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Settings for Change

Literacy for English Learners
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Literacy for English Learners
• Everything we know from reading science—and have yet to
learn—applies to English learners; but it’s a bit more
complicated. (Ok, maybe more than just a bit.)

Settings for Change
• How do we get what we know (while acknowledging what
we don’t) into the hands, hearts, and heads of educators
tasked with making needed changes?
• My hypothesis: Change requires creating settings in schools
that are stable, focused, and consistently driven by student
outcomes.
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“Reading science” (SOR) findings in brief
ØThe foundation of literacy is “mapping speech to print,” which (in an
alphabetic system) requires phonemic/phonological awareness, lettersound knowledge, and using the alphabetic principle to recognize words
fluently; often referred to as “phonics” or “decoding.” (Source: brain
studies and classroom studies)
Ø The incidence of early reading failure would be significantly reduced if
teachers and curricula made foundational skills instruction a top
priority. (Source: Torgesen, 2004 American Educator article) We need to
de-clutter early reading instruction.
Ø To prevent reading failure after ~2rd grade, much more is required—
e.g., language, knowledge, experience. (Source: Torgesen, 2004
American Educator article)
Ø Language, knowledge, and experience must be addressed from K (or
earlier!) but built up orally until reading fluency is adequate. (Source:
My inference)
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Imagine 2 paths that begin as distinct …

But must converge to get to the destination

What’s the destination?
Literacy!
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The “house of literacy”
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What are the pathways to

Fluency
Foundational Skills (“code focus”)
Phonological Awareness
Letters and Sounds
“Phonics” & “Decoding”
(“Encoding” for writing)

Communication (“meaning focus”)
Language
Knowledge
Experience
Comprehension

Remember this?

Fluency

Fluency enables and reflects comprehension.
It’s the ‘bridge’ to reading comprehension.

For English Learners … everything we know from
reading science applies to English learners. But it’s more
complicated.
But first….
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A word (or 2) about bilingual education
• The single most controversial issue in EL education
• Bilingual education is desirable for many reasons
• The vast majority of ELs don’t have the benefit
• Reality on the ground: Most ELs must become
literate in a language they are simultaneously
learning to speak and understand
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Learning to read in a language you are learning is basically the
same as learning to read in a language you know.
They involve similar “networks of brain activation”*

* Journal of Neurolinguistics 2019
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Learners who know the language…

“… rely on a large network of brain regions, as they try to
bind orthography [the spelling system] to an alreadypresent knowledge of phonology [sounds of the language]
and semantics [meaning carried by language].”
* Journal of Neurolinguistics 2019
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In contrast, language learners …

“… require additional supporting brain regions during
learning” because they have no, or limited, “alreadypresent knowledge of phonology and semantics.”
* Journal of Neurolinguistics 2019
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An effective small-group intervention with ELs
began with effective intervention for English monolingual
struggling readers*
• Goal: Fluent meaningful reading
• Direct instruction approach
• Phonemic awareness, letter
knowledge, word recognition, text
fluency, comprehension strategies
• Activities include: writing letters,
sounding out and reading words,
dictation spelling, reading and rereading decodable text, using
comprehension strategies.
* See end of ppt deck for reference.
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Then added ….
Language supports comprising 38 activities/lesson, e.g.:
• Clarify words, content with
visuals, gestures, expressions
• Words in the directions defined
(e.g., trace, copy)
• 2-3 key vocabulary words/day
highlighted and illustrated
• Instruction in English language
use; student responses
• Teachers guided students’ story
retelling and discussion
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“One purpose was to develop oral language by
encouraging students to talk about the books and by
explaining the meanings of new vocabulary words.
These words were written in students’ personal
books, and the meanings were reviewed each time
the book was read. … Students were encouraged to
decode unknown words by relying on their letter–
sound knowledge and then cross-checking with
meaning and pictures to confirm the identities of
the words.”* (Ehri et al., 2007, p. 424)

* See end of ppt deck for reference.
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Four middle school studies reported
similar interventions*
Base program had elements of generally effective instruction, e.g.:
• well-structured, planned, and delivered curriculum;
• intense, ongoing teacher training
• explicit instruction
• challenging grade-level material
• corresponding academic vocabulary.
PLUS support strategies (aka sheltered or integrated instruction), e.g.,
• videos
• graphic organizers
• paired and group work
• interactive scaffolded discussions.
* See end of ppt deck for references.
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HOWEVER….
While the interventions significantly boosted achievement for both ELs
and nonELs, the gap between them was not closed.
ELs were behind nonELs at the start of the study, and just as behind at
the end.
MY INFERENCE: There was insufficient attention paid to promoting
language development more broadly and comprehensively.* There
could be other factors too, e.g., insufficient reading fluency.

* See Goldenberg, 2020, end of ppt deck for reference.
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Literacy instruction for English Learners … Same
as for all, but different and more

Ø Foundational skills are foundational; more (language, knowledge,
experience) is needed for continued reading success. (Source: brain
and classroom studies reviewed in 2020 RRQ article)
Ø Phonics instruction is not enough for ELs. But it’s still foundational.
(Source: Same as above)
Ø In beginning literacy, ELs need language comprehension support so
that they understand the words and text they are learning to read as
they use foundational skills to read them (Source: Vaughn et al, 2006,
and Ehri et al, 2007)
Ø As they progress, ELs need more language comprehension support
because the material they read gets progressively (exponentially!)
more challenging and complex (My inference)

23

Some conclusions about “reading science” for
ELs
• There is a relatively strong research base at
beginning and early reading stages.
• The research has some big gaps at intermediate and
more advanced stages.
• But we should use what we know as we work to
expand our knowledge base.
• In the meantime, how do we implement what we
know (or have good evidence for) and push ahead,
even where evidence is lacking?
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Settings for Change
• How do we get what we know (while acknowledging
what we don’t) into the hands, hearts, and heads of
educators tasked with making needed changes?
BRIEF BREAK?
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__:__
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Settings for Change
• How do we get what we know (while acknowledging
what we don’t) into the hands, hearts, and heads of
educators tasked with making needed changes?
• My hypothesis:
Successful change requires settings in schools that are
stable, focused, coherent across the school, and
consistently driven by student outcomes.
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Settings …
• when 2 or more individuals come together to accomplish
something (not necessarily the same thing!)
• can be small and relatively simple (e.g., a date) or large and
extremely complex (e.g., a revolution)
• are schools (i.e., schools are settings)
• are within schools (faculty meetings; grade level meetings,
classrooms, reading groups, SSTs, PLCs, data teams, parent
conferences, lunch in the faculty room, etc. etc. etc.)
My hypothesis: Successful change requires settings in schools
that are stable, focused, coherent across the school, and
consistently driven by student outcomes.
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Some comments from Wednesday participants
(no names!!)
• There’s been some pushback
• We use the “just try it” method; it works if they’ll just try
• Some people are digging in their heels
• It’s unclear what SOR actually means; a lot of misinformation
• We need to clarify what we mean and what we’re talking about
• We use shared leadership (“trusted teachers”), professional
conversations, looking at the research, best practices
• Need to get people on the same page
• Identify the levers for change, e.g., the network of SSTs
• The pressure is there when everyone’s doing it, and students improve
• Help people see themselves in the conversation; find a way in
• Engage in conversations… Listen, support, challenge, build trust
• I didn’t buy in because the presentation was horrendous
• We talk data over lunch
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The Boldness of Reading First*
•

•

Federal government’s attempt to make “scientifically based
reading research” (SBRR) national
• $1 billion per year optional federal grant program beginning in 2002, as
part of No Child Left Behind
• Almost all states opted in and adopted required reading policies
• Goal: Increase reading proficiency through instruction aligned with “The 5 pillars”
from National Reading Panel: phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary,
comprehension
• Professional development, coaching, curriculum, assessments
• States write plan → Fed grants to states → Districts: “Only programs founded on
scientifically based reading research are eligible for funding through Reading First.”
Bold and ambitious, but….
* See Goldberg & Goldenberg, in press 2022, in the chat box

Assumptions

Reality

General Assumptions During Planning

Reality in Many Situations

• People will do the right thing if

•

Communications insufficient to secure
expectations of what was the right thing.

• Implementation is a matter of clear

•

Support for teachers insufficient for
effective implementation.

• If teachers are given the knowledge,

•

Teachers didn’t understand the shift in
knowledge that was needed or why it
was needed.

•

Teachers assumed their practices already
represented relevant research.

•

Administrators, coaches, and teachers
exhibited compliance behavior when
they heard… "It’s the policy."

expectations are made clear.

expectations and monitoring.

they will know what to do with it.

• The NRP report identifies scientific

research that will drive classroom
instruction.

• Administrators, coaches, and

teachers understand what needs to
change and why.

In the words of one Reading First director:
“So when teachers say, ‘Why would I have to do
professional development?’ or ‘Why do I have to
do this?’ Well, then, you know, I can say, it’s in
policy and point them right to it.”
Reading First Support

Mixed Results, Uncertain Conclusions
•

According to national RF evaluation, lots of PD but
•
•
•

•

Uneven effects on instruction
Weak effects on decoding
Nil effects on comprehension

In some state and district reports, some effects on
•
•
•

Decoding and/or
Comprehension
But depending on the district, state, and grade level

Not consistent
• Not possible to draw general conclusions
• 75% of teachers still use “balanced literacy”
•

(Ed Week, 2020)

Striving for Excellence
“We know that an
organization is excellent
when people do the right
thing, even when nobody is
watching over their
shoulder.”
-

Hayagreeva “Huggy” Rao,
Stanford Business

Here’s where settings come in, where you
• Use shared leadership (“trusted teachers”), professional
conversations, looking at the research, best practices.
• Engage in conversations: Listen, support, challenge, build
trust
• Identify levers for change, e.g., SSTs, faculty and grade level
meetings, PLCs
• Coordinate and build coherence across all settings
• Help people see themselves in the conversation
• Use the “just try it” method; provide assistance as needed
• Make visible and tangible when students improve
• Provide support, build commitment, maintain accountability
• Talk data over lunch
• Clarify what the research means: What are we talking about?
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A high-functioning setting
• Kindergarten grade level meeting at mid-year
• Other grades and other settings also here:
https://claudeg.people.stanford.edu/video/getting-results

• Segment 1: Looking at indicators of all K students’
performance, comparing beginning- to mid-year writing
assessments; 4-pt teacher-developed rubric (end @ 1:04: “that’s
the key thing we want to think about so we can move them up….”).
• Segment 2: Analyzing learning trends: Progress so far what’s
needed now (end @ 1:47: “we’re moving in the right direction, but
we’re not there yet…”)

• Segment 3: Teachers talk about how it happened.
(NOTE: “AALT process” AALT = Academic Achievement Leadership Team, a
setting created at the school with reps from each grade level + admins to
chart out improvement efforts, specify learning goals for each grade,
determine assessments, and provide support for grade level team leaders.)
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Successful change requires settings in
schools that are stable, focused,
coherent across the school, and
consistently driven by student outcomes.
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Thank you!

