Chapter 2:  Language Is an Essential Ingredient of Learning and Teaching
In Chapter 1, you learned about some of the major theories of human development and learning.  Among the theories considered there was that of the famous Russian psychologist, Lev Vygotsky.  Here we elaborate on one of his concepts, namely, that of mental tools.  According to Vygotsky, human interaction with the (physical and social) world is mediational in nature; that is, the mind is connected to the outside world through mental tools such as language (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978).  In other words, it is through spoken and printed language that the world affects us, and we affect the world.  In the world of the classroom, language is both the medium and the focus of instruction; academic content (e.g., science, mathematics) invariably is conveyed through language, and considerable effort is expended to improve the language and literacy skills of students so that they can interact even more effectively with the world.  Teachers must know what language skills their students bring to class, and this knowledge should determine the language of instruction and the language and literacy skills that are targeted for improvement.

In this chapter, we focus on the question: How can I promote the development of language and literacy in my students?  In answering this question, we focus on three topics; namely, the development of spoken language in students learning English, the development of bilingual students, and the acquisition of reading. At the heart of all of our suggestions for teachers is the Vygotskyan notion that language is a tool that connects the human mind to the world -- an essential ingredient of learning and teaching.

FIRST-LANGUAGE DEVELOPMENT

By the time children are four years of age, they have acquired considerable skill in speaking and listening to their native language (for reviews, see Dacey, Travers & Fiore, 2009; Papalia, Feldman & Olds, 2008; Santrock, 2008).  Four-year-olds have mastered many of the bound morphemes of English (Brown, 1973), such as those used to mark plurality (e.g., the “s” in “cars”) and past tense (e.g., the “ed” in “hated”).  They also can insert and correctly order the linguistic elements needed to produce yes-no questions (e.g., “Did he break my toy?”), wh-questions (e.g., “Where is my mommy?”), and negatives (e.g., “I didn’t do it”) (Bloom, 1993).  Four-year-olds can even embed one simple sentence within another (e.g., “I want the book that I made at preschool”) and coordinate phrases and simple sentences (e.g., “He ate his lunch and his cookie, too”) (Bloom, 1993).  The typical 4-year-old also has a vocabulary of between 5,000 and 9,000 words (P. Bloom, 1994)! And these examples just scratch the surface of the linguistic capabilities of the typical 4-year-old.

Despite these impressive accomplishments, there are many domains of language knowledge and use that show considerable development beyond the preschool years.  Two domains of particular relevance for educators are metalinguistic awareness, which also is sometimes called simply linguistic awareness (Dacey, Travers & Fiore, 2009; Papalia, Feldman & Olds, 2008; Santrock, 2008), and decontextualized language (Cummins, 1995; Dickinson, 1987; Snow, 1987).  Metalinguistic awareness refers to the ability to reflect on and analyze language (Bialystok, 1986).  A 10-year-old who responds to his younger brother’s “Me tired” with “It’s supposed to be‘I am tired’ ” is demonstrating metalinguistic awareness, as is the 6-year-old who taps on the table three times to indicate the number of syllables in the word “vacation.”  Decontextualized language refers to talk about abstract ideas, past and future time, and objects and events that are not physically present. 

For example, talking about a painting with someone who is sitting and looking at it with you would be an instance of contextualized language, whereas discussing one’s emotional reaction to the painting with another person would be an instance of decontextualized language, as would be describing a painting over the telephone to someone who has never seen it. Metalinguistic awareness and decontextualized language skills provide part of the foundation for the acquisition of reading; children who are more advanced in these domains in preschool, or upon entering school, later develop into better readers and are more successful academically (Dickinson, 1991; Dresher & Senge, 1990; Elliott, Kratochwill, Littlefield & Travers, 2000; Snow, 1983).

Strategies for the Classroom
Teachers can play an important role in facilitating the development of both metalinguistic awareness and decontextualized language skill.  In the next sections, we provide examples from two hypothetical preschool classrooms.  In the first classroom, the teacher does little to engage the children in decontextualized talk or encourage metalinguistic awareness.  In the second classroom, the teacher provides an environment far more conducive to growth in both domains.

Mr. David’s Preschool Classroom
Mr. David moves from table to table as the children work on art projects.  He stops at one table and the following interaction occurs.

Mr. D.: I like the blue you’re using, Hannah.  Nice job, Declan.  You’re really using lots of colors.

Declan:  It’s a happy drawing.

Mr. D.:  Yes, it looks happy to me, too.

Hannah:  I have a new dog at home, Mr. David.

Mr. D.:  That’s great, Hannah.

Jose: I used to have a dog.

Mr. D.: Jose, you need to do your drawing. We don’t have much time left.

Andrew:  What color is this? [holds up green crayon]

Mr. D.:  Green.  What color is this? [points to blue crayon]

Andrew:  Blue.

Hannah:  Blue. Blue. Andrew blew his nose. [laughs]

Mr. D.:  Hannah, let’s concentrate on our drawing.

Joey:  Andrew took my crayon.

Mr. D.:  Andrew!  Joey was using that.  Give it back.

Mr. Sawyer’s Preschool Classroom
The children are engaged in art activities.  Mr. Sawyer sits at each table for several minutes and talks to the children rather than constantly moving around as Mr. David did.

Mr. S.:  Angie, what are you drawing?

Angie:  It’s the sky.

Mr. S.:  I like how you used lots of different shades of blue in your sky.

Tom:  I once went way up in the sky in an airplane.

Mr. S.:  You did!  Where were going? On vacation?

Tom:  Yeah, we went to Disneyland.  I saw Mickey Mouse . . . [the child described various events on the trip for a minute or so]

Mr. S.:  Has anyone else flown in an airplane? [several children raise their hands]  Hannah, where did you go?

A bit later at a different table, the following exchange occurs.

Mr. S.:  [holds up Jackson’s drawing for the class to see] Hey look at this.  Is this a sad picture or a happy picture?

Class:  Happy.

Mr. S.:  It looks happy to me, too.  Why is it happy?

Sarah: ‘Cause it got lots of yellow in it.  Like the sun.

Mr. S.:  Very good.  Yellow is a happy color.  And the sun is yellow.  And we feel happy when we see the sun, don’t we?  What color could we use to make a sad picture?

Audrey:  Blue.

Declan:  I know a really long word.

Mr. S.:  What’s that, Declan?

Declan:  Train. Because trains are real long.

[children and Mr. S. laugh]

Joey:  Brain sounds like train.

Mr. S.: It does.  You’re right.  What else rhymes with train?  What else sound like train?

Audrey:  Sarah hit me.

Mr. S.:  Sarah, we don’t hit.  How would you feel if Audrey hit you?


Strategies

Comparison of these two teachers illustrates several important strategies for fostering the development of metalinguistic awareness and decontextualized language.

1.  Encourage talk about the past and the future, not just the present.  We saw several instances in which Mr. Sawyer encouraged extended discussion of past events from the children’s lives.  For example, prompted by Angie’s drawing of the sky, Tom brings up the topic of a flight he had taken with his family.  Mr. Sawyer responds by asking a question that elicits an extended description of the trip from Tom.   Mr. Sawyer then tries to include the other children at the table in this decontextualized talk.  In contrast to Mr. Sawyer, the other preschool teacher, Mr. David, is concerned with controlling the children’s behavior and keeping them on task.  This leads him to close-off discussion of past events.  He responds to Jose’s statement that he used to have a dog by urging him to complete his art.  Participation in decontextualized interactions with teachers is positively related to language growth in preschool (McCartney, 1984) and is thought to facilitate the acquisition of decontextualized language skills (Dickinson, 1991).  Controlling talk has been found to be negatively correlated with children’s language growth (McCartney, 1984).  

2.  Encourage talk about absent or imagined objects, people, and events.  This principle again reflects the notion that engaging children in decontextualized talk allows them to practice such skills and provides them a model of adult strategies for such talk.  Unfortunately, we see in the example involving Mr. David that he rebuffs Hannah’s attempt to shift the talk away from the objects before them to an absent object, namely, her dog at home.  Mr. David could have encouraged decontextualized talk by asking Hannah a question about her dog, such as “What does it look like?’ or “What things do you with your dog?”

3.  Ask open-ended, real questions, and avoid closed, test questions.  Teacher questions are a particularly powerful determinant of the course of an interaction (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  Open-ended questions are indeterminate about the nature of the response expected and allow for a range of acceptable responses.  Closed questions often require only a one-word response.  Mr. Sawyer’s “Why is it happy?”, which was spoken with reference to a child’s evaluation of her drawing, is an open-ended question.   Mr. David’s “What color is this?” is a closed question (i.e., there is little else one can say to such a question other than “green” or “blue”).  Open-ended questions lead to more elaborate and decontextualized responses than do closed questions (Dickinson, 1991).  Real questions, which seek information from the child that the teacher lacks, also encourage elaboration and decontextualization.  Mr. Sawyer’s “Where were you going?” and “Why is it happy?” are instances of real questions.  In contrast to real questions, test questions seek information that the teacher already possesses.  Test questions are designed to determine what the child knows, and they focus most often on physically present objects or events (Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  Mr. David’s “What color is this?” is an example.  Test questions elicit brief, highly contextualized responses (Dickinson, 1987).  

4.  Encourage talk that requires going beyond the information given.  Much of what captures the attention of preschoolers, and elementary school children for that matter, are events in the immediate, physical context.  The class guinea pig, a new flower on a plant, a just completed drawing -- these are the things most likely to prompt talk between the preschool student and teacher.  Nevertheless, teachers can use language to help children go beyond simple observation and thereby engage in, for example, analysis, synthesis, and evaluation (Wasserman, 1990).  Again, teacher questions play a critical role here.  Mr. Sawyer’s “Is this a sad or happy picture?” and “What color could we use to make a sad picture?” prompted the class to go beyond the content of the drawing to consider how color could be used to create a particular mood or emotion.  Mr. Sawyer even responded to one child hitting another with a question that focused the offender’s attention not on the act but on its emotional consequences.  In contrast, Mr. David did little to push the children beyond their immediate perceptions.  His questions about the children’s drawings were designed to elicit descriptions of content and his reaction to taking another child’s property simply restated what the offender already knew -- that the object belonged to the other child.

5.  Encourage the children to analyze language at all levels from the phonological to the pragmatic.  The excerpt from Mr. Sawyer’s class provides several examples of children being encouraged to reflect on language, that is, to exercise their emerging metalinguistic skills.  For example, he allowed Declan to tell his joke about the word “train.”  In fact, joke-telling facilitates development of metalinguistic awareness (Elliott et al., 2000).  Mr. Sawyer also encouraged the class to participate in an impromptu rhyming game, which can increase awareness of phonology, or the level of sound in language (Elliott et al., 2000).  Mr. Sawyer also prompted the children to think about why yellow was a happy color and how the sun made them feel, and in doing so he helped them see a variety of connections between their existing concepts of color, emotion, and physical objects.  In other words, he encouraged awareness of semantics, or the level of meaning in language.  We see no examples of Mr. David fostering metalinguistic awareness in his class; in fact, he misses a wonderful opportunity when Declan states that his drawing is happy -- Mr. David agrees but asks no follow-up questions.

6.  Make connections between new language skills and what the children already know.  Talk about atoms, quarks, and other concepts in physics certainly would be decontextualized talk, but it probably would not be a useful topic for engaging preschoolers in such talk -- they lack the knowledge needed to even begin understanding this topic.  In encouraging decontextualized talk, one must use as a starting point something that the child knows or can understand.  So, for example, Mr. Sawyer elicits talk about emotions in response to something the children can observe (e.g., a drawing, one child hitting another).  In Piagetian terms, the children must be able to assimilate before they can accommodate (see Chapter 1).

Although we have focused our examples on the preschool period, it is important to recognize that metalinguistic awareness and decontextualized language continue to develop well into adolescence and perhaps beyond (Cummins, 1995; Santrock, 2008).  It is important, therefore, that teachers at all levels of schooling engage their students in language activities that promote development in these domains.  Below are three brief examples to illustrate application of the foregoing strategies in classrooms of older students:

In a second-grade classroom, the students plant some seeds in the school garden and observe that growth is faster in some spots than others.  The teacher asks them to explain the variable growth.

A seventh-grade classroom is focusing on interpersonal relations, largely as a reaction to a rash of arguments and fights among students at the middle school.  The teacher asks pairs of students to role-play how they would deal with betrayal by a friend.  Concrete examples of the betrayals begin each round of role play, and include stealing money, spreading a rumor, and telling a secret to others.

In a high school history class, the students are studying the Iraq War.  The teacher organizes the students into debating teams, with one team taking the position of the antiwar protestors and the other of the Bush-era U.S. Government.  In the debate, the students are to convince the opposing team of the incorrectness of its position.  They also are to try and offer the opposing team a glimpse of what life in the 2000's would be like if the war had ended earlier.

BILINGUALISM
More and more students in the United States come from immigrant families for whom English is not their native language.  Consider the following facts about children who are English Language Learners (ELL):

1.
By 2000, immigrants represented one in nine of all U.S. residents, but their children represented one in five of all children under age 18. Children of immigrants represented an even higher share—one in four—of all school-age children who were low-income, defined by eligibility for the National School Lunch Program.

2.
The share of children of immigrants among the school-age population has also grown rapidly, from 6 percent in 1970 to 19 percent in 2000. By 2000 there were 11 million children of immigrants out of 58 million total children enrolled in PK through 12th grade. 

3.
Mexico is the largest source country for U.S. immigration. In 2000, over half of foreign-born elementary school children were born in Mexico, other Latin American countries, or the Caribbean. Another quarter were born in Asian countries. Only 17 percent were born in Canada, Europe, or Oceania (Australia or New Zealand). The smallest share (4 percent) were born in Africa.

(Capps et all, 2005)
How do we meet the educational needs of these ELL children?  Why is our educational system failing these children?  Three reasons have been offered (Hakuta & Garcia, 1989; Milk et al., 1992; Soto, 1991):  

1.  It has been assumed that the special needs of ELL children are the responsibility of ESL teachers rather than of mainstream classroom teachers (Dacey & Travers, 1996).  In fact, ELL children spend more of their time in the mainstream classroom than in ESL classes, and the number of ELL students in mainstream classrooms is increasing each year (Milk et al., 1992).  Few mainstream teachers, however, are trained to deal with the unique needs of ELL children (Rigg & Allen, 1989).

2.  Most approaches to the education of ELL students are based on a subtractive model of bilingual education (Dacey & Travers, 2009; Diaz, 1983; Santrock, 2008; Soto, 1991).  In the subtractive model, the goal is to replace the student’s native language with English.  There is little or no attempt to provide instruction in the students’ native languages within the mainstream classroom.  Students are actively discouraged from using their native language.  Even parents, who themselves often have limited proficiency in English, are encouraged by school personnel to speak only English with their ELL children at home.  This model is based on the assumption that the student’s native language will interfere with the acquisition of English (Soto, 1991).  In fact, bilingualism can have positive effects on development (Berndt, 1996; Dacey & Travers, 2009; Santrock, 2008). 

3.  It has been assumed that bilingualism and the education of ELL children involves only language.  In fact, the success of ELL children in school depends on a variety of sociocultural factors, including the degree to which the children see their native language and culture as valued by the educational system and their classmates (Berndt, 1996; Hakuta & Garcia, 1989; Santrock, 1995; Soto, 1991).  In subtractive bilingual programs, ELL students and their parents are given the message that their language (and by implication, their culture) is not valued and, in fact, is detrimental to success in school.  This may impact negatively on the self-esteem of ELL students, especially during adolescence when all students are struggling with issues of identity and self worth (Checkley, 1996; see also Chapter 3 in this volume).

How should we change the way in which we educate ELL children?  In the following descriptions of hypothetical classrooms, you can begin to see some answers to this question.  Following the examples, we summarize the strategies illustrated.

Strategies for the Classroom

Ms. Yost’s Preschool Classroom

Ms. Yost teaches 3- and 4-year-olds in an early childhood program.  One of her newest students is Maria, who has just moved to the U.S. from Mexico with her family.  Maria’s command of English is limited to the comprehension of a few concrete nouns and verbs.  Maria has been in class for a few days.  Ms. Yost has noticed that Maria seems to listen carefully, but she has yet to say anything herself.  Maria watches the other children to figure out what activity she should be working on but she does not initiate any interaction with them.

Ms. Yost decides to begin integrating Maria into the life of the classroom.  The theme for the week is animals and so Ms. Yost begins there.  She shows the class pictures of animals and for each calls on one child to supply the name.  After several pictures, the expectations for participation have been clearly established.  Ms. Yost then calls on Maria.

Ms. Y.:  Maria, what is this? [points to picture of a cat]

Maria:  Gato.

[Class giggles and several children call out, “It’s a cat.”]

Ms. Y.:  Yes, in English we call this animal a “cat.”  But Maria is correct, too.  Maria speaks Spanish, and in Spanish this animal is “gato.”  Let’s practice the Spanish word.  Everyone say “gato.”

Class: Gato.

Ms. Y.:  Now, let’s practice the English word.  Everyone say “cat.”

Class:  Cat.

Ms. Y.:  That’s great.  Maria has taught you a word and you’ve taught Maria a word.  Let’s learn some more words together.  Maria, what’s this animal called? [points to picture of cow]

  During a class discussion, Ms. Yost learned that Maria wanted to be a doctor when she grew up.  The next week the pretend corner became a doctor’s office, which Maria and the other children visited often during free play.

In this example, Maria was the only ELL student in Ms. Yost’s class.  What can be done when there are more ELL children in a class and several languages represented?  Let’s turn to an elementary school classroom to see.

Mr. Atwood’s Elementary School Class

Mr. Atwood teaches a combined first- and second-grade class in a public elementary school.  Five of Mr. Atwood’s 25 students are ELL.  One student is a recent émigré from Puerto Rico, a second is from Bosnia, and the other three are from South Korea.  All five of the ELL students also spend part of each school day in an ESL classroom.

At the beginning of the school year, Mr. Atwood, who had no previous experience teaching ELL children, asked the ESL teacher to observe in Mr. Atwood’s classroom a few times.  Mr. Atwood wanted the ESL teacher to suggest ways in which Mr. Atwood might change his teaching to make it more accessible to the ELL students.  After a few observations, the ESL teacher suggested that Mr. Atwood might try to supplement his spoken instruction with some visual material.  The ESL teacher suggested, for example, that when he introduced new vocabulary to the class, such as the word “reptile,” he might write the word on the board and be sure to show a picture at the same time.  The ESL teacher also suggested that when he read aloud to the class that he might have one of the students hold up a second copy of the book as he read so that the class could see the illustrations at the same time they heard the words.  She also suggested that Mr. Atwood might first show a video rendition of a story he planned to read.  When he read the story aloud, the students would be able to relate the words back to what they had seen.  The ESL teacher also reminded Mr. Atwood that much of his instruction for all the children was aimed at getting them to understand new words and unfamiliar concepts (e.g., reptiles, addition, gravity) and thus, the tasks of the mainstream and ELL children were perhaps not so different, and that techniques that helped the ELL children would also help the mainstream children.  From then on, Mr. Atwood tried to present new information through multiple media whenever possible. 

Mr. Atwood also tried to educate himself about the languages and cultures of his ELL children.  He contacted several community centers and was able to identify bilingual adults who were willing to tutor him.  Mr. Atwood did not delude himself into thinking that he would become fluent in Spanish, Serbo-Croatian, and Korean.  His goal was to learn basic phrases useful in regulating everyday social interaction; phrases like “your turn,” “do you understand,” and “good job.”  He shared his progress with the class and soon the entire class had mastered many of the phrases as well.

Mr. Atwood also instituted a weekly history lesson in which he shared information about important historical events.  These lessons always involved maps and pictures, and they alternated between U.S. history and the historical events of the ELL children’s native lands.  The idea for these lessons came from Mr. Atwood’s library research and from discussions with his tutors from the community centers.  The tutors also visited the class on occasion and served as guest historians.

A key component of Mr. Atwood’s classroom was always peer collaboration.  The students’ desks were grouped in clusters of four, and the students in each cluster often worked as a team to come up with solutions to a problem.  On one occasion, for example, the students had to try and measure the size of the room with only a one-foot piece of string.  These small group activities were typically informal and boisterous, and they always revolved around concrete, hands-on activities.  The key to the success of these activities was the assignment of students to clusters.  Mr. Atwood had always been careful to mix stronger and weaker students, shy and more outgoing students, etc, and he changed the cluster monthly.  He displayed similar care with the ELL children.  Some months a cluster might include two ELL children, whereas other months no cluster included more than a single ELL child.  He also tried to place the ELL children into clusters with students they seemed to be friendlier with as well as with mainstream students that seemed to be better at being a team player. 

Lastly, Mr. Atwood expended considerable effort at encouraging all of the students to write.  Every Friday, the students had to write about the activity they enjoyed the most that week.  Students brought their writing samples home, along with a summary of the entire week’s activities that Mr. Atwood had prepared.  By comparing Mr. Atwood’s summary and the student’s, parents stayed informed about school and about their child’s progress in writing.  Parents also were encouraged to work with their children that weekend on writing about one additional school activity that had occurred in that week.

In our next example, we consider what can be done at the high school level.  In high school, of course, students are no longer contained in a single classroom for the bulk of the school day.  So, the contact between teacher and ELL student is more limited than in the cases we have considered previously.  Nevertheless, an individual high school teacher can still play an important role in shaping the educational experience of the ELL student.

Mr. Quincy’s High School Class
Mr. Quincy teaches classes in modern literature at a public high school in a large city.  Mr. Quincy has seen the percentage of ELL students that he teaches increase from about 1% to nearly 20% in the past ten years.  The native language of most of the ELL students is Spanish.   The principle that has guided his teaching regardless of the nature of the composition of the class has been to connect the literary pieces that the students read to what they know and what interests them.  This has always been a challenge because the interests and concerns of even native adolescent English speakers have changed throughout the years.  The challenge now is to learn not only about present-day “youth” culture, but also about the cultures from which the ELL students have come.  This has led him to develop a list of authors who write in English but are of Spanish origin.  He also has compiled a bibliography of authors who have written about the immigrant experience from the perspective of young people.  Each semester, Mr. Quincy’s students read selections from these two bibliographies as well as from modern American authors.

Mr. Quincy also coordinates his efforts with those of the ESL teachers whenever possible.  For example, several times each semester, the ELL students read an English translation of a work that they have read previously in Spanish in their ESL class.  In the ESL class, the work is used as a starting point for developing conversational skills in English.  In Mr. Quincy’s class, the discussion is designed to teach the students about literary analysis and to help them bootstrap their way into reading English.

Mr. Quincy also requires the students to work in small groups to develop a written analysis of what they have read.  The size of the group ranges from two to five depending on the assignment.  Many of the assignments that these groups work on require them to achieve a consensus product that relates what they have read to their own experiences.  After reading J. D. Salinger’s Catcher in the Rye, for example, the assignment was to identify the issues confronting the protagonist and to distinguish between those issues that were universal and those that were peculiar to American culture.  Obviously, the ELL students had an invaluable role in this project.

Mr. Quincy also relies on multimedia presentations.  For example, he often shows his classes segments of filmed adaptations of the literary works they are reading.  He also has been known to ask students to act out key scenes from stories or even draw a particular scene.  These visual presentations provide students another route to the messages being conveyed and help the ELL student decipher printed English.

Finally, Mr. Quincy tries to instill in all students an appreciation for the beauty and power of all languages.  In this vein, he often presents students a key sentence or paragraph from a literary work and asks them to translate it into their own words.  Sometimes the translation is to be done in English, whereas other times he asks ELL students to translate into their native language and the native English-speaking students to translate into whatever language they are learning for their foreign language requirement.  The students then discuss the problems that arose in doing the translations (e.g., the lack of an equivalent word).

Strategies

The preceding examples illustrate several strategies that are the hallmark of an additive approach to teaching bilingual students (Milk et al., 1992):

1.  Teach English as a supplement not as a replacement for the native language.  Our preschool teacher, Ms. Yost, did not discourage the ELL student, Maria, from using Spanish.  In fact, she encouraged its use by the rest of the class.   In addition, Ms. Yost established that Spanish and English were equally viable tools for interacting with the world.  Perhaps even more importantly, she did not portray Maria as being in need of any remedial instruction; instead, she pointed out that Maria could teach the other students just as much as they could teach her.  In the typical subtractive model, the ELL child is prevented from using a well developed tool (i.e., the native language) while he or she is taught a new tool (i.e., English).  This guarantees that the child’s interactions with the world of the classroom will be less than optimal until that new tool is fully developed.  In the additive model embodied by Ms. Yost, the ELL child is encouraged to continue using an already developed tool while he or she learns yet another tool for effective interaction with the world (Milk et al., 1992; Soto, 1991).

2.  Incorporate culture into the curriculum.  All of our teachers devoted part of the curriculum to a consideration of the native cultures of the ELL children.  Mr. Atwood, our elementary school teacher, devoted several of his weekly history lessons to important events in the ELL children’s native land.  And Mr. Quincy, the high school teacher, included Hispanic authors on his list of required readings in modern literature and assigned students the task of identifying both the universal issues and the uniquely American issues in a Salinger novel.  Such activities demonstrate to ELL children that they “belong,” that is, that they are valuable members of the classroom and of the fabric of this country (Berndt, 1996; Hakuta & Garcia, 1989; Milk et al., 1992).  Interestingly, many ELL students attending schools based on subtractive models of bilingual education forever feel as though they are isolated and do not fit in (Checkley, 1996).  Incorporating culture into the curriculum requires that teachers learn something about the language and culture of the children in their classrooms (Milk et al., 1992).  This can start with small steps, however, as in Mr. Atwood’s modest attempts to learn a few social phrases in the native languages of his ELL students.

3.  Contextualize the language of instruction.  Processing spoken or written English can be made simpler for ELL children if teachers contextualize the language of instruction for their classes (Milk et al, 1992).  This can be done through visual supplements to the spoken word, as in Ms. Yost’s use of pictures to teach Maria the Spanish and English names for various animals, or in Mr. Quincy’s use of student role play and drawing to convey the essence of critical literary passages.  But language tasks can also be contextualized by tying new, linguistically conveyed information to what the ELL student already knows.  This is achieved naturally when the curriculum incorporates the cultural perspective of the ELL student.  Thus, reading English is a very different task for Mr. Quincy’s native Spanish speakers when the content is grounded in Hispanic rather than American culture.

4.  Bring the ELL students into the class dialogue.  This strategy was nicely illustrated in the dialogue excerpt in our preschool example.  And Mr. Quincy, the high school teacher, asked his students, including the ELL students, to formulate and discuss various translations of key excerpts in literary works.  Inclusion in dialogue moves the ELL student from the role of observer or outsider to contributor.  It also allows teachers an opportunity to determine what the student knows and does not about English and about the academic content.  Inclusion in the dialogue also provides the students practice in English and elicits feedback from teachers and peers that can be the basis for additional learning (Milk et al., 1992).     

5.  Ensure cooperation among students. This strategy was a key element of the instructional practices of Mr. Atwood.  His students were forced into groups both by the seating arrangement and by the types of collaborative, hands-on tasks they were assigned.  Such cooperative groups function to establish social relationships among students and integrate the ELL students into the social life of the school.  They also educate both the ELL and the mainstream students about each others’ lives and perspectives.  These groups also allow the ELL students a chance to practice their language skills and to learn English from their mainstream peers. 

6.  Integrate instruction in English with content area instruction.  It is not enough to give someone a tool, you must show them how to use it.  In the case of a mental tool such as language, this means presenting the language-to-be-learned within the context of the tasks in which the learner will eventually need to use it.  For teachers of ELL students, this means presenting English within academic tasks such as learning about animals, about history, or how to measure a room with a short piece of string rather than as an object of study isolated from other contents.  This strategy is effective not only because it demonstrates how to use language, but also because it provides a motivation to learn language; that is, learning the language ensures success on the tasks of the classroom.  We saw examples of this for all three of our teachers, including Ms. Yost’s use of a lesson on animals to introduce Maria to some common English words and Mr. Atwood’s requirement that students make a written record of the week’s highlights.

7.  Collaborate.  Implementing the foregoing principles requires more knowledge and resources than possessed by any single teacher.  Implementation is possible, however, if the mainstream teacher forges collaborations with ESL teachers, parents, and the community.  We saw in all three of our teachers the willingness and ability to collaborate.  Mr. Atwood, for example, asked his ESL colleague for advice on how to adapt his teaching to the ELL students.  Ms. Yost sought the advice of Maria’s parents about the most interesting and meaningful contexts in which to teach Maria about English.   

DEVELOPMENT OF READING
In our culture, reading is highly valued and is part of our world from an early age.  Parents read to their children long before the first birthday or the first words (Ninio & Bruner, 1978).  Much of the preschool and early elementary school curriculum is devoted to teaching reading because it provides the foundation for much of the schooling that is to come in later years (Elliott et al., 2000; Feinburg & Mindess, 1994).  Acquisition of literacy skills provides our minds with tools for connecting not only with the present world but with the worlds of the past and the future, or hypothetical (Vygotsky, 1978).  In light of the importance of reading in our society, it is surprising how few of our children are acquiring the literacy skills they need to succeed in school and beyond.    

In this section, we offer some suggestions for fostering the acquisition of reading skills. These suggestions do not conform to a single instructional approach or theoretical position. Instead, our suggestions are based on empirical research into the nature of skilled reading.  And so, we begin with a characterization of the process of reading as practiced by skilled readers.

What Is Reading?
Well, let’s begin with what reading is not.  Reading is not simply a collection of independent, serially ordered processes such as recognizing individual letters, putting them together to identify a word, and combining words in a left-to-right fashion to arrive at the author’s meaning (Elliott et al., 2000).  Moreover, reading is not an invariant process that occurs in the same way for all printed material or even for the same material read by the same person on different occasions (Paris & Jacobs, 1984).

But what is reading?  Here is a list of its defining features:

1.  Reading is goal-directed.   The goal of reading is to construct a meaning for the text being read (Elliot et al., 2000).  Although the goal is always to construct meaning, the particular meaning sought may differ across individuals or occasions (Mason & Au, 1990).  For example, one student might be skimming this text to see if it’s worth buying, whereas a practicing teacher might read it so that he or she will be able to develop strategies for teaching that can be implemented immediately in the classroom.  In these two cases, the goals of reading are different, and the psychological processing engaged in would be different as well (Bjorklund, 2004; Hall, 1989).

2.  Reading is strategic.  Like all goal-directed activities, reading requires the use of strategies, that is, behaviors that are intentional, effortful, and under conscious control (Berndt, 1996; Bjorklund, 2004; Elliott et al., 2000; Hall, 1989).  Paris and Jacobs (1984) identified three types of strategic behaviors that distinguish highly skilled from less skilled readers.

Evaluation strategies are used to decide where and how to find information in printed matter.  An example would be knowing that in most stories the first few sentences are especially important because they contain information about characters, settings, and motives.

Planning strategies are involved in deciding how a particular reading task should be approached.  An example would be deciding that in reading a newspaper story about a fire, one’s goal is only to determine the location of the fire and that this goal can be best met by quickly skimming the text.

Regulation strategies are used to keep track of whether the goal is being achieved, that is, whether one is constructing the meaning one wants.  An example would be deciding that you needed to go back and re-read a passage of this text to understand it well enough to derive a useful set of strategies for your classroom, and another would be deciding that you lacked the background needed to get any meaning out of the text at all.

3.  Reading involves making connections between the text-to-be-read and what is already known about the world.  Consider the following passage:  

McCain and Obama sparred repeatedly on the war in Iraq.  Their desire to win has led to a level of mud slinging seldom seen in Washington.

Imagine trying to understand this paragraph without knowing that McCain and Obama were vying for the presidency or that the terms “sparred” and “mud slinging” were political figures of speech and not to be taken literally.  Notice also that you inferred that “Washington” referred to the District of Columbia rather than the state.  Reading always requires interpretation of the text relative to what the reader already knows about the topic so that gaps can be filled in and inferences made (Elliott et al., 2000; Hall, 1989; Mason & Au, 1990).

4.  Reading involves knowledge of the literacy-based practices of the culture.  In the U.S., this includes knowing that a book with brightly colored drawings and a few words per page is likely to be at a child’s level and knowing that stories that begin “Once upon a time . . .” are likely to be fictional (Anderson & Wilson, 1986).

Strategies for the Classroom

But how can teachers help children become skilled readers?  How can they help their students to become goal directed, use strategies, make connections with what they already know, and become more knowledgeable about literacy practices?  Some answers are provided in the remainder of this section.  We begin again with examples from hypothetical classrooms.

Mr. Butera’s Preschool Classroom

Mr. Butera teaches a class of 3- to 4-year-olds in an early education program.  Literacy-related activities play a central role in Mr. Butera’s classroom.  Mr. Butera reads aloud to the class each morning and each afternoon.  He varies the nature of the books he reads so that the children get a mix of, for example, fiction and nonfiction.  In the excerpt below, Mr. Butera reads aloud from a book in the Clifford the Dog series for the A.M. reading time.

Mr. B.:  Today, we’re going to read this book. [holds up book for class to see]

Class:  Clifford!

Mr. B.:  The title of the book is, Clifford Goes Shopping.  [points to each word as he reads the title]  Say that with me.

Class:  Clifford goes shopping. [Mr. B. points to each word as the children say it.]

Mr. B.:  Do you think that this book is about when Clifford flew an airplane by himself?

Class:  No!

Mr. B.:  Do you think it’s about when Clifford grew bigger than a house?

Class:  No!

Mr. B.:  What do you think that it’s about?  What things are going to happen in the story?

Hannah:  Clifford is going to go the grocery store or the bookstore or something like that.

After a few more suggestions about the types of stores Clifford might visit during the course of the story, there is further consideration of the words on the cover of the book.

Mr. B.:  It says here that the author of this book is . . . and that the illustrator is . . .  Who knows what an author is?

Class: [silence]

Mr. B.:  Well, the author is the person who thinks of the story and writes the words that tell us the story.  Everyone say “author.”

At the end of the book, Mr. Butera asks the children whether the things in the book were real or pretend.  Most of the children indicated that the book was pretend because “dogs don’t know how to go shopping,” although several children point out grocery stores are real.

In the afternoon, Mr. Butera continues with the themes established during the morning read-aloud.  He provides a blank book and the children’s task is to draw one picture per page to make a story about Clifford the dog.  As the children work on their drawings, Mr. Butera spends time with each child, asking questions.  He asks them to think of a title for the book.  He also asks each child to explain why he or she selected the title and often encourages a more elaborate or informative title.  One child, for example, drew a story about Clifford building a rocket to the moon.  His title was simply “the moon.”  Mr. Butera prompted elaboration as follows:

Mr. B.:  That’s a good title but I was wondering if you might want to add more words. What’s the funniest picture in your book?

Miguel:  This one. [drawing of dog standing on the moon]

Mr. B.:  That is funny.  It would be funny to see a dog on the moon.  Why don’t you call it Clifford Goes to the Moon since that’s the funniest picture?

The day in Mr. Butera’s classroom ends with free play.  During this time many children opt to visit the pretend corner, which has been set up as a grocery store.  Other children select picture books from the reading corner, which today features a larger than usual number of books about dogs, including several books from the Clifford series.

Ms. Perkins’ Elementary Classroom
Our elementary school example comes from the first-grade classroom of Ms. Perkins.  The first thing a visitor to Ms. Perkins’ classroom notices is that books and print are everywhere.  Every object in the room has a card taped to it with its name printed on the card.  Some words are printed in upper-case letters, and others are printed in lower-case letters.  The children can see words such as WALL, door, desk, CHAIR, markers, scratch paper, tissues, and HAMSTER, the latter being taped to the animal’s cage, not the animal.  Each child’s name, printed by the child, also sits on his or her desk.  There is a large reading area that includes a bookshelf filled with books, organized into sections according to level of difficulty.  A smaller bookshelf contains books on the theme for the week, currently inventions and machines.  Children in the reading area can sit inside a tent or on the highly cushioned rug.  There is a writing center, which includes two small tables and stacks and stacks of papers and cans of pencils.  On each of the writing center tables is a class dictionary.  The dictionary was compiled by asking each child to come to class every Monday with a new word that their parents helped them to learn to spell.  The new words go into the dictionary.  The walls of Ms. Perkins’ room are decorated with posters depicting illustrations from books that the children have or will read during the year.

 
The students in Ms. Perkins’ class are constantly engaged in literacy activities.  During small-group time, groups of three to five students work together to build a simple machine.  They have before them the parts they need along with a set of written directions for assembling the machine.  In each group, Ms. Perkins has carefully included students varying in reading ability.  Today, Ms. Perkins has complicated the children’s task a bit by leaving out of the directions a critical step.  As she moves around the room, checking on the children’s progress she asks them to read the directions carefully to see if she’s told them everything.  One child points out that the instructions do not mention the blue wheel.  Ms. Perkins congratulates this student on being a good detective and she writes the missing step on the white board.  She then reminds the children of the importance of asking questions to clarify misunderstandings.

Later in the day, the students take turns at the writing center.  It’s time to write in their daily journal.  The task is to think about the activities of the day and to write down two things that they had done that day.  During this time, they are not to ask for help in spelling; instead, they are to work out the spelling as best they can.  Ms. Perkins always reminds them that their task is to write as much as they can remember and not to worry about whether the spelling is correct.  Each week, Ms. Perkins will sit down with each student and read his or her journal during which time they will work to figure out different ways of writing about the selected activities.  During this time, she will help the student find a better way of spelling a few selected words.  Ms. Perkins’ reason for correcting spelling always is “I didn’t quite understand what you meant here.  Let me show how I would spell it.”

Ms. Perkins also depends heavily on a number of language games that focus children’s attention on language and foster the development of word-analysis skills.  In one game, for example, she tells the children that, in keeping with the theme, she has invented some new machines.  These were actually drawings of two objects fused together, such as a chair and a bird, a car and a shoe, a house and a television.  The children are to write down names for the new objects.  The class then reads the names and votes on the best one for each invented object.  In another game, called “Being a Word Detective,” Ms. Perkins writes on the blackboard a list of sentences, each of which relates to the theme of the week (e.g., inventions).  Each sentence provides a clue to the identity of a person or object discussed earlier in the week.  In some cases, the sentences are complete (e.g., “I invented the light bulb”), whereas in other cases, they are missing a word that the student must fill in (e.g., “Machines cannot work without _______.”).  Later in the year, after the children are well practiced in the group version of the game, Ms. Perkins gives each of them their own list of sentences, which they complete independently by writing down the answer. 

In the next example, which depicts life in a middle school classroom, we see many of the same principles as in our previous examples.  We also see, however, that middle school students assume more responsibility for their own learning and that the emphasis on writing is greatly increased.

Mr. Olivera’s Middle School Class
This week Mr. Olivera’s sixth-grade class is discussing the topic of government.  Mr. Olivera has assigned the students a research project.  The students have just visited the city library, and each has checked out two books about the U.S. government.  Each student is to write a report that focuses on one of the three branches of government (i.e., the executive, legislative, and judicial).  One of the students asks a question that sets the stage for a discussion about reading the books that they have just checked out.

Madison:  These books are really long.  Do I have to read all of them?  I can’t put everything in my report.

Mr. O.:  Good point, Madison.  It’s probably a good idea to do some planning before you start to read the books.  How should we start?

Class:  Make a list of the important words!

Mr. O.:  That’s right.  You should make a list of the words that you think are important.  Like for people doing a report on the Executive Branch, they should put words like president, vice-president, cabinet, and electoral college on their list.  Why is it a good thing to make a list of important words?

Madison:  You can use the list to find the things you’re interested.

Mr. O.:  Right, you can look in the index, the table of contents, or even just look for those words page-by-page.  What else should we do to get ready?  What else should be a part of our plan?

Declan: Should we make a list of our questions?

Mr. O.:  Right!  We should make a list of the questions we need to answer in our report.  So, for the Executive Branch, what questions should we ask?

Class:  What does the president do?  Who can be president?

After the class has generated more questions about the Executive and other branches, Mr. Olivera turns to the issue of how to find the answers to the questions in the books.  The response of the class is “read the books.”  Mr. Olivera, however, probes deeper.

Mr. O.:  What about our list of important words?

Class:  Find those words in the books Mr. O.:  Right.  Find the chapters or the parts that have those words in them.  Then what?

Madison:  Skim.

Mr. O.:  Good, Madison.  Read the section quickly.  Skim.  Why should we skim?

Madison:  So we can figure out if it has the answers to our questions.  Then we read it carefully.

Mr. O.:  Right.  First skim to see if it’s relevant.  If it’s not relevant, then you don’t have to read it.  That will save you time.  But if it’s relevant, then read it again very carefully.

We also see Mr. Olivera’s emphasis on instructing his students in how to read in his use of “book groups.”  The students are organized into groups of four or five, and each week the group spends one class period discussing a book that they read.  Each group includes students who vary in reading ability.  Mr. Olivera also is careful to form groups that seem to work well together in terms of social skills and personal styles.  Each group is given a book of fiction from the class library.  The students take turns being leader of the discussion group.  The discussion leader’s job is to begin by resolving any misunderstandings.  The leader then moves to a standard set of questions about the plot and characters of the story, including “Who is the story about?”, “What is that person like?”, “Who are the other people in the story?”, “What is the most important thing that happens to the main character?”  The group then moves to a discussion of “personal” questions.  These questions, which must be prepared by the leader in advance, are designed to get the students to relate the events of the book to their own lives.  After reading a book about betraying a friend’s trust, for example, the discussion leader asked “What would you do if your best friend did that?”

Importantly, Mr. Olivera did not simply send the discussion groups off on their own.  Instead, he prepared them gradually.  During the first two months of the school year, Mr. Olivera served as leader for book discussions involving the entire class.  The next month, he still led the discussion but he frequently called on students to take the role of leader for a question or two.  Even now that the groups are operating “independently,” Mr. Olivera still moves from group to group suggesting other questions that the leaders might ask.  He also occasionally assumes the role of group leader if the discussion seems to have stalled.  He also congratulates group leaders when they ask particularly creative personal questions and offers his assessment of why those questions were insightful.

Strategies for the Classroom
The preceding examples illustrate several strategies for facilitating the acquisition of skilled reading.

1.  Integrate literacy activities into meaningful tasks. It is not enough to give someone a tool, you must show them how to use it to achieve their goals.  In the case of reading, this means showing students how to construct meaning from print.  For example,  Mr. Butera, our preschool teacher, did not simply read the title of the Clifford the Dog book to his class, he showed them how to use the title to set up expectations about the book’s meaning.  He followed this with individualized instruction in the utility of titles.  Ms. Perkins fostered the development of word-analysis skills in meaningful, goal-directed ways.  So rather than simply asking students to segment compound words, she had them create their own within the context of a game, the goal of which was to find the best name for some interesting looking compound-object inventions.  Notice that these teachers did not ask their students to complete worksheet after worksheet in which they copied letters or words, searched for a particular letter on a page, underlined all the words with a “c,” or circled the word that did not “belong.”  Although the decoding, or word-analysis, skills that such worksheets are designed to develop are important, the goal of these tasks often is not apparent to students, and certainly is not one of constructing meaning from text (Paris, Lipson & Wixson, 1983).  


2.  Teach students to set appropriate goals for reading and develop plans for achieving those goals.  This strategy was nicely illustrated in Mr. Olivera’s response to the student’s complaint that there was too much information in the text-to-be-read.  Mr. Olivera encouraged his students to develop a set of questions that they hoped to answer in their written reports.  In this interaction, Mr. Olivera conveyed the idea that multiple meanings can be constructed for any passage of text, and that one’s approach to reading should be guided by one’s goals (i.e., the nature of the meanings to be constructed and the uses to which those meanings will be put).

3.  Develop strategies for reading.  We saw this strategy implemented in all of our hypothetical classrooms.  Mr. Butera, for example, was fostering the development of evaluation strategies (Paris & Jacobs, 1984) when he instructed his preschoolers in the importance of a book’s title as a clue to the meaning of the text, as well as when he told them about the link between the illustrations and the meaning of the printed words.  Mr. Olivera, the middle school teacher, targeted planning strategies (Paris & Jacobs, 1984) when he encouraged his students to write a list of the questions that they hoped to answer and use a combination of scanning and more careful reading to find answers to those questions.  And the elementary school teacher, Ms. Perkins, used the metaphor of “being a detective” in several activities to foster regulation strategies (Paris & Jacobs, 1984).

4.  Help students go beyond the information given to make connections between what they read and what they already know.  Again, we saw many examples of this strategy in action in our classrooms.  In his preschool class, Mr. Butera ensured that the day’s activities were all connected.  Students heard a story about Clifford the dog at the grocery store, they created their own Clifford books, and they either looked at other books about Clifford or played in a pretend grocery store.  For these preschoolers, the story that Mr. Butera read and the accompanying literacy lessons could be interpreted against a rich network of knowledge about the story’s character, setting, and events.  In Ms. Perkins’ class, the activities for the week revolved around the theme of inventions.  This ensured that the children had the topical knowledge needed to understand the assigned readings.  Ms. Perkins also had the children solve word problems, such as filling in the missing word in a sentence, which afforded practice in connecting the text-to-be-read to what they already knew about the topic and connecting words to their sentence contexts.

5.  Share the literacy practices of our culture.  Implementation of this strategy is particularly important for young children entering school because many of them may lack basic knowledge about books and reading, such as we read from left to right and from top to bottom and words are separated by spaces.  The description of Mr. Butera’s preschool classroom provided many examples of this strategy.  Mr. Butera, for example, pointed to each word in the title of the book as he read it thereby helping children to learn about the left-to-right nature of reading and the correspondence between spoken words and physically separated collections of visual symbols.  He also engaged the children in a dialogue about what authors and illustrators do, and in whether the story they had just read was real or pretend.  It is important here to point out that there may be cultural differences in literacy practices for children attending the same school and teachers should be aware of these.  Instruction should seek to supplement rather than replace the literacy practices of the child’s native culture (Soto, 1991).

6.  Help children develop the decoding and other word-analysis skills they need to construct meaning for text.  Beginning readers struggle with what we skilled readers do automatically, namely, recognize the word that corresponds to a sequence of letters on the page (Hall, 1989).  Instruction targeting such decoding skills should involve goal-directed, meaningful activities rather than simply a worksheet approach.  So, for example, Ms. Perkins encouraged children to focus on meaning rather than the accuracy of their spelling when writing in their journals.  She did correct their spelling, but always with the stated aim of helping them express their meaning more successfully.

7.  Work within each student’s zone of proximal development.  Teachers must begin by tightly structuring and controlling literacy activities to ensure that students achieve.  As students become more skilled readers, the teacher should require that they assume ever increasing responsibility for those activities.  An example is provided by Mr. Olivera’s use of book groups with discussion leaders.  Initially, Mr. Olivera served as group leader.  During this time, he established the goals and expectations for the book groups and modeled those behaviors (e.g., questioning strategies) that would help the group achieve its goals.  Eventually, the students served as discussion leader for the entire session, albeit under the watchful eye of Mr. Olivera.  (See Chapter 1 for additional examples of this strategy.)  

8.  Set up numerous opportunities for practicing reading and other literacy skills.  The school day should be filled with opportunities to engage in reading and writing.  Our three teachers integrated reading and writing into many activities, and we saw in Ms. Perkins’ classroom how the physical environment can be engineered to engage students in reading.  Her classroom included everything from metaphors about reading strategies (e.g., “Be a word detective”) to labels on the furniture.  Research has shown that successful readers are those who read often (Beck & McKeown, 1986).

SUMMARY
In this chapter, we focused on language, one of the primary mental tools that connects the human mind to the world.  Language is both the target and the medium of instruction in classrooms from the preschool level to high school and beyond.  We briefly reviewed three topics in the study of language: the development of a spoken first language, or native language; the development of a second language in ELL children; and the development of reading.  For each of these topics, we identified goals for the classroom.  These included developing metalinguistic awareness and decontextualized skills in the area of spoken language, supplementing and respecting rather than replacing and devaluing the ELL student’s native language; and fostering goal-directed strategic approaches to the construction of meaning from printed language.

We developed strategies for achieving these goals in the classroom.  We also described several hypothetical classrooms that demonstrated in very concrete terms how these strategies could be implemented.  The theme connecting all the strategies is that language is not an end in itself; rather, language is learned so that it can be used to interact with, and learn from, the world.  Together the strategies described answer the question: How can I promote the development of language and literacy in my students?
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