comprehension

Teaching reading IS rocket science.
~Louisa Moats

Learning to read is a little bit like learning to ride a bike — while you are balancing a person on the handle-bars, holding a pole,
spinning plates, and focusing on the destination at the same time!

Reading is a complicated process, which is why so many children struggle to become strong readers. The process of
learning to read can be particularly challenging for English language learners (ELLs), especially if they have little or no formal
schooling and they have not learned to read in their native language.

In this article, I will highlight ELL instructional strategies based on the five components of reading as outlined in Teaching
Children to Read by the National Reading Panel (2000). This report is a study of research-based best practices in reading

instruction and it focuses on the following five instructional areas: Phonemic Awareness, Phonics, Vocabulary, Fluency,
Comprehension.

Each of these topics is explored below, and each section includes:
e a definition
e an explanation of why the component is important when learning to read
e challenges that ELLs may face

e strategies for ELL instruction

You will find references to more in-depth information about ELLs and effective reading instruction from Colorin Colorado and
Reading Rockets throughout the article, as well as in the Hotlinks.

Phonemic Awareness and English Language Learners

Phonemic awareness is one of the best predictors of how well children will learn to read during the first two years of
school instruction. Sometimes it is nearly impossible, however, for speakers of a second language to "hear" and say
sounds in the language they are learning.

Perhaps you have had a student who simply could not master a particular sound in English. Chances are good that that
sound was not a part of the student's native language, and so the student didn't have the ability to produce that sound.

I experienced this when learning Sinhala in the Peace Corps. There was a "th" sound that seemed to be a combination
"d" and "th," and no matter how hard I tried, I could not hear or produce the sound correctly.
I knew which words it belonged in, but I couldn't say it. The native Sinhala speakers struggled to make sense of my
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pronunciation. ELLs may have similar difficulties with sounds that are not a part of their native language.

" Phonemic Awareness: Challenges and Strategies

What. The abrlrty to hear and
manipulate the different sounds in
our language.

Why it matters: Phonemic awareness is the foundation for spelling and word recognition
skills.

Students may not be able to "hear" or produce a new sound in a second language.

Sound recognition and
production

Students who cannot hear and work with the phonemes of spoken words will have a
difficult time learning how to relate these phonemes to letters when they see them in
written words

o Str'_teg ies f

Spend a few mrnutes at the beginning of class or in small groups demonstrating and
reinforcing the correct production of the sound.

Have students practice identifying the sounds in the beginning, middle, and end of these
words. You may wish to use words that begin with a consonant, have a short vowel, and
end in a consonant (CVC words) such as mat, top, and bus.

Help beginning readers learn to

identify sounds in short words One very effective method is having students match pictures of words that have the same
beginning, middle, or ending sound.

Model production of the sound

Be careful to use only words that students know in English!

Phonics and English Language Learners

Phonics instruction aims to help new readers understand that there are systematic and predictable relationships between
written letters and spoken sounds.

Students will benefit from learning and practicing sounds and symbols, including blended combinations. This is fairly common in
the primary grades and ELLs may pick up the code very quickly and appear to be fairly proficient readers. However, it's
important to remember that knowledge of phonics and decoding does not ensure good comprehension.

s - " Phonics: Challenges and Strategies L o
What The relatsonshrp between a sound Why it matters: Reading development is dependent on the understandlng that
and its correspondlng written letter. Ietters and letter patterns represent the sounds of spoken Ianguage

S SR Challenges for ELLs I

Many educators belreve that students only need to learn to read once. Once the
concept of matching a symbol with a sound has been learned, it can be applied to new
languages.

Limited literacy skills in native  Students who have learned to read in their native language have a distinct advantage
language because they were able to learn this concept with familiar sounds and words.

Students who have not learned to read in their native language, however, may

struggle to put together the sound/symbol correspondence concept, new words, and

new sounds all at once.

1t is difficult for students to distinguish phonetic components in new vocabulary words.
e S Preteaching vocabulary is an important part of good phonics instruction with ELLs so
that students aren't trying to figure out new vocabulary items out of context.

18




Teach phonics in context

Use hands-on activities to help
teach letter-sound relationships

Have students write for sound

Help studenis make a connection
between their first language and
English

Using literature and content material, you can introduce and reinforce:

e letter recognition

beginning and ending sounds
e blends

e rhyming words

e silent letters

e homonyms

This can include using manipulatives such as counters, sound boxes, and magnetic
letters.

Say a short sentence that includes one or more words that include the target phonics
feature(s). Ask students to listen carefully and then write what they heard.

This activity trains students to listen for the individual sounds in words and represent
them phonetically in their writing.

For students with strong native language literacy skills, help them understand that the
process of sounding out words is the same across languages.

Explain some letters may make the same or similar sounds in both languages.
Knowing this can help Spanish-dominant students, for example, as they learn to
decode words in English.

Vocabulary and English Language Learners

Vocabulary plays an important part in learning to read, as well as in understanding what is read.

As students learn to read more advanced texts, they must learn the meaning of new words that are not part of their oral
vocabulary. For ELLs, vocabulary development is especially important as students' develop academic language.

What: Recdgnizing and

. Vocabulary: Challenges and Strategies

understanding words in relation Why: Understanding vocabulary words is a key step in reading comprehension. The more
to the context of the reading words a child knows, the better he or she will understand the text.

passage.

 Challenges forELLs

Beginning readers must use the words they hear orally to make sense of the words they sound
out. If those words aren't a part of a student's vocabulary, however, it will make it much
harder to understand the text.

Consider, for example, what happens when a beginning reader comes to the word dig.in a
Limited comprehension  book. As she begins to figure out the sounds represented by the letters d-/-g, the reader
recognizes that the sounds make up a very familiar word that she has heard and said many

times.

As a result, it is harder for ELLs figure out words that are not already part of their speaking
(oral) vocabulary.

19




Limited vocabulary
foundation

The average native English speaker enters kindergarten knowing at least 5,000 words. The
average ELL may know 5,000 words in his or her native language, but very few words in
English.

While native speakers are continuously learning new words, ELLs are still catching up on their
basic vocabulary foundation.

A student's maximum level of reading comprehension is determined by his or her knowledge of
words. This word knowledge allows students to comprehend text, including the text found in

Limited academic vocabulary content-area textbooks, on assessments, and in printed material such as newspapers and

magazines. Without a strong foundation of academic vocabulary, ELLs won't be able to access

~ the material they are expected to master.

20

Pre-teach vocabulary

Focus on cognates

It is important to give students as much exposure and experience with new vocabulary words

as possible before asking students to use them in a lesson or activity. Remember that
vocabulary lists in textbooks are often created with English speakers in mind.

Select words that will support the reader's understanding of the story or text, as well
as for other phrases and connectors that affect comprehension (even though, except, etc.).
You can pre-teach vocabulary by using English as a second language (ESL) methods such as:

e Role playing or pantomiming

e Using gestures

e Showing real objects

e  Pointing to pictures

e Doing quick drawings on the board

e  Using the Spanish equivalent and then asking students to say the word in English
e  Providing a student-friendly definition

e Using graphic organizers

Cognates are words in different languages that are derived from the same original word or
root. Cognates are related words like family and /amifia, and conversation and conversacion.
False cognates do exist (embarazada in Spanish means pregnant, not embarrassed), but they
are the exception to the rule.

About 40% of all English words have cognates in Spanish! This is an obvious bridge to the
English language for Spanish speakers if the student is made aware of how to use this
resource. Encourage Spanish speakers to connect words in the two languages and try to
decipher text, based on this existing knowledge.




As the teacher, you can explicitly teach word meanings to improve comprehension. However,
to know a word means knowing it in all of the following dimensions:

e The ability to define a word
e The ability to recognize when to use that word
e Knowledge of its multiple meanings
Give students an opportunity The ability to decode and spell that word
to practice using new words  «  The ability to use different definitions word accurately in different contexts

The only way to make sure students understand a new word is to have them produce it
themselves either orally or in writing.

I taught a summer school unit on habitats and healthy environments, and every student had
to learn the phrase, "Reduce, reuse, recycle." Over the course of four weeks I gave students
many opportunities to use those words to describe what we were doing: "We are reusing the
grocery bag," or "We reused the scratch paper."

Fluency and English Language Learners

Fluency is a tricky area when it comes to ELL reading instruction. For native English speakers, fluency and reading
comprehension often share a strong correlation because fluent readers recognize words and comprehend at the same time.

This is not always the case for ELLs, however. Many ELLs can be deceptively fast and accurate in their reading because they are
good readers in their primary language and have strong decoding skills. Yet they may demonstrate little understanding of the
text, and hearing the text out loud may not necessarily provide a step towards comprehension as it is likely to do for native
speakers.

R b _ Fluency: Challenges and Strategies ; S e i
What: The ability to read a Why |t matters: Fluency is important because it prowdes a brldge between word recogmtlon
text accurately and_(_;_u_j_ckly7 and comprehensaon

It is not unusual for an ELL student to read a passage beautlfully and then not be able answer
more than a couple of comprehension questions correctly. Decoding skills (sounding out words)
and comprehending the text are two different skills.

Native speakers who are not strong decoders can often comprehend text that is read to them
better than text that they read themselves. That's because when someone else is doing the
reading, they can focus on meaning without having to struggle to get the words off the page.

Inaccurate indicator of
ELLs' comprehension

Limited benefit from

hearing texts read aloud
PRESS o With ELLs, however, comprehension problems tend to be associated with limited vocabulary and

limited background knowledge. Thus, listening to text read by someone else won't enhance
comprehensnon

Strategles for ELLs

For ELLs try not to provide mstrucnon in ﬂuency that focuses pnmarlly on developmg students'

reading rates at the expense of reading with expression, meaning, an hension.
Batance fiiency-and g S p eading pressio g, and comprehensio

comprehension
P Students may read fast, but with insufficient comprehension. Fluency without comprehension

will require instructional intervention in vocabulary and comprehension skills.
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In order to improve fluency in English, provide independent level texts that students can
practice again and again, or read a short passage and then have the student immediately read it

Give students a chance to back to you.

practice reading out loud
Have the student practice reading a passage with a certain emotion or to emphasize expression,
intonation, and inflection based on punctuation.

Allow students to practice

reading along with taped This is an excellent way for them to learn appropriate pronunciation and phrasing.

text

Comprehension

Comprehension is the understanding and interpretation of what is read. To be able to accurately understand written material,
children need to be able to 1) decode what they read; 2) make connections between what they read and what they already
know; and 3) think deeply about what they have read.
Comprehension can be the most difficult skill to master, however. ELLs at all levels of English proficiency, and literacy
development, will benefit from explicit instruction in comprehension skills along with other skills because improved
comprehension will not only help them in language arts and ESL classes — it will help them in content-area classes and in daily
activities. It will also improve the chances of their interest in reading for pleasure.
Learn more from the following articles:

* Reading Comprehension Strategies for Content Learning

e  Finding the Main Idea

e Reading Comprehension Strategies for English Language Learners

... Comprehension: Challenges and Strategies =~

What Ur_1derstand|ng Why it matters: Comprehension is the reason for reading. Readers who have strong comprehension
the meaning of the : hat th

taxt: are able to draw conclusions about what they read.

ELLs who struggle with comprehension may read more slowly, have a hard time following a text or
Limited ability to  story, have a hard time picking out important events, and feel frustrated. They may also have problems
read for meaning mastering new concepts in their content-area classes or completing assignments and assessments

’ because they cannot comprehend the texts and tests for these subjects.

_ Strategies for ELLs o

One way to build background knowledge is through a book, unit or chapter "walk-through." ELLs can
preview the information in the text and begin to make connections with the knowledge they
have.

Bulld background If the text is about a fair, the student may note that the pictures are similar to fairs they have attended

kriowleage in the past and they can think of the kinds of experiences a person has in that environment.
If it is a science textbook the student may see visuals of animals or processes that remind them of
concepts they may have learned or are somewhat familiar with.
Check As students read, ask them open-ended questions about what they are reading, and informally test
comprehension  students' ability to sequence material from sentences or a story by printing sentences from a section of
frequently the story on paper strips, mixing the strips or word order, and having students put them in order.
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After the ELLs and/or whole class have completed the reading, you can test their comprehension with
carefully crafted questions, taking care to use simple sentences and key vocabulary from the text they
just read.

These questions can be at the:
Use questions after
reading e Literal level (Why do the leaves turn red and yellow in the fall?)
e Interpretive level (Why do you think it needs water?)
e Applied level (How much water are you going to give it? Why?)
These strategies for ELLs just scratch the surface. If you'd like to learn more about the five components, be sure to take a look

at the resources in the Hotlinks below. Remember: little things can go a long in way in providing effective literacy instruction for
ELLs!
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© Copyright 2011. All rights reserved. Colorin Colorado receives major funding from the American Federation of Teachers.
Additional funding is provided by the National Institute for Literacy and the U.S. Department of Education, Office of Special
Education Programs. iColorin Colorado! ® is a registered trademark of WETA.

Stay informed! Subscribe to our e-mail newsletters: http:/ /www.colorincolorado.org/newsletters/.
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Helping English Language Learners
Understand Content Area Texts

English language learners (ELLs) experience intense problems in content area learning because
they have not yet acquired the language proficiency needed to succeed in understanding subject-
matter content. Because the language of academic subjects (such as social studies, science,
math) requires a high degree of reading and writing ability that English language learners do not
have, they experience immense difficulties reading their textbooks and understanding the
vocabulary unique to particular subjects. This article reviews practical strategies that content area
teachers can use to support English language learners in their classrooms.

Teacher Preparation

> Survey the text for difficulty keeping in mind the levels of English language learners in your
classroom; determine your standard or objective; select the concepts to teach; eliminate
unnecessary information that will be too difficult for ELL students of low English proficiency;
choose key specific vocabulary to pre-teach; develop assessments to test that content.

> ldentify vocabulary words that you think might be difficult for English language learners to
understand when they read the text. Write ELL-friendly definitions for each - that is, simple,
brief definitions ELL students can easily understand.

» Determine which visuals, artifacts, gestures, etc. you will need to make the meaning of the
words clear to the ELL students. Visuals are powerful tools for comprehension instruction
because they offer concrete, memorable representations of abstract content.

» Use highly illustrated books of various levels of difficulty teaching your bontent.
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> Plan a series of questions and interactions that will help you involve your students and
determine their levels of understanding of the words.

Building Background Knowledge

Before reading a selection aloud or before students read a text, try taking seven to ten minutes to
build word and background knowledge. This will increase all students' comprehension of the text.

English language learners have great difficulty jumping into new texts without any background
support. Students should know at least something about the topic before reading. Some topics
may be unfamiliar to students (e.g. recycling or fundraising) if they have never done that before.
Pictures, drawings, or short skits can help develop relevant background information. On the other
hand, if a teacher is talking about the Civil War, perhaps some ELL students have experienced
something similar in their home country, and might be able to understand those concepts better if
they understand how it connects to the text.

Students need to know essential vocabulary in order to comprehend the text. Therefore, it is
important to use several strategies to build the background that leads to better reading
comprehension for ELL students. It can be beneficial to review many words we often take for
granted - not only for the benefit of ELL students, but also for students who may not come to
school with a rich vocabulary background or exposure to certain experiences. For example, the
concepts of democracy may be difficult for all young children to understand at first. Think of
examples to which your students can relate.

> Create interest in the subject by using pictures, real objects, maps, or personal experiences.
Repeat vocabulary words as often as you can so that ELL students can remember them.

> Relate material to students' lives whenever possible.

> Build text-specific knowledge by providing students with information from the text beforehand,
particularly if the text is conceptually difficult or has an abundance of important information.
For example, if there are six main topics on the animal klngdom highlight/discuss them
beforehand.

> Explain difficult concepts and label them with key words ELL students can remember. Repeat
the word several times in different sentences. For example, "This is the Statue of Liberty.
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Liberty means freedom. The people of France gave us the Statue of Liberty..."

> Establish the purpose for reading (i.e. "Today we are going to read to find out: what are the
examples of freedom/liberty in our country.").

Pre-teaching Vocabulary and Concepts

. Before doing an activity, teaching content, or reading a story in class, pre-teaching vocabulary is
always helpful, especially for English language learners. This will allow them to identify words and
then to place them in context and remember them. You can pre-teach vocabulary by:

- Role playing or “acting it out” - Using gestures

- Showing real objects - Pointing to pictures

- Doing quick drawings on the board

> Introduce the vocabulary and model its use. Dig deeper into vocabulary! Use every trick you
can find to help explain its meaning to the ELL students. Give several examples for each term.
Teach words in context — this is much more effective than isolated memorization.

> Ask students to give you their examples of how the word can be used.

» Choose different strategies to teach each word. Use different ways of engaging the students to
listen for new words and produce each word in context. Remember: ELL students need 8-20
encounters with the new word to remember it!

» Use hands-on activities and demonstrations to teach academic vocabulary. For example, if the
students are learning about a cell, the teacher could introduce academic vocabulary while
S creating a cell model from Play-Doh with students. The students could work in groups to make
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their own cell, use the academic vocabulary while doing the activity, present afterwards to the
teacher or class, or write
a report.

> Post new vocabulary on a word wall, and review the words daily. Swap out old words as
necessary.

Pre-reading Strategies to Increase Comprehension

> Explain specific terms of your classroom’s interaction to English language learmers. Make sure
they know instructional words used every day, such as “follow directions’, “describe”, “start at
the top of the page”, “read to the bottom of page 4”, “highlight the verbs only”, “use the steps in
your guide”, etc.

» Teachers may expect students to understand terms like “caption”, “excerpt”, index”, “passage”,
“glossary”, “preface” “quotation”, “section”, “selection”, etc., but these terms are unknown to
many English language learners. Before working with the text, ELL students needs to be

explicitly taught all these terms in order to participate in classroom learning activities.

> Explicitly teach and model all learning strategies for ELL students in your classroom. What do
we mean when we say “analyze”? How do we do that? What is the language needed to
participate in this learning activity? Model the strategy, walk ELL students through the
process. Once ELL students have started to develop proficiency in those behaviors, they can
concentrate more on the content academic language.

> Review the main concepts from the text you want to teach. Decide how you might best make
these concepts relevant and accessible to all of your students including English language
learners. This might be through:
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- Film on a related topic - Discussion
- Experiment - Field trip -
- Show and Tell” - Student reading assignment

- Text read by the teacher

Introducing the Text

> Use visuals related to the content (real objects, charts, posters, graphic organizers). Before ,
reading, discuss illustrations, charts, graphs found in the text. (| preview / @ Cruure. W K)

> While discussing the text, make the text visible to all students (use an overhead projector);
point to
the parts of the text, to the sentences and words you are discussing.

» Model thinking aloud about what you are reading, and strategies for figuring out difficult words.

» Model how to summarize what has been read.

> Give ELL students a reason for reading. Before asking the students to read the text, make
students aware of what they should look for. If the goal is for them to identify cause and effect,
point out several examples of this beforehand. If they are supposed to scan the text and find
information filling out the graphic organizer, teach them how to scan. If ELL students don’t
have the clarity of what they are supposed to do they will end up translating the text word by
word and will be able to read only one paragraph instead of scanning ten paragraphs for
important information.
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> Graphic organizers can be used at all grade levels and at all English proficiency levels.
Graphic organizers provide a visual for the kinds of abstract thinking that students are doing
when they organize text to understand it. Because of their limited English proficiency, English
language learners will not be able to absorb the entire amount of content knowledge that their
native English-speaking peers are able to absorb. They need to learn essential concepts and
vocabulary of the lesson. Using graphic organizers with ELL students is a way to separate
large amounts of content information into manageable pieces of essential information for ELL
students.

Reading the Text

> Assign reading partners: pair English language learners with fluent readers. After partner
reading, ask them to summarize and discuss what they read and learned.

> Instruct the group/pair to create a graphic organizer while studying. Graphic organizers
(thinking maps, sequencing information, categorizing information) can be used as a pre-
teaching or post-teaching strategy for introducing or reinforcing key concepts and how they
are related. The more connections English language learners make to the organization of
the content before reading, the easier it will be for them to understand and focus on what is
important. When teachers and/or students use graphic organizers at the end of a lesson,
this helps to reinforce and bring greater meaning and understanding to what they have
read.

> Develop study guides to guide ELL students through their content area textbook reading by
focusing their attention on the major ideas presented. Study guides can include graphic
organizers, key vocabulary, and guiding questions.

> In cooperative groups, after silent reading of every paragraph/passage of the text let the
groups summarize the gist of the paragraph/passage in one sentence they all agree on and
write it down — students will end up with the summary of the difficult text.

» Have bilingual dictionaries for all native languages available to students. Teach students
how to use dictionaries. :

> While students are working in groups, pairs, and individually, circulate around the room.
Provide scaffolding by asking appropriate questions that help students proceed with the
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task. Model the use of academic language for ELL students and show students concrete
examples of how it should be used. ;

Keep asking clarifying questions to check understanding. Adjust the format of questions to
the English proficiency levels of ELL students. Reword/explain difficult content in different
ways, making sure to incorporate non-verbal contextual clues. Instructional conversations
are critical to ELL students’ learning!

Encourage students to talk about the text and to use the lesson’s vocabulary by giving
them appropriate assignments adjusted to the students’ levels of English proficiency.

Speaking: Production of Oral Academic English

Itis very important for English language learners to talk and think out loud while they are
learning from

the text. Encourage ELL students to speak in class as much as possible in order to actively
practice academic vocabulary. In this way, ELL students will learn and remember the
academic English and content area vocabulary they need to succeed. Remember to be
sensitive to ELL students who may be afraid to make mistakes.

>

Scaffold students’ speaking by asking questions appropriate for their level of English
proficiency, giving them sentence starters, prompting responses and asking them to say the
word/phrase again in different situations. '

Elicit more language. In order to learn academic language, English language learners need to
practice content language all the time. Ask them to retell in a group what they read and
learned. Ask ELL students to provide more elaborate responses and add more details by
saying: “Tell me all you can about...”, “Tell me more about...”

Scaffold their speaking by asking leading questions. Instead of simple "yes or no" questions,
ask questions that are interactive and meaningful. For example, “What do you think? What
should we change?"
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Writing: Production of Written Academic English

Writing is another way for ELL students to demonstrate and extend
their understanding of a text and its contents.

>

www.doe.in.gov/englishlianguagelearning
In cooperative groups, let them prepare questions, conduct interviews and report back.

Give students the script of an activity and ask them to take turns giving directions to the other
members of their cooperative group.

Use group problem-based and project-based learning strategies (using English for
brainstorming, discussing, and presenting). Model solving the problem, then let the groups do
that. Let the group work

on a project giving appropriate assignments to ELL students.

Model correct usage of the language. Instead of frequently correcting pronunciation or
grammar, reaffirm the student's idea and then restate using correct grammar and in context.

Use modeled writing, guided writing, shared writing, and partner
work before assigning independent writing.

Show a sample of what is expected.

Relieve ELL students of the “blank page” syndrome — model the task to be done, support,
and give

students ideas, examples. Provide structure for their writing piece: sentence starters, fill-in
the blank exercises, sentence strips, etc.

Give cooperative learning teams questions to answer together.

Ask teams to compose questions about the content and use those questions on the test.
Give students a graphic organizer to complete. Graphic organizers can become prewriting
activities that help ELL students organize the information and their thoughts before they write.
This will also demonstrate that they understood the concepts and content, even if they only
use a symbol or write one or two words for each category.

Ask students to practice writing short simple summaries of what they read.

Don’t grade the ELL students’ work down for grammar and spelling mistakes. Concentrate on
the content.

Sources:

1.

Terrell A.Young, Nancy L.Hadaway, (2006). Supporting the Literacy Development of English Learners: Increasing
Success in All Classrooms.

8




Indiana Department of Education ¢ Office of English Language Learning and Migrant Education ¢
www.doe.in.gov/englishlanguagelearning

2. Biemiller, A. (2001). "Teaching Vocabulary: Early, direct, and sequential.” American Educator. Spring
2001. (25)(1): 24-28, 47. .

3. Calderén, M., August, D., R. Slavin, A. Cheung, D. Duran & N. Madden (2005). Bringing words to life in classrooms
with English language learners. In Hiebert, A & M. Kamil (eds.) Research and development on vocabulary. Nahwah,

NIJ: Lawrence Erlbaum.
4. National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition & Language Instruction Educational Programs

(www.ncela@ncela.gwu.edu)



