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CHAPTER 7

Reading and Literature
Instruction for English
Language Learners

In this chapter we discuss the reading process, compare first and
second language reading, and provide suggestions for promoting
second language reading through a variety of contexis and stratcgies
cmphasizing the usc of multicultural literamre. The following questions
are discussed:

1. What does research tell us about students reading in 2 second
lnguage

2. Which contexts and soraiegies can best assist second language
readers?

3. What are the characteristics of beginning and intermediate-level
second language readers?

4. How is second language reading assessed?

When Susan Jacobs was absent with the flu for a few days, her students complained
about the substinmie “She didn't know any of the rules ™ one child said =She made
me clean up the sinks, and it was Juan's turn,” said Julia. Others complained loudly,
=She didn't know anything!"!” Susan asked the students what they thought should
be done about the simation. The children told her not 1o be absent. Enowing she
couldn't guarantee that, she asked her students for suggestions 1o improve things if
she should be absent again.

Glad to have been asked, the smdents eagerly suggested that the substitute
needed guidelines about how the classroom functioned, and, since they knew the
rules, they could write a substitute handbook. One group decided to take charge of
the guidelines for cleaning the room. Another group said they would make a list of
some of the general rules of behavior. *“We have to talk 'bout mailboxes on our desks
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e terpretation does not make sensc, they may go back and read again.
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and that it’s OK 10 pass notes except when something’s going on. But no airmail
ters!!!” said Tina.

Thus charged, the children spent rwo weeks developing and refining
book, complete with classroom charts to make it easier for the substitute 1o kn
procedures, rales, and smdent roles. Each group wrote onc pan of the han
revised it. and gave it to other groups for further clarification and revision.
an editorial team cdited the handbook and published it using 2 computer. The
S-ﬂnﬂmaﬂshehadmdomcntnum:shtwﬁmunﬂxm

Hﬂl_ﬂcﬂ!ﬁ'ﬂppcmdﬁlﬂ}'mlhﬂ}w the students learned the cla
rules at a déeper level Susan also allowed them to negotiste new rules that
thoughr would make the dassroom work better. These new rules, added to the
book, were to be followed by everyone, including Susan. Through the activity, chil
dren received validation for their own views on classroom management, learned th
system more clearly, and became involved in a2 meaningful literacy event. Susan de
cided she would negotiate rules and create a substitute handbook with classes in th
: Youﬂﬂrwnuiu'whywemnachﬁpterunrmlﬁng-wﬁilmmmpknf"'
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pmmfwusﬂ:smut,fmmmplc they became readers. When they shared
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WHAT e i s s ApouT mADING
IN A SECOND LANGUAGE?

Dverthepas:d:cade researchers have looked at how people process print when
reading in English as a second language (Grabe. 1991 Carrell, Devine. & Eskey, 1988;
Goodman & Goodman, 1978; Hudelson, 1981). They consisicntly find that the
~process is essentially the same whether reading English as the first or second an- -
~ guage. In other words, both first and second language readers look at the page and
the print and use their knowledge of sound/symbol relationships, word order, gram-
mar, and mecamng 1o predict and confirm meaning. The nguistic systems involved
. in reading are commonly referred 1o as graphophonics (sound/symbol correspon-
-~ dences), syntax (word order), and semantics (meaning). In the process, readers use
~ their background knowledge about the text’s lopic and structure along with their
 linguistic knowledge and reading strategics 10 arrive at an interpretation. If their in-
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Once ppon 2 time. long age and far away, there fved a gentle queen. | was the deepest and
darkest 1. weniers, and every day the gentle queen would spend 2. h

. afemnoons siming with her needlework at the only window in the 3. . The castie

window itsell was framed in biackes! ebony, £ anyone retsing below could gaze

. upon the beautfuigueen. 5. 2s a picture, as she quietly workad at her 6. em

- One day, as she sal sewing, she pricked her finger 7. her needie, and

1o rich, red Grops of biood &. upon the glistening snow Delow. Al the Sight of the
~ red blood upon the 9. snow, the gentle queen whispered: "0h, how | wish 10.

a baby dauvghier with hair as biack as ebony, 11. as red as blood and
skin as white as snow.” And 50 it came 12. pass that the queen gave birth to such a
13, , whom she called Snow White.

Angwers: 1. of; 2. -er; 3. sunlighl; 4. and; 5. pretty; 6. -broidery; 7. with; 8. fell; 9. white; 10. for; 11.
lips: 12. to; 13. child

FIGURE 7.1 Passage with Some Words Missing

don’t recognize. In some cases, we provided an initial letwer or two as graphophonic
cues. Were you abie 10 fill in all the blanks? What kinds of clues did vou vse 10 help
you create a meaningful whole? Even though this passage was not titled, the very first
lines provided an imporant cluc: “Once upon a time”™ signals the fairy wmie genre As
vou read on, yvou needed 1o predict words for cach blank that fit grammatically and
made scnsc. In order to do so, you used yvour intemnalized knowledge of the synmax
and scmantics of English. Your implicit linguistic knowledge allowed vou 10 make two
essential judgments: Does it sound right, and does it make sense? In this way, you grad
ually created a tentative envisionment of the story. A slightly different approach would
have been to skim over the passage first to get a general idea of what it was about and
then fill in the blanks. If you wok this approach, you probably noticed that the story
was “Snow White.” This information would have facilitated the task because you would
have activated your background knowledge about this familiar tale. Even so, vou would
still make use of your knowledge of the graphophonics. syntax, and semantics of
English to predict and confirm specific words to put in the blanks.

Second Langnage Readers

A reader who speaks English as 2 second language uses essentially the same process
that you did 1o read the passage Yer the task is apt to be more difficult. Why? As
you have probably predicted by now, the process may be the same, but the resources
that first and second language readers bring 10 bear are different. The two most im-
ponant differences are second language proficiency and background knowledge per-
tinent to the texi being read. Take another look at the Snow White passage and con-
sider it from the point of view of an LEP siudent. Limitations in language proficiency
will generally make it more difficult for a second language student to fill in the blanks,
For example, you probably had no difficulty filling in the or ber before afternoons
in the second sentence. However, predicting words such as a, the, in, and on is of
ten difficult for students who are siill learning English. Formulaic expressions such
as "Once upon a time™ and “pretty as a picture™ may be unfamiliar and thuos difficul
to interpret fully. Thus, limitations in second language proficiency affect second lan-
guage reading comprehension, causing it to be slower and more arduous.
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English Language Learners
and Background Knowledge

Although second language proficiency affects reading comprehension, another pow-
erful factor in the equation is the reader’s prior knowledge of the topic of a passage
or text. In the Snow White example, vou probably knew the story. This knowledge
made it easier for you 1o fill in the blanks. Fairy wmies such as “Snow White™ also fol-
low a particular narrative siructure, beginning with the formulaic opening *Once
upon a time,” moving through a predictable plot sequence, and ending with “They
lived happily ever afier.” Thus, your experience with fairy rales provides you with
background knowledge not only about the content of pamicnlar stories but about
common narrative forms and plot sequences. This background knowledge facilitares
comprchension of written stories by helping you predict where the story is leading.
To the extent that second language readers are less familiar with the topic and struc-
mre of a pamicular rext, their comprehension task will be more or less difficult
(Carrell & Esterhold, 1988). By providing reading material on content fGamiliar to
vour students, vou can offset reading comprehension difficulties stemming from hm-
ited second language proficiency.

English leamners may thus experience reading difficulties related to limited sec-
ond language proficiency and background knowiledge that does not march the topic

Providing students with the opportunity 1o read in their primary tanguage helps boost
suctess in second language reading.
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of a particular text. However, English lcarners who know how to read in their first
language bring sophisticared hieracy knowledge 10 the task of second language read-
ing. They know that print represents a systematic code and carries meaning. If the
student’s home language uses a writing system similar 10 the English alphaber, the
transfer from the home language 1o English reading is fairly straightforward (Odlin,
1989). Students still need practice in English reading, bur they have a substantial
head start over students who are preliterate or who must learn the English alphabet
from scratch,

Reading Processes of Proficient Readers

Leaming 1o read involves gradually developing the abiliry 1o recognize words almost
instantly. Good readers become 0 automatic in word recognition thar they con-
centrate on meaning and are rarcly aware that they are anending to almost every let-
ter they sec (Adams & Brock. 1995). Try reading the passage below, observing vour
own process as vou go along, to see if you can identify elements of the reading
process we have been discussing (Buswell, 1922),

The boys' arrows were nearly gone so they sat down on the grass and stopped hune-
ing. Over at the edge of the wood they saw Henry making a bow to a small gir
who was coming down the road. She had tears in her dress and also tears in her
cycs. She gave Henry a note which he brought over to the group of young hunters.
Read o the boys, it caned great excitement. After a minure but rapid examination
of their weapons. they ran down to the valley. Docs were standing at the edge of
the ke making an cxcellent targer. (p. 22)

How aware were you that you were scanning the letters and words 2s vou read?
Rescarch on eye movement shows that good readers anend 1o almost every word
on a page almost withowt realizing it; moreover. they also amtend to almost every Jet-
ter (Zola, 1984; Rayner & Pollatsek, 1989). You probably perceived the words in this
passage quickly and somewhat unconsciously, except for certain tricky words that
created problems in meaning. You may also have noticed that the word caused was
misspelled as caued; we misspelled it intentionally to illustrate that when a letter is
missing, your reading fluency can be slowed, because the information in almost every
letter is important to you as a good reader (Bertera & Ravner, 1979).

Because this is a passage thar plays tricks with a reader’s normal expectations
of 2 tcxt, we anticipate thai you will have problems with cerain words or phrases.
You probably misread bow. We suggest that you did this because your experience
with print has 1old you 1o use your background knowledge to predict whar will come
ncxt. Because the text uses words such as bunting and arrows, your hunting schema
or background knowledge has been activated, leading you to choose bow (rhyming
with s0) instead of bow (rhyming with cow). We also predict that vou mispronounced
the word tear. Your knowledge of symax told you that the word should be pro-
nounced lfear, as in teardrop. English meaning is based largely on syniax or word
order, leading to the difference in meaning, for example, between a Venetian blind
and a blind Venetian. In some languages, such as Latin or Turkish, word order is
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not 50 important. When you came 1o the phrase Read fo the boys vou had a 50 per
cent chance of geniing it right, but may have pronounced it read (as in reed) insteail
of read (as in red). We also suspect you may have mispronounced the word minul
in After @ minute but because you are more familiar with the common phrase ar
ter a minuie (as in 60 minutes). Finally, we guess that you hesitated but pronounce:d
Does properly even though you've repeatedly seen the word at the beginning of
sentence pronounced as does (rhyming with was). No doubt vou got this one righi
because vou started adapting to the trickiness of the text and read more slowly and
carcfully.

The miscucs or deviations from the print you made with the text further illus
trate the need for readers to use linguistic and background knowledge while inter-
acting with print 1o make the best prediction possible about what they are reading.
This aspect of background knowledge is particularly important when thinking of sec-
ond language reading because of the different background knowledge that second
language readers may bring 10 a text.

The learning contexts and strategies we suggest for second language readers in
this chapter are those in which students are hearing, reading, sharing. and responding
to high-quality literature. Just as collaborative work and sharing play an mporant
role in second language writing development, so also do they play a crucial role in
second language reading development. These learning contexts will include the
whole class listening 10 and reading fine literature, small groups of students re-
sponding to storics they read, pairs of students reading to cach other, and individ
mal students reading on their own. Just as process writing helps create 2 commumity
of writers, shared rcading experiences will further develop vour students into a com-
munity of readers and writers.

We think of the ideal reader as an independent reader—one who responds to
literarure individually and sharcs responses with others, listens 10 other viewpoints
and adjusts interpretations, and uses information in a Hterary text to support inter-
pretations, but remains open to the interpretations of others. An ideal environment
for this kind of responder gives students opportunities to work in collaborative
groups. To provide such an environment, we offer scveral tvpes of response groups
that you may wish 1o uy in your classroom.

WORKING IN LITERATURE RESPONSE GROUPS

Literamure response groups or literature circles are analogous 10 wriling response
groups. The main difference is that, in literature response groups, students discuss
the work of published authors, whereas in writing response groups they discuss the
work of their peers. Literature response groups consist of three to six students who
have read 2 piece of litcrature and arc ready 1o discuss it 1ogcther. Just as we roc-
ommend that you model how 1o work in wriling response groups, we recommend
that you model response to literature before asking students to respond in groups.
But however you decide o work with your own students, you can be assured that
English leamers can be very active pamicipants in Iteratore response groups
(Samway, Whang, Cade, Gamil, Lubandina, & Phomachanh, 1991; Urzia, 1992).
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If you have modeled response to writing already, you can easily make the tran-
sition 1o reading response groups because the two are 3o similar. You may wish o
remind students o respond o the content of the literature (ie., to the problems
taced by characvers and sinuations in 2 narrative). They need to be flexible in their
interpretations and tolerant of differing views. For example. they may find that there
are scveral valid ways 10 interpret what motivates a character 1o act in a partcular
way.

At first, some teachers provide groups with response sheets to scaffold their ini-
tial response Lo literature. These sheets provide the students with model questions
they may ask of any storv. Moreover, the sheets help them begin to develop their
own questions. Other teachers ask students to make up their own response sheets
based on a story that the children are reading and share that sheet as a pant of their
own literature 2ctivity. One model response sheet developed by teachers is provided
in Figure 7.2. It is meant to guide students’ response and (o prepare them for more
indcpendent interpretations of the litérature they read.

The response sheet includes the following directions:

This response sheet is recommended for self-paced reading scheduled by
students working in literamure response groups. Expectations for vour
responses have been set by your class and teacher. Be ready 1o accept and
respect the opinions of others in your group. You may expect the same from
them with regard to your views. Your job is to help one anoither undersiand
the story you are reading and 1o share your own views of the story.
Remenber, there is no one single interprelation q,i'" &y story you are
reading; in fact, there will usually be many different views of stories. You

FIGURE 7.2 Model Genenc Response Sheet

1. H you did {or cidn) Bke the book, was There one evenl. characier, or aspect ¢f the book that
caused this reaction? What? Why?

2. Do your response group members share & common reaclion to the book? What reactions ane
the same? What are different?

A, Il you were faced with the same problems as the person in the book, would you have

responded in a similar manner as the character, or differently? Why?

How was the main characier fecing when we first met him or her? Have you ever feill ke the

characier?

. How do you feel about the ways the main character behaves with ofher characters?

Did any of the charsciers remind you of anyons you have known? Yourssl7?

Do you think the suthor was trymg 1o teach us something? if so, what?

Would you change the ending of the book? If so0. how?

. Which character would you fike to have met? What would you want to say or do when you met

the character?

10. Did your feslings change toward the character(s) as the story pregressed? What made your
feelings change?

11. M you could step incide the book and be part of the story, where would you entér? Who would
you be? What would you do? How would these things change the siony?

12. What things would be different in this story # @ took place in a different penod of Bme or &
different piace?

=3
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may begin vour discussion with the questions listed on this sheetr. bur feel
iree w0 develop your own questions as your discussion proceeds.

Steps That Prepare Students to Work
in Response Groups

Some of the steps 1eachers take in preparing siudents to work efficiently in responsc
groups arc as follows:

1. They read good literature to students daily and ask for individual responscs
informally.

2. They share with students their own responses to characters” dilemmas.

3. They help students connect the characters and situations 1o decisions and
circumstances in their own hves.

4. They encourage different views of the literature, including views that differ
from their own.

5. They share their enjovment of stories and literary language.

6. They emphasize personal response to literature over theorctical literary analy-
Sis.

7. They tcach students vocabulary to talk about hiteranare.

8. They may provide sadents with a model response sheet 1o assist them at
first.

After vour studemts have discussed a story in thelr response group, you may in-
vite them to cxiend their interpretations through dramatization, reader’s theater,
lustration, or some other re-creation such as those in the list that follows, For cxam-
ple, Mary Donal sets up literature centers with materials for carrving out literature
extension activities, including art materials for illustration, props for dramatization,
pencils and colored markers for writing. and idea cards for further responses o par-
ticular storics. Her smdents sign up for the centers at the beginning of the day. She
wants all of her students eventually 10 1ry a variety of response extensions, incloding
reader’s theater, rewriting stories, and dramatization, instead of illusirating the story
every time. By providing centers, she guides her students while giving them choices.

When students begin to work independently with literature, they can choose
from the following list to respond to it. Addirionally, they may respoand to the liter-
ature in their response journals, perhaps using the same questions they used in group
work to focus their reading. By providing smdents with tools to respond 1o litera-
ture, we motivaie them to read on their own.

Ways lo Exiend Response 1o Literalure

Reader's theater Improvisational signing
Mustrations Response groups
Response shects Journals

Storyielling Creating Big Books

Story maps Developing time lines
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Puppet shows Rebus books

Egyptian hieroglyphs Board games

Animated films Collages

Making dioramas Mobiles

Creating songs Posters

Murals Mock cour trials

Book jackets Dressing up as a character
Creating a radio script Creating a video

How Response to Lilerature Assists
English Language Learners

Literature response, whether involving the whole class, small groups, pairs, or indi-
viduals, offers English language leamers the opportunity o enjoy good literature.
The groups are informal. and there are many chances for students to help each other
negotiate the meaning of stories. As story discussion becomes routine, English leamn-
crs will become familar with wavs of ralking about Literature, as will their first lan-
guage counterparts. The oral discussions thus provide opporunities for compre-
hensible input (Krashen & Terrell. 1983) and negotiation of story meaning through
social interaction. In many ways. first and sccond language learners are on an egual
footing in that they may all be new to the ways of responding to literature promoted
in Hlerature response groups.

Being able to read hteramre well enough to discuss it in groups. however, re-
quires the development of both reading ability and knowledge of how 1o talk about
it in terms of character, plot development, and so forth. You may wish to rescarch
inermediate and advanced students’ capabilities in terms of response groups and
the strategies that may assist them in working together. In the next sections, we dis-
cuss strategies for helping students move ahead in reading ability while developing
their sense of literary clements.

DEVELOPMENTAL PHASES IN SECOND
LANGUAGE READING

We view the developmental phases of second language readers as a continuum, and
a fuzzy one at thar. Thus, we don't sec identifiable discrete stages. with crystal-clear
categorization. In our expericnce, real students defy categorization. However, for
the purposes of discussion, we offer two general categorics to guide vour teaching
decisions initially: beginning and intermediate second language readers. For each car-
cgory, we provide some general descriptions of leamners ar a particular phase and
strategies to help them progress. As with writing, your task will be to help students
move from one developmental phase to the next by challenging them to ever higher
levels of performance. As we describe strategies for beginning and intermediate sec-
ond language readers. keep in mind that only you know vour own students. Thus,
vou are in the best position 10 combine our suggestions with your own analvsis and




