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In this chapter, we refer to literacy as a lifelong continuum of experiences with
the processing, interpretation, and production of texts of all sorts. We consider
the factors that influence the struggles that some adolescents experience in ac-
complishing the kind of literacy tasks that are valued in schools and that influ-
ence social and economic mobility. Whereas discussions of literacy struggles
typically address pedagogical issues as the primary factors to influence devel-
opment, our review of the research literature emphasizes that hope for strug-
gling adolescent literacy learners derives from the interplay of three domains:
(1) the establishment of supportive and trusting relationships between teachers
and learners; (2) the cultivation of partnerships among families, their commu-
nities, and the schools; and (3) the refinement of teaching practices that con-
nect with the lives of learners in a culturally and socially responsive way.

Any discussion of adolescents who strug-
with literacy invites definitions of liter-
b and of struggling adolescents. In the cli-
pte of assessment and accountability
tendered by the passage of the No Child
it Behind Act (NCLB), school leaders who
Jaggregate achievement test data see time
d again that, as a group, the learners for
pom English is a second language and
hrners from low-income homes are the ad-
pscents who appear to be struggling with

acy. As noted by Smith and Wilhelm
fhapter 23, this volume), one could also

k adolescent males as another pertinent—

d vulnerable—subgroup. Of course, in an
LB context, literacy is defined in large

by how learners perform on standard-
b assessments of reading.

From our perspective, literacy is not a
static level of language achievement that
separates the literate from the illiterate. In-
stead, literacy refers to a lifelong continuum
of experiences with the processing, interpre-
tation, and production of texts of all sorts.
Other commentators in this volume (see,
e.g., Langer, Chapter 4, Schoenbach & Green-
leaf, Chapter 7, Marshall, Chapter 8, and
Rhodes & Robnolt, Chapter 11) explore the
many contexts, facets, and complexities of
literacy. For our purposes in this chapter,
though, we consider the factors that influ-
ence the struggles that some adolescents ex-
perience in accomplishing the literacy tasks
that are valued in schools and that influence
social and economic mobility.

Gee (1989) provides a frame for thinking
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about literacy that is germane to the discus-
sion. He notes that as an individual emerges
as a literate person, he or she develops a pri-
mary discourse and is immersed in a dis-
course community. Gee insists that one’s
identity is inextricably bound to one’s dis-
course, and he notes the challenges con-
fronting a learner who attempts to move in
and out of different dscourse communities.
From this perspective, an obvious source of
the struggle for many adolescents is that
their primary discourse does not match
readily with the literacy activities sponsored
by schools and inherent in many academic
assessments. At the same time, Delpit (1996)
and Lee (2005) offer encouragement to edu-
cators to help all students to develop a posi-
tive sense of self and to recognize their po-
tential to navigate through the discourses
that dominate schools and their assessments.
As we discuss the ongoing concern for
adolescents who struggle with literacy, we
focus primarily on reading and writing. Al-
though most suggestions regarding interven-
tion for struggling learners typically address
pedagogical issues as the primary factors to
influence development, we recognize from
our review of the related literature that the
potential for struggling adolescent literacy
learners derives from the interplay of three
domains: (1) the establishment of supportive
and trusting relationships between teachers
and learners; (2) the cultivation of partner-
ships among families, their communities,
and the schools; and (3) the refinement of
teaching practices that connect with the lives
of learncrs in a culturally responsive way.

TEACHING PRACTICES
IN READING

Johannessen (2004) points out that the tradi-
tional approach to dealing with low-achieving
or struggling students is through compensa-
tory education; however, he maintains that
this widely accepted prescription for teach-
ing such students has largely failed. He
points out that this prescription has at-
tempted to remedy students’ reading defi-
ciencies by promoting a discreet skills ap-
proach to instruction; in other words,
educators believed that the most effective
way to reach these most reluctant students
was through a heavy emphasis on basic
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skills. The implication of this approach i
that “lower track” students lack the skill
they need to have meaningful transactions
with literary texts. Johannessen (2004
maintains that a more productive approach
to teaching struggling students is based on
cognitive views of learning that focus on
problem-solving learning tasks. Indeed, a
number of researchers raise questions about
the basics approach and suggest that a more
productive approach to teaching struggling
adolescent readers is based on cognitive
views of learning. This view challenges the
value of direct instruction that focuses on
basic skills. Two prominent educators and
psychologists who advocate such views of
learning, and are critical of the basics ap-
proach to teaching struggling or at-risk ado-
lescent readers, are Means and Knapp
(1991). They argue that a summary of cr-
tiques of standard approaches to teaching
academic skills to at-risk students offered by
a prominent group of national experts in
reading, writing, and mathematics education
found that such approaches tend to:

1. underestimate what students are capable of
doing; 2. postpone more challenging and inter-
esting work for too long—in many cases, for-
ever; 3. and deprive students of a meaningful
or motivating context for learning or for em-
ploying the skills that are taught. (pp. 283-284)

Furthermore, Applebee (1989) argues that
such basic approaches to learning tend to
“focus on the mechanics of language and
low-level recall at the expense of the reading
and discussion of literature™ (p. 35). Cogni-
tive approaches offer hope for struggling ad-
olescent literacy learners becanse they derive
their strength from the interplay of three do-
mains discussed above.

THE IMPORTANCE
OF CLASSROOM DISCOURSE

Applebee (1996), Nystrand and Gamoran
(1991), Nystrand (1997), and Nystrand
(2006) maintain that classroom discourse has
a powerful impact on shaping literacy skills
as a result of how it establishes classroom
epistemology. They maintain that what
counts as knowledge and understanding in
the classroom is largely shaped by the ques-




roach
e skill
sactiod
(200
pproa
ased of
DCUS Of
deed,
s abo
A MoK
rugglirg
ognitivi
12€S )y
uses Of
ors am
iews ¢
sics apl
isk adq
Knapy
7 of ¢
reachin
fered b
perts #
lucatiof

1pable ¢
nd int
ases, fof
2aningfy
- for e

33-284)

ues thy
tend ‘4§
age aff

readigy
. Cogid
ling ay

y deriy
aree dg

£

i
amorg
ystrarg
urse hi
cy skif
1SSTO04
t whi
iding 4
e que

Adolescents Who Struggle 67

 teachers ask, how they respond to their
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fing. In other words, this research sug-

§-that teaching practices that are based
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K. Nystrand (2006) and Nystrand et al.

} examined more than 200 eighth- and

fh-grade English and social studies class-
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pols and found that using authentic
er questions and uptake by teachers

ressed potentially negative effects of

Bbles such as track, SES, race, and eth-
Jy on instruction and learning. It appears

using authentic questions and uptake

b help students connect reading to their

out of school.

nger (2001) even goes so far as to make
ase that schools should make dialogue
students the central medium for teach-

ind learning. In a large-scale study con-
fed by the National Research Center on

English Learning and Achievement, Langer
{2001 and Chapter 4, this volume) exam-
ined 25 schools in four states, 44 teachers,
and 88 classes over a 2-year period each.
The study focused on English language arts
programs in schools that have a large pro-
portion of poor-performing at-risk students.
The study examined performances among
schools that were demographically compa-
rable. In other words, the study looked at
schools that beat the odds, and the results
found six features that permeated those
schools:

(1) Skills and knowledge are taught in a vari-
ety of types of lessons;

(2) tests are analyzed “to inform curriculum
and instruction™;

(3) the school curriculum and instruction en-
couraged connections “across content and
structure to ensure coherence”;

(4) the curriculum and instruction emphasized
“strategies for critical thinking and do-
ing”;

(§) the school and/or curriculum and instruc-
tion encouraged “generative learning”;
and

(6) “classrooms are organized to foster collab-
oration and shared cognition.” (Langer,
2001, p. 876)

What is most striking is that Langer main-
tained that it is the “whole cloth” environ-
ment that included all of these features that
enabled students to internalize the knowl-
edge, strategies, and skills to use on their
own in and out of school. Langer (2001)
maintained that making dialogue with stu-
dents the central medium for teaching and
learning may be one key way to bring about
the complete environment of all of these fea-
tures. For example, she described one prac-
tice observed in her study in which the
teacher, or a more experienced peer, models
a powerful thinking strategy for students by
leading the class through a discussion aimed
at interpreting a difficult text passage before
asking students to try it on their own. This
kind of modeling scaffolds the strategy for
students as they learn how to use it. Indeed,
much of the research discussed in this chap-
ter might be linked to one or more of the six
features that Langer identified in her study
that characterize schools that performed far
beyond expectations.

Another effective strategy that Langer
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(2001) observed and that places dialogue
with students at the center of classroom in-
struction is reciprocal teaching. According
to Palincsar (1986) and Palincsar and Brown
(1984, 1989), the goal of reciprocal teaching
is to help students think deeply about what
they read. In a series of studies, the research-
ers, working in small groups, taught strug-
gling readers four strategies: summarizing,
asking a question, clarifying, and predicting.
These are strategies that skilled readers ap-
ply almost automatically, but poor readers
seldom apply, or perhaps do not know how
to apply. To use the strategies effectively,
poorer readers need direct instruction, mod-
eling, and practice in actual reading situa-
tions.

First, the teacher presents these strategies,
usually focusing on one strategy each day.
The teacher carefully explains and models
each strategy and encourages students to
practice. Next, the teacher and the students
read a short passage silently. Then the teacher
again provides a model by summarizing,
questioning, clarifying, and predicting, on
the basis of the reading. The next step is that
everyone reads another passage, and the stu-
dents gradually begin to assume the
teacher’s role. Often the students’ first at-
tempts are halting and incorrect; but the
teacher gives clues, guidance, encourage-
ment, support in doing parts of the task, and
models (scaffolds) to help the students mas-
ter these strategies. The final goal is for stu-
dents to learn to apply these strategies inde-
pendently as they read so they can make
sense of the texr. A key element of reciprocal
teaching is dialogue.

After many years of working with at-risk
students in inner city alternative and charter
high schools, Stern (1992, 1995), offers an
approach that echoes some of the ideas ex-
pressed by Langer (2001), Palincsar (1986),
and Palincsar and Brown (1984, 1989).
Stern asserts thart at-risk students need a bal-
ance of structure and spontaneity. She de-
signed and taught a series of instructional
units that contained a number of interesting
features, such as a focus on comprehension
and interpretive and/or critical thinking
strategies, a mixture of conventional and un-
conventional works, connection to the lives
of students outside school through address-
ing “everyday topics, artifacts and materials
that serve as the critical bridge between
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school and life,” and dialogue through co
development of the units with students and
numerous discussion activities, including
oral presentations (1992, p. 53). Stern main-
tains that her work taught her that instruc
tion for struggling students must treat thei|
lives, “their realities,” as a positive source
for planning instruction rather than a liabil-
ity that must be overcome. The curriculum,
she argues, should reflect student experi-
ence, and larger goals and topics within
courses should fit the students both academ-
ically and socially and, most important of
all, “must be determined with them” (1992,
p. 55). Finally, she asserts that instruction
should involve students at ail levels, includ-
ing planning, teaching, and assessment.

Alvermann (2001) suggests that effective |
literacy instruction for adolescents must ad-
dress the multiple literacies that young ado-
lescents possess. According to this view,
school-related literacy often favors print-
based literacies over other types of compe-
tencies such as adolescents’ ability to inter-
act effectively with technologies. Alvermann
believes that effective literacy instruction for
adolescent learners must address self-effi-
cacy and engagement in reading. Instruction
also needs to help students perform their ac-
ademic reading and writing tasks. Further,
Alvermann calls for cuiturally responsive
reading instruction for adolescents who
struggle, as well as instruction that teaches
students to read critically. Finally, effective
instruction for all adolescents should foster
the use of participatory approaches to read-
ing such as readers workshops, book clubs,
or discussion groups, as opposed to teacher-
led reading formats. Alvermann (2001)
suggests that instruction for struggling ado-
lescents is appropriate when it “taps into
struggling readers’ funds of knowledge, en-
courages them to use their textbooks and
other sources of information, and supports
such usage through strategy instruction” (p.
15).

Guthrie and Davis (2003) concur with
Alvermann and suggest teaching practices
for middle school reading instruction that
encourage engagement with reading. First,
reading instructional practices need to em-
phasize strategies for the effective compre-
hension of texts. Explicit strategy instruction
should include modeling of strategies, teacher
support in the use of newly learned strate-
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W contexts that allow students time
tice strategies independently. Like
992, 1993), Guthrie and Davis
her assert that reading instruction
pclude what they refer to as real-
fateractions or occasions to interact
variety of texts in authentic ways.
} much like Stern, these researchers
Lallow adolescents some voice and
in topics to explore through their
as well as contexts that encourage
ion with their peers and support
ptudents who struggle, thereby en-
the likelthood of engagement even

b AND BOYS WHO

IGGLE WITH READING
ling adolescent girls may benefit from
om instruction that emphasizes dif-
tkinds of interaction or dialogue along
peitical thinking and comprehension
jes. DeBlase (2003) spent 6 months
pg cighth-grade girls. The researcher
ed 11 girls in order to gain under-
pes and insights into their perceptions
the literature they read, the contexts
ich they participated in reading and
pg about texts, and their thinking re-
g their reading experiences. The girls
gnted a variety of racial and ethnic
kounds, and most came from economi-
phallenging backgrounds. DeBlase found
he girls in her study related more
¥ to characters in their reading who

gl life experiences similar to their own.
girls in DeBlase’s (2003) study experi-
sconflicts between the texts they read
heir popular cultural models of female
ior; the behavior of their female popu-
Bitural models often clashed with the fe-
behavior represented in their classroom
pe assignments. DeBlase’s findings led
recommend that one way to help ado-
It girls move away from stereotypical
representations in texts is through
aching of critical reading strategies in
to arm them with the ability to ques-
he traditional ways of being female and
ing girls to “question and problematize
Juthority of text™ (p. 634). She recom-
s a variety of interactive reading arrange-
in the classroom such as discussion

groups and opportunities to read and dis-
cuss multiple texts that offer depictions of
females in real-life situations where girls can
see themselves and other women they know.

Gender and its relationship to the literacy
of adolescent boys has received its share of
concern in the literature as well. In a study
involving 49 middle and high school boys,
Smith and Wilhelm (2002) sought to better
understand adolescent boys’ poor perfor-
mance and subsequent declines in reading
performance on a variety of measures, as
compared with the performance of girls of
the same age. Smith and Wilhelm used inter-
view data of boys’ literate activities in and
out of school to conclude that the boys in
their study often turned away from reading
activities in school because they found it dif-
ficult to perform well on most of the reading
tasks they were asked to do in school. The
boys in their study tended to gravitate to-
ward and become engaged in activities that
would make them feel more competent, such
as photography, sports, or mountain biking,
The results of this study indicate that adoles-
cent boys feel that school texts are too diffi-
cult, that they are often asked to read unfa-
miliar genres, that they therefore feel
unsuccessful, and that they routinely feel un-
supported by teachers in their reading class-
rooms. Smith and Wilhelm concluded that
boys, indeed all students, benefit from activ-
ities that pique their interest in the texts they
are asked to read as well as supportive con-
texts, such as assistance from capable peers
and other expert readers, in order for them
to gain a sense of accomplishment in read-
ing. The data from their study indicates that
because of the ways in which boys encounter
reading in school they often dislike and re-
ject it. What can schools do to reverse this
disturbing situation? Smith and Wilhelm ar-
gue it is very important that reading pro-
grams provide instruction that involves dia-
logue as a major component of teaching and
learning.

Extending the scope of their recommenda-
tions from their 2002 study, Smith and Wil-
helm (2006) argue further that schools need
to connect outside-of-schoal literacy to
school purposes and encourage students to
continue to grow as readers and writers.
They maintain that boys’ and girls’ engage-
ment is crucial in literacy learning. They
provide a variety of high-interest prereading
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or “frontloading” activities and show teach-
ers how to create units of instruction that
will engage struggling readers in learning
strategies crucial to comprehension and in-
terpretation of literature.

“LEARNING-CENTERED”
INSTRUCTION

In a similar manner, Wilhelm, Baker, and
Dube (2001) note that students’ reading
skills do not grow automatically to meet the
demands of reading challenging texts in
middle and high school. Struggling readers,
especially, need assistance in learning how to
read, not just what to read. Wilhelm et al.
question the value of what they term “student-
centered” and “teacher-centered” instruction
and offer in its place a “learning-centered”
approach to reading. Their “learner-centered”
approach places a premium on “scaffold-
ing” instruction, providing numerous kinds
of “frontloading exercises.” Many of these
activities involve drama, as well as “quick-
writes,” opinionnaire, scenario, and role-
playing activities that are designed to engage
students and prepare them for complex
reading tasks. Wilhelm et al. place an em-
phasis on learning how to learn and making
students active participants in their own ed-
ucation, thus becoming part of a classroom
community of learners. Many of their sam-
ple activities tap into students’ own experi-
ences outside school, and they argue that an
inquiry approach, one that makes problem
solving and critical thinking key features of
instruction, is crucial to helping students
learn how to learn. The authors indicate that
their students have pursued projects that in-
quired into the role of sports in American
culture and social justice issues in their
school, town, and nation, and attempted to
define the nature of good romantic relation-
ships, among many other issues. Another
feature of their approach is that interaction
in the classroom, with high levels of student
talk, is an essential feature of instruction
that makes reading processes visible and
available to students. Modeling by the
teacher and more experienced peers and
practice in different contexts with a variety
of strategies are key elements of their ap-
proach to helping students learn comprehen-
sion and interpretive strategies that they will
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use in the English classroom and in
lives as well.

In a long-term study of six adole
readers, Wilhelm (1997) examined eng
and struggling readers. He found that
drama and visual art is a powerful w
encourage less proficient readers to pa
pate more fully in literacy activities and
periences. Participatory activities such
role playing or dramatic reenactments
scenes from stories can offer struggling rd
ers multiple opportunities to interact
texts in active ways. In addition, partid
tory activities may foster engagement {
build confidence and competence in lessp
ficient readers. This study reinforces
findings of Wilhelm et al.’s (2001) work
cause both focus on the kinds of instruct
that encourages a high level of student ¢
gagement.

PREPARING STUDENTS
FOR ENRICHED READING

Wilhelm et al.’s (2001) “frontloading ex
cises” provide one approach to prereadis
or introductory activities that can scaffd
reading skills and strategies for struggliy
readers. Smagorinsky, McCann, and Ke
(1987) and Smagorinsky (1993) offer a var
ety of activities designed to engage student
in thinking strategies that are key to compre
hending and interpreting literature. Thest
activities prepare students for reading and
interpreting complex texts, and Smagorin
sky et al. (1987) also offer activities that can
connect reading to writing.

Johannessen (2004) focuses specifically on
a scenario-based prereading activity for
struggling readers. McCann (1996) focuses
on a simulation activity to prepare students
for reading and writing about complex liter-
ature. Johannessen (2004) and McCam
{1996) recommend that the use of these ac-
tivities to initiate the reading of classroom
texts, which is similar to Smith and Wil
helm’s (2002) recommendations, relies on
inquiry units to read and study literature.
Similarly, Tatum (2005) uses a comprehen-
sive framework of literacy teaching to help
Black adolescent struggling readers. In addi-
tion, Kahn, Walter, and Johannessen (1984)
offer a comparable approach with an em-
phasis on activities, including prereading ac-
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Smagoa'n muggests that such approaches would benefit 24l individualized, and natural process.
> thg rin- sll students who struggle with reading.  Presentational instruction features teacher
atcan | Indeed, all of these approaches extend the  lecture and large-group discussion led by the
ficall : notion of what struggling readers need in teacher. A presentational mode of instruc-
: yon ;  terms of instruction and offer increased op-  tion is comparable to what Goodlad (1984)

wity for |
ocuses
students

portunities for growth in self-concept and  describes as a “frontal” style of teaching in
engagement, as well as mastery of skills and  most classrooms. In contrast, an environmen-
lex liter. strategies for reading in the classroom and approach engages students in problem-
AcCann | beyond. centered activities that allow for high levels
o o These approaches share common featpres of student interaction. For writing instruc-
ac that focus on complex meaningful questions  tion, students would, for example, work
ZSroom and problems so that students’ reading and  with each other in examining a body of data
< Wil- writing can be in the service of genuine in-  and work out processes that are appropriate
1es on quiry, and they embed basic skills instruc-  to a particular writing task, In his meta-
;Lt;r;_. tion in the context of more global tasks by analysis comparison of the four modes of in-
» bel mcl_udmg ‘read'mg'comprehcnsmn and com-  struction for' writing, H}llocks (1984, 1986)
€.p posing skills in introductory reading and  reports that instruction in the environmental
;‘;d“ writing activities or instruction. Furthermore,  mode resulted in grcater mean effect sizes
84) they make connections to students’ out-of-  than instruction in the presentational, natu-
em- school experiences and cultures, and they  ral process, or individualized mode. These
g ac- model critical thinking strategies for stu-  results indicate that instruction in the envi-
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ronmental mode can hold great promise for
improving students’ writing skills.

In addition to comparing four modes of
instruction, Hillocks groups experimental
treatment studies by focus of instruction:
grammar/mechanics, models, sentence com-
bining, scales, inquiry, and free writing. A
comparison of the relative effects of the six
foci of instruction suggests that instruction
that focuses on the practice of inquiry can
have the greatest effect in developing stu-
dents’ writing.

Hillocks (1986) discusses at some length
Troyka’s (1974) study that focused on the
effects on writing quality that were pro-
duced through the use of simulation role-
playing activities. Hillocks reports that the
overall experimental/control effect size for the
Troyka study was 1.69 standard deviations.
This effect was so large that it represented
an outlier and could not be included in the
meta-analysis. The experimental treatment
in the Troyka study had these features:

1. The students worked toward solving a
particular policy question.

2. The teachers provided students with rele-
vant data that they could use in their
analysis.

3. The students recognized a specific context
for addressing the policy question.

4. The students worked with particular
strategies for making sense of the data
and addressing the problem.

5. The activities relied on purposeful peer
interaction.

The results from the Troyka study and from
others in the Hillocks meta-analysis suggest
that an inquiry approach, in which students
interact with each other in the process of an-
alyzing data and responding to particular
policy questions, can be an effective way to
teach writing,.

Hillocks, Kahn, and Johannessen (1983)
report that students who had been engaged
in extended discussions about problem-based
scenarios developed related composing strat-
egies for writing extended definitions. Under
the experimental condition, the students
work in small groups to discuss the scenar-
ios. The students make judgments about the
appropriateness of the actions of the charac-
ters in the scenarios. Through discussion,
the students engage in the processes for de-
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fining. They offer criterion statements g
explain why they think they are appropria
In the discussion, group members challes
the speaker to defend the statements. It
common for students to offer other sce
ios that test the validity of each other’s o
servations. Students learn defining strateg
by engaging in the defining process wi
peers: stating defining criteria, offering e
amples to illustrate the general ideas, an
explaining the connection between the ged
eral assertions and the examples.

The essential element in the Troyd
(1974) study was the use of role-playin
simulations to teach students to use a varie
of strategies to analyze and compose. Simu!
lations like those used in the Troyka study
have these features in common: ;

1. A carefully constructed simulation ime
merses a student in an environment that
has much in common with his or her own
world.

2. Each participant usually has a clearly de-
fined role and functions according to the
rules of the environment.

3. Students attempt solutions to a problem
with which they are familiar or that hasa
connection to their lives.

4. Students have data available to help them
complete their tasks.

5. Students interact with each other—to
plan, to negotiate, to argue, to resolve.
These interactions engage students in
thinking about issues and allow them to
rehearse their approach to ideas before
writing,

6. The simulation, especially if there is some

sort of game component, provides moti- -
vation for subsequent reading and writ-

ng.

The approaches to the teaching of writing
that have the greatest positive effect on
learners in general offer the greatest promise
for supporting learners who struggle with
literacy learning. The examples above are
two among many possibilities for engaging
struggling learners in an inquiry process that
can support their development as writers. In
each case, students focus their attention on a
specific problem: In one case, they attempt
to define a standard; in other cases they de-
fend a policy through logical argument. The
students interact with each other so that
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rion statements g pdirect their discussion through each  adapt or invent new activities to help stu-

they are appropria b rather than filter it through the  dents develop their writing skills during a
> members challer Ber. The students engage in processes ap-  relatively short period of time.

the statements. I piate to the writing tasks: They define,
> offer other sce pexplain, they illustrate, and they argue.
I'Of egch other’s g activities have features that Langer
n (_iefmmg Strateg B1) associates with English language arts
f‘!““‘_o’ process lrams that “beat the odds™: that is, pro-
fiteria, offering ef fns whose participants far outperform
general ideas, ad fr cohort groups in measures of literacy.
n between the ge Beveral authorities offer further illustra-  The research on the teaching of writing pro-
xamples. s of approaches to teaching writing inan  vides guidance in designing writing instruc-
t in the Troyk jronmental mode. Hillocks (1975, 1979)  tion for the general school population. For

RESEARCH ON TEACHING
WRITING TO LANGUAGE-
MINORITY LEARNERS

ise of role-playin bws how to promote careful observation  the English language learner (ELL), the pro-
°NtS to use a varietd fa tool for descriptive and narrative writ-  cess of learning to write well may be a long
nd compose. Simuj fg. Smith (1984) explains ways to help stu-  and arduous one. Muliilingualism is, of
1 the Troyka study prts overcome their apprehension of writ-  course, a valuable resource, and educators
mmon: 1 g. Johannessen, Kahn, and Walter (1982)  should take care not to categorize all ELLs
) _ ' ffer a design for sequencing lessons to teach  as academically struggling. However, with
ed simulation  ims Prriting in an environmental mode. Kahn et school curriculum structured as it is, many
' cnvironment thag l. (1984) offer approaches for writing  ELLs do face challenges in navigating new
vith his or her own Bbout literature. Smagorinsky et al. (1987)  discourse communities. Typically, the non-
1 Bffer thinking strategies to prepare students  native speaker can take years to learn the
y has a clearly de: o write and to connect their writing to their  complexity of new lexical and syntactic
s according to the | reading. Hafertepe and McCann (1995) take  structures in a second language (Leki, 1992,
1. apart common writing tasks and suggest  2000; Samway, 2006). The teacher should
ons 0 a problem ! ways to help students to solve problems and  reflect on his or her role in the long-term
liliar or that has a , | collect the data necessary for completing  process of development. It is not realistic to
> ' | their compositions. Smith and Wilhelm  expect to see the same pace of growth that
able to help them (2006) and McCann, Johannessen, Kahn,  one would see in native speakers as a result
1 Smagorinsky, and Smith (2005) suggesta va-  of a relatively brief period of instruction in
each other—to | riety of ways of engaging students in pro-  writing, even though in the current climate
rgue, to resolve, cesses of writing. There is a common thread  of accountability, assessment practices pre-
age students in | among these practitioners: They introduce  sume that language-minority learners can
d allow them to - students to relevant thinking strategies as  develop literacy proficiencies rapidly, even at
to ideas before | they are needed for the writing task; they  a pace more rapid than that of the native
i . plan for a great deal of student interaction;  speaker and writer of the language.
v if the.re is some and they provide students with the means to Many of the practices that are effective for
s Provides moti- access the dara they will need for the sub-  native speakers of English (L1) are also ap-
ading and writ- stance of their writing. For learners who  propriate for FLL students, as long as one

struggle with literacy learning, inserting  keeps in mind that the rates of development

. detailed elaboration within a boilerplate or-  for ELL students and L1 students will not be
:.h'mg of writing ganizational model makes less sense than the same. Language development is com-
tive effect on | helping them to develop a repertoire of com-  plex, and there are nuances of language pro-
reatest promise posing strategies to use with the substantive  ficiency. Part of a teacher’s assessment of
» struggle with | knowledge relevant to each task. students’ readiness for contending with a
ples above are | The research underscores the promise of  particular writing task is the recognition
s for engaging taking an environmental approach that fo-  that the students’ demonstrated proficiency
Iy process that | cuses on inquiry. Composition textbooks do  in the social language of the halls and cafete-
taswriters. In | not provide the blueprint for creating an en-  ria does not mean mastery of the cognitive
attention on a vironmental classroom, and the teacher is  academic language proficiency that most ac-
 they attempt | left to invent the inquiry-based lessons that  ademic writing demands. Although it is not
cases they de- invite students to work with each other. The  possible here to address the challenge in all

irgument. The sources discussed above provide examples of  its complexity, we can operate safely under
sther so that | useful activities. The individual teacher can  two assumptions:
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1. Language-minority students, including
long-term language learners, have greater
difficulty than their middle-class, English-
speaking peers in composing texts in Eng-
lish, because they have less developed cogni-
tive academic language proficiency (CALP).
According to Cummins (1981), CALP refers
to the communicative skills necessary to
comprehend and use “academic” language
to complete cognitively demanding decon-
textualized learning tasks. In other words,
students who may have never been in Eng-
lish as a Second Language (ESL) or bilingual
classes in school and speak English fluently
in social settings, can still have great diffi-
culty in producing the kind of texts required
in conventional academic writing.

2. As a general rule, all students are respon-
sive to teachers and schools that set reason-
ably high standards and convey an expecta-
tion that they can achieve, regardless of their
language or cultural background. McGee
(2003) reports that schools that make a differ-
ence in achievement set consistently high stan-
dards, expect students to achieve, and provide
the necessary support to help them to achieve.

Padron, Waxman, and Rivera (2003) re-
view the research on effective practices for
teaching language-minority learners, espe-
cially for Hispanic learners. They conclude
that effective instructional practices have the
following features: They (1) rely on coopera-
tive learning structures, (2) are culturally re-
sponsive, (3) engage students in extended in-
structional conversations, (4} are cognitively
guided, and (5) provide a technologically en-
riched environment.

Students benefit from working collabor-
atively with peers. The cooperative learning
structures and activities must be carefully
planned so that the work is truly collabora-
tive and not parallel work in groups. Group
work certainly cannot mean that one person
does the work and the rest copy it. Coopera-
tive effort means that tasks must be com-
pleted through the sharing of materials and
responsibilities. The teacher will need to di-
rect the position of the groups and the ap-
propriate manner of functioning within each
group. There must be an overtly expressed
standard for functioning in collaboration.

One must be cautious not to generalize
from one culture to another. For example,
although Hispanic learners might thrive with
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Culturally responsive teaching means t
teachers know the students: their academ
knowledge, their individual traits, their td
ents, limitations, interests, and concerns, A
a basic principle of learning, teachers nee
to connect new knowledge to what studem
already have stored in memory. Languags
minority learners find instruction especiall
appealing if it connects with their lives, with
their immediate concerns, and with the is
sues in their community. Teachers also need
to be sensitive to the values within families
and the obligations that sometimes challenge
academic work.

The process of getting to know students
through informal and formal methods canj
help teachers to build rapport and serve
teachers in planning strategically for instruc-
tion. ELL students benefit from having op-
portunities to write about topics they value
and know much about.

Freeman, Freeman, and Mercuri (2002,
2003) offer similar considerations for ap-
proaching instruction in a culturally respon-
sive way. Furthermore, Kaplan (1966, 1987)
invites teachers to reflect on the possibility
that learners who enter schools from a vari-
ety of countries and cultures may not think
in the dominant sequential way that most
U.S. schools seem to privilege. Kaplan
{1966) suggests that a “contrastive analysis
of rhetoric” can offer teachers clues as to
whether learners approach problems in a se-
quential, circular, zigzag, or other pattern.
Although Kaplan (1987) pulls back a bit
from his earlier generalizations about spe-
cific rhetorical patterns, he maintains that
“the point is that scholars looking at other
languages have perceived significant differ-
ences between languages in their rhetorical
structure, even if, in all fairness, they have
not agreed on the nature of the differences”
(p. 10). The safe approach is not to assume
that the dominant structures and modes of
thinking that seem rational to most native
speakers of English will necessarily seem ra-
tional to the newcomers to U.S. schools.

Cognitively guided instruction emphasizes
the development of procedural knowledge
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reading, writing, critical thinking,
m solving) as opposed to the simple
of declarative knowledge alone (e.g.,
emorization of dates, vocabulary,
s,” etc.). The development of proce-
] knowledge means that the learner can
pfer the learning to other occasions. In
rd to the teaching of writing, the empha-
B on helping learners to take command
Bie processes of composing, elevating the
ortance to teaching procedures rather
p familiarizing learners with a particular
(Hillocks, 2005). The procedures for
jnning, generating, and refining a text can
fnsfer to many new occasions.
ognitively guided instruction also means
bt there is a meta-cognitive component to
iching and learning, in that the learner can
onitor understanding and make adjust-
hents to self-correct. Writing instruction that
ilds in distinct stages for reflection, revi-
flon, and editing is an example of cognitively
puided instruction because it involves the
earner in making judgments about the work
tn comparison to a recognized standard.
. Applebee (1996) recommends envisioning
Fthe curriculum as conversation. The idea is
to engage students in purposeful conversa-
tions or authentic discussions about issues
| and concepts that are essential to a discipline
 but connect with students’ lives. One can
imagine the importance of participating in
extended dialogue for language-minority learn-
ers and students from low-income homes,
who are required to have cognitive academic
language proficiency in order to produce ex-

 tended academic writing. In short, the more

one practices extensively in the use of aca-
demic language, the more one is likely to de-
velop proficiency. Providing structures and
opportunities for all students to engage in
extended dialogues signals the expectation
that all learners will meet challenging aca-
demic standards.

Seldom can teachers control the amount
and quality of the instructional technology
available to learners. Typically, however,
there is a broad gap in the access to technol-
ogy when one compares new arrivals or stu-
dents from low-income families and others
who are middle-class native speakers of Eng-
lish. TIf schools have technology that sup-
ports the planning, researching, composing,
revising, and editing of texts, then teachers
of ELL students and students from low-

income homes should seek to have their stu-
dents access the technology.

GENERAL RULES

The teaching of writing to ELL or other
language-minority students is a complex en-
deavor, requiring patience and careful plan-
ning. Several sources (Freeman, Freeman, &
Mercuri, 2002, 2003; Hill & Flynn, 2006;
Padronet al., 2003; Samway, 2006) offer sug-
gestions and models to help teachers design
instruction for FELL students. To simplify,
however, here are a few general rules:

o At first, emphasize fluency rather than
correctness. Students need to be at ease in
their attempts to produce texts, without the
inhibitions of self-conscious error avoidance.
Once students can begin to produce compo-
sitions with some fluency, then they have
texts to work with in order to revise and re-
fine.

e Expect development over the long term.
No teacher is going to influence overnight
gains in writing quality. Realize that the
ELLs begin schoo! years behind L1 peers
who have already become familiar with a
sizable working vocabulary in English. Simi-
larly, students from communities where the
primary discourse is distinct from the dis-
course of the academic community need to
know how to make the conscious shift into
the language that is appropriate in a given
context. The mastery of a broad vocabulary
and familiarity with “standard” English syn-
tax will take years. Fach teacher’s work with
a student is one step in a lifelong process,
and the development of writing proficiencies
takes an especially long time.

e Familiarize the students with instruc-
tional processes (e.g., writing conferences,
peer review, etc.) and technical language that
might be unfamiliar to them from past school
experiences. Although many teachers teach
writing as a process that includes prewriting
activities, drafting, revising, and editing, the
language used to identify the stages and the
process itself may be unfamiliar to the ELL
student and other language-minority learn-
ers.

e Capitalize on the cultural and social in-
terests and knowledge of the learners. Any
student has a wealth of knowledge and ex-



petrience from which to draw when compos-
ing. Teachers need to learn what their stu-
dents know and what interests them. The
learners should have opportunities to write
about subjects they know about and care
about.

e In the composing process, build in
stages that allow for extended, purposeful
peer interaction. All students, including ELL
students, need opportunities to engage in ex-
tended discourse, including times when they
simply listen to the more proficient English
speakers as they use academic language.
Over time, the ELL students will make at-
tempts to talk the way the L1 peers talk and
then transfer that talk into writing.

¢ Provide oral and written feedback that
supports positive efforts and growth and
does not subject the learner to public criti-
cism. Like most other writers, ELL students
want to have support for the things they are
doing well and gentle guidance in improving
those things they are still learning.

¢ Reassure and encourage ELL students
to ask for help. ELL students may not readily
ask for assistance. In some cultures, asking
for help suggests that the teacher has not
done a good job of teaching. A student may
resist “disgracing” the teacher by admitting
that he or she does not understand the
teacher’s instruction.

In the end, researchers such as Rose (1989),
Gilyard (1991), Au (1993), and Villanueva
(1993) point to the importance of respecting
students’ language and mining the rich re-
serve of knowledge that all learners can
bring to the various writing tasks they en-
counter in schools. In this sense, teaching
writing in a “culturally responsive” way re-
quires that the teacher make the efforts nec-
essary to understand the issues that are criti-
cal to the learners, to their families, and to
their communities. Au (1993) emphasizes
the importance of affirming for learners and
their families that their home languages and
literacy practices have value, even though
they may be different from the literacies of-
ten most privileged in the schools.

MAKING A DIFFERENCE

Researchers and some teachers know quite a
bit about some of the best ways to teach
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(2003) note, instructional approaches lik
reciprocal teaching are underutilized b
teachers. Furthermore, as Williams (200§
suggests, the underuse of effective instrug
tional practices for reading must be ad
dressed through improved teacher educatiog
and professional development. She asser
that teacher education programs can prof
mote more responsive teaching in reading
instruction by introducing preservice teach
ers to models of instruction that focus on
participatory approaches rather than more
traditional teacher-centered models of teach
ing.

Although we certainly seem to have a way
to go in preparing English/language arts teach-
ers to meet the challenges of struggling read-
ers and writers, the research presented here
provides a map for what we need to do. The
research points to the need to establish sup-
portive and trusting relationships between
teachers and learners, cultivate partnerships
among families, their communities, and the
schools, and utilize and improve teaching
practices that connect with the lives of learn-
ers in a culturally responsive way. At the
heart of all the approaches and strategies
presented in this review is the idea that in-
stead of focusing on the mechanics of lan-
guage and accumulating facts and informa-
tion, all of those concerned with educating
struggling students need to work toward
providing instruction that will enable non-

academic, struggling students to learn how
to learn. As Smith and Wilhelm (2002} ar-
gue, this “learning-centered” approach
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pthermore, the research presented in this
biew suggests that we need to create a new
nd of classroom, a classroom that is in-
jiry driven and is not driven by teacher-
ntered instruction. In Pedagogy of the Op-
essed, Paulo Freire (1970) writes about
e change that occurs in a discussion-based
hssroom:

The teacher is no longer merely the-one-who-
. teaches, but one who is himself taught in dia-
logue with the students, who in turn while be-
ing taught also teaches. They become jointly
responsible for a process in which all grow. {p.
67)

Our review of the literature about learners
who struggle with literacy underscores the
important role of frequent student interac-
tion that creates a community of learners
that promotes literacy learning and advances
social justice.
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