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A Message from the President
Every fall, as we enjoy the fruits of farmers’ labor, 
I think about the fruits of our own labor as educators.  Our 
interactions with students and colleagues are like sow ing 
seeds that ulti mate ly come to harvest. This year I have had 
the joy of hear ing, un expect edly, from many of my former 
students.  First, I heard from a young Swiss woman, now 23, 
whom I first knew fourteen years ago when we were both liv-
ing in Australia. Her first lang uage was Swiss German, and she 
did not speak English.  Now she is fluent and has a job work ing for 
a sporting-events-marketing company in Bos ton.  Then a young Japanese man 
that I taught for a year while his fath er was a visit ing scholar at Harvard came 
to Massa chu setts for a visit and invit ed me to meet him for cof fee in Harvard 
Square.  He is a now a uni ver sity student in Washington state, still working hard to 
improve his English, while taking courses in history, culture and sociology.  Next a 
young man from Korea sent me an e-mail to say that he has landed his dream 
job, having earned a degree in ac counting.  He suggested that he and his sister 
try to meet me at Thanksgiving, when they will be in the Bos ton area, so “we 
can remember the great times when we were together.”  Now this week two 
high school seniors have contacted me to share their college appli cation plans.  
One wants to work towards a medical career, after spending a con siderable 
amount of time volun teer ing at a hospital.  The other has discovered the world 
of arch itecture through a summer school program.  The architect-to-be met me 
at school in the class room I still use. On the ceiling next to the fluorescent light is 
a little pink post-it note labeled “light” that he and I put there close to five years 
ago, on St. Patrick’s Day, his first day of school.  That day he asked me in Chin-
ese, “Why is every one wear ing green? School uniform?”  His English was so lim-
ited that we spent a good part of the day label ing everything in our class room; 
hence the post-it note on the ceiling.  He is now classi fied as a second year FLEP, 
and he is thriv ing.  

In May, when I stood before 600-plus people in the ballroom at the MATSOL 
Confer ence, I told you that much of the work we do is invisible.  While I still think 
that is true, the visits from my former students have helped me to visualize what I 
do and why it matters. The “harvest” is very sweet.

In addition to the work we do in our classrooms, another part of MATSOL’s mis-
sion is to advocate for our students, and I am working to hone my skills as an ad-
vocator — not only for my stu dents and their families, but also for you, the Mas-
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sachusetts Educators of English Language Learners.  In June I attended TESOL’s 
2014 Advocacy and Policy Summit in Washington D.C. (see my report on that 
meeting immediately following this letter). MATSOL is planning several new advo-
cacy efforts that will be come clearer once the new administration takes office; 
we’ll communicate more about these soon.

We’re already busy preparing for the 2015 MATSOL conference that will take 
place May 7-9 in Framingham.  We hope to publish the program for the confer-
ence some time in March.  Please mark these dates on your calendar and plan 
to attend the con fer ence. It’s a unique opportunity to establish and renew con-
tacts with col leagues, catch up on recent events in the TESOL world, and hear 
inspiring presen tations on many dif ferent aspects of our field. 

Finally, if you are able to attend the 2015 TESOL Conference in Toronto in March, 
please join us at the MATSOL Members Social on the evening of Thursday, March 
26th.  We’ll provide details about the venue as the time draws closer.  

This issue of Currents contains reports on MATSOL’s professional learning initia-
tives, on MELLC (The Massa chusetts English Learn er Leader ship Council), on adult 
basic education, and on the Language Oppor tunity Co alition (a new co alition 
that is advocating for expanded opportunities for lang uage edu cation in Mas-
sachusetts). There are five articles: one on an adult lit eracy program in Berk shire 
County, one on working with administrators and col leagues to plan program-
ming for preK-12 ELLs, one on an oral-skills curriculum in Taunton, one on a Parent 
Action Group in the Man chester Essex Regional School District, and one on a 
federally-funded collaboration between school districts and educator develop-
ment programs at four Massachusetts universities. Finally, we have three reviews: 
one of Elizabeth Green’s book Building a Better Teacher: How Teach ing Works, 
one of an article by Shawna Shapiro about the ef fects of deficit dis course on 
Eng lish language learners, and one on four books with multi-cultural content that 
may be suitable for K-12 classrooms. 

We’re trying hard to cover all areas of English lang uage education in Massachu-
setts; please let us know if you see im por tant topics we’ve missed.

Respectfully yours, 
Kathy Lobo
President, MATSOL

A Message from the President
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MATSOL President Participates in 
TESOL’s 2014 Advocacy and Policy 
Summit
KATHY LOBO, MATSOL PRESIDENT
klobo@matsol.org

On June 22-24, 2014, I joined sixty other mem-
bers of the TESOL International Association, repre-
senting approximately 25 U.S. affiliates, for the 2014 
TESOL Advocacy and Policy Summit in Washington, 
D.C.  This program, in its ninth year, consisted of one 
day of issue briefings and other activities, followed 
by one day of visits to Congressional offices on Cap-
itol Hill.  By the end of the event, TESOL members 
had visited the offices of over 100 Representatives 
and Senators. Unlike past TESOL Advocacy Days, 
which have typically focused on a single piece of 
legislation, this year’s summit had a broad two-part 
agenda: (1) to learn more about federal policy 
issues impacting ESL and ELLs, and (2)  to provide a 
hands-on experience with advocacy.

Participants in the summit were required, in advance, to set up meetings with 
our Congressional representatives. Since this was a first for many of us, the TESOL 
office provided directions, guidance, and a list of Representatives and Senators 
to contact. To encourage collective advocacy, attendees from the same state 
were connected with one another.

I was on my own representing Massachusetts, so I scheduled individual meetings 
with the educational advisors to Senators Warren and Markey and Congressman 
Tierney and Congresswoman Clark. Arranging meetings was easier than I had 
expected; for all but one of them I was able to make my appointment by email. 
For the fourth appointment, I called the office of the Congressman.  One thing 
to keep in mind is the time it takes to reach the offices of the Senators and Con-
gressmen/women (including time to get through security and find their offices 
once one gets into the building).  Some summit attendees took advantage of a 
little underground train that runs between the office buildings.
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For citizens who want to meet their Congressional representatives, it is useful 
to know that elected officials sometimes host open meetings or coffees. I was 
invited to an event hosted by Senator Warren, but, unfortunately, it was sched-
uled for the day I was to return to Massachusetts and I was not able to adjust my 
itinerary.  

Summit participants received advance background information on key policy 
issues so that they could begin to familiarize themselves beforehand. To make 
their Congressional meetings more effective, participants were encouraged to 
find examples from their own programs to illustrate the talking points they would 
use. When making my appointments, I asked if the people I was to meet had 
any questions they wanted me to address.  Some of them did.  The main mes-
sage I wanted to convey is that the members of MATSOL work directly with En-
glish Language Learners in Massachusetts, so we can be a good source of infor-
mation and support.

The policy-focused portion of our program started the morning of June 23, after 
a welcome reception and brief overview of policy issues the previous evening. 
The morning kicked off with speakers Carlos Martinez and Emily Davis from the 
US Department of Education. Martinez provided a general overview and up-
date from the Office of English Language Acquisition (OELA), while Davis, an ESL 
teacher and Teacher Fellow Ambassador, discussed teacher preparation and 
teacher quality initiatives at the department. 

Other presentations included a discussion from the US Department of Justice on 
the civil rights of English learners; an update on the Student & Exchange Visitor 
program from the US Department of Homeland Security; an overview of Com-
mon Core State Standards as they impact ELLs; and an update on Adult English 
Language Learning programs under the Office of Career, Technical, and Adult 
Education (OCTAE).  Massachusetts’ RETELL (Rethinking Equity for Teaching En-
glish Language Learners) initiative was mentioned, and, as a DESE-approved 
RETELL trainer, I was able to give an insider’s view of what has been happening in 
Massachusetts. However, one thing I learned from the summit is that our circum-
stances in Massachusetts are not exactly the same as in other states; there is no 
one-size-fits-all solution.

Following these briefings, the summit shifted its focus to advocacy, with a series 
of activities to help participants prepare for their meetings with members of Con-
gress. Through a cooperative learning-chart/poster-making activity, we were led 
through a series of advocacy training activities and began to plan for our own 
meetings with legislators.  I hope to use this activity at one of our MATSOL board 
meetings to prepare our board and staff to advocate better here in Massachu-
setts. 

To maximize the impact of the summit, key members of Congress serving on the 

MATSOL President Participates in TESOL’s 2014 Advocacy and Policy Summit



6Currents Vol. 37, No. 2  Fall/Winter 2014

education and appropriations committees in both the U.S. Senate and House 
of Representatives were identified for meetings.  I was especially pleased to be 
able to meet with staff from the offices of Senators Warren and Congressman 
Tierney, because Senator Warren is a member of the Senate’s Education Com-
mittee, and Congressman Tierney is a member of the House Education Commit-
tee.  Senator Warren’s advisor for education met with me for a record-breaking 
75 minutes! My shortest meeting, also quite fruitful, lasted 35 minutes.  One issue 
being considered on Capitol Hill this summer was the possible combining of Title 
1 and Title 3 budgets — in other words the pooling of budgets for economically 
challenged children with that for English Language Learners.  This is a very bad 
idea: As ESOL professionals, we know that poverty and lack of proficiency in En-
glish are not at all the same thing.

June 24 was the day for our meetings with Congressional members and staff.  To 
show what our ELLs look like, I brought a copy of my school’s yearbook, with the 
faces of the LEP and FLEP students circled. I also prepared a glossary of terms 
legislators might encounter within our field. For K-12 education, I gave them a 
“cheat sheet” about WIDA and RETELL, along with a handout about the DART 
DESE website, an excellent tool that shows what is happening district by district.  
For adult and higher education, I brought copies of relevant reports from MAT-
SOL board members. Finally, I brought plenty of business cards.

At the end of the summit, participants met over dinner to share their experienc-
es; it was interesting to hear what other people had done. Meeting times had 
mostly ranged in length from 10 to 30 minutes. Some groups had prepared fold-
ers to deliver to the offices of their Senators and Representatives, but had spent 
little or no time in meetings.   However, all the participants agreed that this event 
was a very positive experience for them and for the TESOL International Associ-
ation.  Additional information about the 2014 TESOL Advocacy & Policy Summit 
will be available soon at www.tesol.org. 

We usually send one member of MATSOL’s Board to attend this summit each 
year. We expect to continue our advocacy work not only in Washington D.C. 
but also in Massachusetts.  We’ll keep you posted! 

MATSOL News
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Submit to MATSOL Publications
MATSOL E-BULLETIN
The MATSOL E-Bulletin is published monthly. It includes short (one-paragraph) no-
tices relevant to ELL/ESOL education in Massachusetts. Submission deadline: the 
25th of each month for publication in the first week of the next month. For more 
details, see www.matsol.org/matsol-e-bulletins.

MATSOL CURRENTS
There’s a lot going on in the world of TESOL and ELL education, and we’d like all 
of it to be reflected in Currents! We want reviews of books and materials, reports 
on meetings and events, and articles on everything of interest to MATSOL mem-
bers: adult education, K-12 education, community outreach, ESL in higher edu-
cation, educator-preparation pro grams, professional-development initiatives, In-
tensive English Institutes, teaching ideas, pro files of and interviews with significant 
figures, and discussion of issues that our mem bers should be aware of. We’d also 
love to have stories from students — about their ad justment to life in New En-
gland and their experiences learning English in our English-language programs 
or elsewhere. We welcome articles with scholarly content as well as those that 
share interesting experiences or give practical advice. If you have something 
to share, don’t hesitate to send it to us at currents@matsol.org. If necessary, we 
can help you get it into good shape for publication.  For more details, see www.
matsol.org/matsol-currents.

Get Involved
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MATSOL’s Professional Learning 
Initiatives
HELEN SOLÓRZANO, MATSOL EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
solorzano@matsol.org

MATSOL is committed to expanding and deepening the 
professional knowledge and practice of educators work-
ing with English language learners, in all program models. 
To further this goal, we have been involved with several 
state-level initiatives, managed by Paula Merchant, Director 
of Professional Learning, with participation and stakeholder 
feedback from MATSOL members.

ESL MODEL CURRICULUM PROJECT
MATSOL has been a leading partner working with the Massachusetts Depart-
ment of Elementary and Secondary Education (MA DESE) to develop an ESL 
Model Curriculum. This project in cludes defining the components of ESL/English 
Language Development (ELD) instruction in Massachusetts and creating a mod-
el unit template, a language progression tool to support curri culum develop-
ment, and a rubric for developing and evaluating curriculum. 

The model unit template grew out of a template developed by MATSOL’s Paula 
Merchant and Brockton Public Schools’ Kellie Jones, Department Head (K-8) of 
Bilingual/ESL Services. It follows the Understanding by Design process of Wiggins 
& McTighe (2012). A draft version of the template was piloted in Brockton and 
then presented to the Commissioner’s office in 2012 to demonstrate the inte-
gration of WIDA English Language Development Standards with Com mon Core 
State Standards for ELLs. The ESL Model Curriculum Committee used this tem-
plate as a starting point, further refining it to meet the state’s needs.

Since licensure competencies for ESL/ELD teachers were revised in Massachu-
setts as part of the Rethinking Equity in Teaching English Language Learners 
(RETELL) initiative, districts have con sis tently reported a need for support with ESL 
curriculum. The ESL Model Curriculum ini tiative identifies the components of ESL 
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within our Massachusetts context and defines the con tent that ESL teachers are 
responsible for teach ing as they integrate WIDA ELD Standards with state con-
tent standards. 

Once the ESL Model Curriculum has been developed and piloted, MA DESE will 
create a plan for related pro fessional development. MA DESE, MATSOL, West Ed, 
WIDA and other partners are poised to support school districts and ESL teachers 
in applying 21st-century standards to ESL/ELD instruc tion. 

SEI COACHING
A new graduate course entitled Integrating SEI into Literacy Curriculum has 
been developed in a partnership between MATSOL, Dr. Annela Teemant, Dr. Ser-
ena Tyra, and Fitchburg State Uni versity. This will be the first course in a multi-year 
project funded by MA DESE to provide coursework for literacy, math and other 
content coaches who are working with new SEI-endorsed teachers in classrooms 
with English language learners. MATSOL will also provide coaching courses for 
ESL teachers, based on input from our membership. This course follows the Six 
Standards Instructional Coaching framework (Teemant 2014), which provides a 
model for coaching that can be integrated into existing coaching roles. 

The coaching courses will be offered statewide over the next three years un-
der MA DESE sponsor     ship and funding. MATSOL is the only vendor selected for 
provision of SEI coaching. In tandem with this coursework, MA DESE will offer a 
pathway for coaches to earn the SEI Endorse ment, and MATSOL will support a 
statewide coaching network. We will be publishing more details as this initiative 
rolls out.  

SLIFE PROFESSIONAL DEVELOPMENT, SLIFE POLICY AND GUIDANCE DE-
VELOPMENT, AND SLIFE SPECIAL INTEREST GROUP
In response to input from our members, we have been advocating for several 
years about the needs of our many Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal 
Education (SLIFE). These are English language learners who have experienced 
interrupted education due to war, civil unrest, migration, or other factors, who 
have never had the opportunity to participate in any type of schooling before 
entering school in the United States, or who have experienced limited educa-
tion in their home countries due to lack of resources or other circum stances. 
(DeCapua & Marshall, 2010) They typically enter our schools with a distinct set of 
needs and learning styles.

To address the needs of these students, MATSOL has developed formal and 
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informal profes sional development opportunities for SLIFE educators. Last year, 
we offered two sold-out institutes on Culturally Responsive Teaching in Massa-
chusetts: Adolescent and Adult English Language Learners with Limited or In-
terrupted Formal Education (SLIFE), led by Dr. Helaine Marshall and Dr. Andrea 
DeCapua.  MATSOL will offer a third session of the Institute in April 2015. We are 
planning further dissemination of the MALP (Mutually Adaptive Learning Para-
digm) Frame work that Drs. Marshall and DeCapua presented in these institutes. 
MATSOL has been joined across state lines by districts in other states that are 
finding similar needs, and we hope to continue to build capacity for MALP im-
plementation, and to share both “best” and “next” SLIFE practices.

MATSOL has also started a SLIFE Special Interest Group and E-List to connect ed-
ucators around the state for networking, sharing of resources, and support.  MAT-
SOL’s 2014 Teacher of the Year Rebecca Daigle (Framingham Public Schools), 
MATSOL Board member Stephanie Scerra (Boston Public Schools), and MATSOL 
member and consultant Jennifer Lancaster (Milford Public Schools) will keep us 
informed of upcoming SLIFE SIG activities and meetings.  

As a result of our work around SLIFE, MATSOL has been asked by MA DESE to 
assist in the development of SLIFE Policy and Guidance for Massachusetts dis-
tricts, including future pro fessional development. This effort is being led by David 
Valade and Joni Magee of MA DESE, along with MATSOL’s SLIFE partnership, 
including Dr. Marshall, Dr. DeCapua and local experts from our Massachusetts 
districts. Both the state and our SLIFE partnership have re commended the in-
clusion of a SLIFE data element in the state’s Student Information Manage ment 
System (SIMS), to improve understanding of SLIFE students in Massachusetts. We 
will share more as new policy and guidance is finalized. 

RETELL EXTENDING THE LEARNING
Two RETELL extension courses developed by MATSOL have been approved by 
MA DESE as part of the RETELL Extending the Learning initiative. 

In the course Teaching Academic Conversations in Classrooms with English 
Language Learners, developed and piloted by Dr. Sara Hamerla (Framingham 
Public Schools), teachers will learn how to build on students’ strengths through 
paired academic conversations based on five core communication skills from 
Zwiers’ and Crawford’s work on academic conver sations: paraphrase, elabor-
ation, supporting ideas with examples, building on or challenging ideas, and 
synthesizing con versation points. The course includes practical activities for work-
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ing on each conversation skill and ideas for using conversations to teach and 
assess content. 

Our course Academic English for ELLs in the Talk, Texts and Tasks of Middle and 
High School Mathematics and Science Classrooms will show Math and Science 
teachers at the Middle/High School level some ways to identify, analyze and de-
velop academic language for ELLs and apply effective language-development 
strategies within their teaching context, taking into account the four language 
domains (listening, speaking, reading and writing) and their students’ English 
profi ciency levels. 

MATSOL is currently developing additional extension coursework for specific edu-
cator needs, as well as for ELL leaders and administrators, who must also re-certi-
fy their SEI endorse ment licenses. 

REFERENCES
DeCapua, A. & Marshall, H.W. (2010). Serving ELLs with limited or interrupted education: Interven-
tion that works. TESOL Journal, 1, 49-70.

Teemant, A., Leland, C., & Berghoff, B. (2014, April). Development and validation of a measure of 
Critical Stance for instructional coaching. Teaching and Teacher Education, 39, 136-147. Re-
trieved from http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/j.tate.2013.11.008. 

Wiggins, G. & McTighe, J. (2012) The understanding by design guide to advanced concepts in 
creating and reviewing units. Alexandria, VA: Association for Supervision and Curri culum Devel-
opment (ASCD).

Zwiers, J. & Crawford, M. (2011) Academic conversations: Classroom talk that fosters critical 
thinking and content understandings.  Portland, ME: Stenhouse Publishers.
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A Report on the Massachusetts 
English Learner Leadership 
Council (MELLC)
ANN FELDMAN
afeldhome@aol.com

The Massachusetts English Learner Leadership 
Council (MELLC) was formed by MATSOL in 2007, in re-
sponse to a need expressed by our state’s ELL coordinators 
and directors for a formal support system to help them de-
velop  program ming for our culturally and linguistically diverse 
popu lation of students.  MELLC’s membership has now grown 
from a rela tively small group from mid- to high-incidence districts to 
our current group of 91 admin is trators, re pre sent ing a range of low-incidence to 
high-incidence districts from across the state.  

MELLC meetings focus on a variety of topics of interest to our members, and 
related to MATSOL’s strategic goals for developing and supporting the leaders 
in our field — from tech nological resources to systems of support for ELLs, from 
English learners with disabil ities to students with interrupted education, from tech-
niques for engaging families to the preparation of data for our School Commit-
tees.  In addition to opportunities for profes sional development and a forum for 
advocacy on behalf of our students and programs, our members find comfort 
and inspir ation from meeting together, as we share our frustrations and our ideas 
for dealing with chal lenges, including the obstacles that are placed in our path 
by people without the background knowledge to be empathetic. 

To give you a sampling of what MELLC offers, I will describe one presentation 
from each MELLC meeting of the last two years:

• MATSOL Board Member Genevra Valvo (Waltham Public Schools) and 
Sonya Merian (Holliston Public Schools) described their team’s Newcomer 
English language development curriculum.  (October 2012)
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• Ely Sena, at that time a professional development specialist and WIDA 
training coordinator at the Office of English Language Acquisition, Mas-
sachusetts DESE, shared the Framework for English Language Proficiency 
Standards that correspond to the Common Core State Standards and the 
Next Generation Science Standards. (December 2012)

• Yael-Zakon Bourke and Minerva Gonzalez, from the Massachusetts Asso-
ciation of Bilingual Education (MABE), gave a presentation on dual lan-
guage education. (February 2013)

• Guest speaker Karen Beeman, from the Illinois Resource Center, gave a 
presentation entitled “Leadership Considerations for ELL Literacy Develop-
ment: Bridging Language and Culture.” (May 2013)

• Dr. Andrea DeCapua and Dr. Helaine Marshall presented a three-hour 
workshop focusing on students with limited and/or interrupted formal edu-
cation (SLIFE) from a leadership point of view. (October 2013)

• Craig Waterman, from the Educator Policy, Preparation and Leader ship 
Group at MA DESE spoke with us about District Determined Measures 
(DDMs) and ELLs. (December 2013)

• MATSOL Board Member Ann Feldman, Waltham Public Schools, presented 
a slide show entitled “District Data and Program Strengths/Challenges of 
Our Districts’ Governing Com mittees.” (February 2014)

•  Dr. Claudia Rinaldi and Dr. Diana Baker conducted an all-day workshop 
entitled “ELLs and the Multi-Tiered System of Support: ELL Leadership Con-
siderations and Practices.” (February 2014)

Links to resources on these topics can be found at www.matsol.org/mellc-re-
source-page (member login required).

MELLC is a leadership group open to MATSOL members who have been appoint-
ed as, or serve in the role of, PK-12 English Learner Education Program Directors 
or Coor dinators. The group offers access to a wealth of information and resourc-
es, and an op portunity to meet in a venue where net working and mentoring is 
readily available. If you are a district ELL director or coordinator and would like 
to join our group, please see the MELLC page on MATSOL’s website at http://
www.matsol.org/ma-english-learner-leadership-council. 
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An Update on Adult Education 
in Massachusetts
LAURIE SHERIDAN
lrsheridan@hotmail.com

RECENT EVENTS IN MASSACHUSETTS
• In September, Jolanta Conway was named the Director of Adult and 

Community Learning Services (ACLS) at the Massachusetts Department 
of Elementary and Secondary Education (DESE), which oversees pub-
lic-funded adult basic educa tion in Massachusetts.  Jolanta had previous-
ly served as the Interim Director of ACLS.

• The Patrick Administration is preparing its budget proposal for FY’16; the 
Massa chu setts House and Senate will follow with their own proposals early 
in 2015.  Last year, Govern or Patrick proposed approximately level funding 
for ABE, at the FY’14 level of $30 million-plus, and that was what emerged 
in the final state bud get. The Mas sa chusetts Coalition for Adult Education 
(MCAE), the advocacy organization for adult education in Massachusetts, 
will be requesting a $5 million increase for FY ’16. It will be important for 
ABE/ESOL programs, students, and other stakeholders to contact legis-
lators in January, after the winter holidays, to support this request.

• A new Request for Proposals (RFP) was issued in March for Social Impact 
Fin an cing (SIF), otherwise known as “Pay for Success,” to provide some 
$15 million over three years to fund ABE programs that are successful in 
transitioning stud ents to college and/or careers.  “Pay for Success,” or 
Social Impact Financing, is a new model in which the private sector in-
vests in bonds that underwrite invest ment in social services of various kinds.  
In September, this funding was awarded to Jewish Vocational Services, 
along with smaller amounts of funding for an inter mediary called “Social 
Impact Financing” and for the agencies who will evaluate the initiative. 
The funding is for three years of direct services programming plus three 
years of follow-up and evaluation.  JVS is currently ramping up to start the 
new program. 
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This is the first time that this type of financing has been available for adult 
educa tion programming in Massachusetts or, to our knowledge, in the 
U.S.  It is separ ate from public funding for ABE, and programs do not need 
to follow the DESE regulations that apply to state-funded ABE programs. 
Of course, there are con cerns in the field about “privatizing” adult basic 
education in this way.

The success of the program will be measured by the placement of grad-
uates in college and/or careers at specified levels.  It is too soon to know 
whether these Social Innovation efforts will be effective. They have been 
piloted in England, but they are relatively new there. 

• DESE decided ear lier this year to dismantle its thirty-year-old statewide 
profes sional develop ment system, known as SABES (System for Adult Ba-
sic Education Support).  As of July 1, 2014, the five SABES regional support 
centers and one central resource center no longer exist, and approxi-
mately 20 of 27 SABES staff were laid off.  In their place, the Depart ment 
has established a network of state wide professional development centers, 
based in several locations across the state, each of which focuses on one 
of seven “prior ity areas”:  ESOL, educational leadership, mathematics, En-
glish Language Arts, distance learning, SMARTT sup port, and assessment. 
The centers for ESOL, English Language Arts, distance learn ing, and edu-
cational leadership are located at Quinsigamond Com munity College; 
the center for mathematics is at TERC; the center for SMARTT support is at 
Holyoke Community College; and the center for assessment is at Bristol 
Community College. The role of providing inform ation about pro fessional 
de velopment has been moved from World Education to the Edu cation 
Devel opment Center (EDC), but World Education will continue to provide 
overall coor dina tion, along with information about educational planning 
and college and career readi ness. 

It is too soon to know how this reorganization will work out. The change is 
moti vated, ostensibly, by the desire to provide a higher level of expertise in 
the various support areas for ABE, but there is a danger of losing the close 
connection that previously existed be tween ABE programs and their local 
SABES offices.

AT THE FEDERAL LEVEL
• OVAE, the Office of Vocational and Adult Education, which is part of the 

U. S. Depart ment of Education, has renamed itself  “OCTAE,” the Office 
of Career, Technical and Adult Education. This rebranding reflects a new 
Federal movement of adult education towards more direct preparation 
for careers and post-secondary education.
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• Johan Uvin has been named the Acting Assistant Director of Education for 
OCTAE, replacing Dr. Brenda Dann-Messier, who resigned from her position 
in April.  Johan was previously OCTAE’s Deputy Director, and before that 
was head of research at Commonwealth Corporation in Massachusetts. 
(Editor’s note: Johan served on the MATSOL Board of Directors and was 
President of MATSOL in 2001-2002.)  

• Through a compromise bipartisan agreement, the U.S. House of Repre-
sentatives recently reauthorized a new version of the Workforce Invest-
ment Act (WIA), which had been unchanged since its first passage by 
Congress in 1998.  WIA Title I governed workforce develop ment, and Title 
II governed Adult Basic Education.  The new law is called “WIOA,” the 
Workforce Investment and Opportunity Act.  It merges Title I and Title II, so 
that the same outcome measures now apply to both ABE and workforce 
development. 

National ABE/ESOL advocates are mostly positive about the new law, but 
are still advo cating for specific provisions more favorable to ABE/ESOL and 
our students.  The pri mary concern is that the new bill, as written, seems 
to specify outcome measures solely in terms of placement in college or 
career, without counting learning gains.  Attainment of high school equi-
valency is counted as a successful outcome, but only if it is followed by 
placement in college or a career within a short period of time.  Thus prog-
ress by low-literacy students or students with very limited English proficien-
cy may not be counted for WIOA purposes if the students’ transition into 
college and/or career takes many years, as is common for our lowest-lev-
el or beginning ESOL students.

Reports
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The Language Opportunity 
Coalition
HELEN SOLÓRZANO, MATSOL EXECUTIVE DIRECTOR
solorzano@matsol.org

Over the summer, MATSOL played a leading 
role in the formation of a new advocacy group called the 
Language Opportunity Coalition. This coalition grew out of 
an effort during the last legislative session to pass two lan-
guage-related bills: the English Lang uage Learner bill and the 
Seal of Biliteracy bill, both of which attempted to expand the 
options for Eng lish language learners in Massachusetts public schools. 

Unfortunately, the Joint Com mittee on Education did not refer the legislation 
out favor ably, thus blocking it from proceeding further in the legis lative process. 
While we were disappointed by this result, we were heartened by the support 
and enthu siasm that was generated by the proposals.  In order to capitalize on 
this mo mentum, MATSOL has been working with our allies, including the Massa-
chusetts As sociation for Bilingual Education (MABE) and the Massachusetts Im-
migrant and Refugee Co alition (the MIRA Coali tion), to organize a new coalition 
— the Language Opportunity Coalition — to ad vocate for ex panded educa-
tional choices for English learners, and to promote policies and prac tices that 
en courage the development of language skills for all students in our 21st-century 
global word. This new coalition will serve as an umbrella group for those inter-
ested in supporting edu cation in English as a second language, heritage/native 
lang uages, and/or foreign language, for both children and adults. The Coalition 
will be looking at ways to further our mission through public education and poli-
cy initiatives.

THE GROUP’S MISSION STATEMENT IS SET OUT BELOW:

LANGUAGE OPPORTUNITY COALITION MISSION STATEMENT
We are a coalition of students, parents, teachers, activists, and community 
members and groups. Restrictive language education policies have resulted 
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in a lack of equitable edu cational oppor tunities for language learners in Mas-
sachusetts. We believe that language and cultural compe tence are resourc-
es to be invested in and valued, and are essential for a strong economy and 
a just society. We aspire to increase bilingualism, biliteracy, and multi cultural 
understanding as assets that enhance social and economic growth within a 
global economy.

OUR GOALS ARE TO...
• Increase language learning opportunities for learning English, develop-

ing and/or maintaining a native/heritage language, or learning a foreign 
language

• Ensure that all learners have equal access to a high quality education and 
professional opportunities. 

MATSOL has been represented at the Language Opportunity Coalition 
organization al meetings by Board member Kathy Santo and Executive Director 
Helen Solórzano.  In addition to organizational work, MATSOL has provided mate-
rial support to the Coalition by setting up an E-list, an internal website, and online 
forms. If you are interested in vol un teering to work on one of the Co alition com-
mittees, please contact Helen Solórzano at solorzano@matsol.org, and watch 
for updates from MATSOL on the Coalition’s activities. 

Reports
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The Literacy Network of South 
Berkshire: Making Good Use of 
Volunteers
LAURA QUALLIOTINE
ljq8@hotmail.com

Founded in 1991 by reading specialists Zoe Dalheim 
and Peg Smith, the Literacy Net work of South Berkshire (Lit-
Net), began as a tutoring program for rural non-readers, but it 
soon expanded to meet the educational needs of a rapidly growing immigrant 
commun ity.  Today it provides free, one-on-one tutoring to over 125 adults living 
and working in southern Berkshire County.

LitNet students come from 24 different countries and speak 16 languages col-
lectively.  They range in age from 18 to 78 and have very diverse educational 
and professional back grounds.  Approximately one-third of our adult learners 
left school prior to com pleting the 6th grade, while others completed high school 
and some hold professional degrees from their native countries.  However, they 
all share the desire to improve their skills and create a better life for themselves 
and their families.

Until 1995 the Literacy Network was funded through state and federal 
grants.  When government funding was discontinued, agency leaders rushed to 
obtain 501(c)(3) non-profit desig nation.  Since that time all financial support for 
the organization has been provided by individuals and private foundations. Our 
staff and budget are small, but our positive impact is large.

How is it possible to make a large impact with a small budget?  Through the 
generosity of a team of 150 volunteer tutors who contribute more than 10,000 
hours of time each year. Volunteers deliver individualized instruction in basic 
reading, math, and writing, along with support in learning English as a second 
language, obtaining a high-school equivalency diploma, and/or preparing for 
U.S. citizenship.  Tutor-student pairs meet for one to two hours each week at pub-
lic libraries, churches and community centers through out the southern Berkshires.

Articles
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Tutoring is not a replacement for classroom instruction, but it is a very valuable 
supple ment.  As a former classroom teacher, I am continually struck by the ef-
fectiveness with which volunteer tutors meet student needs; students’ skills often 
improve drama tical ly. Unlike teachers, tutors are often able to be flexible about 
meeting days, times and locations. If a student’s work schedule changes, her 
daughter falls ill or her car breaks down, the tutor may be able to make ac-
commodations. And the relationships between tutors and students often extend 
beyond tutoring and help the students feel less isolated and more connected to 
the community. Many LitNet tutors and students become fast friends and work 
together for years.

One of our students, “Luisa,” had recently arrived from Mexico when she first 
came to LitNet for help with conversational English.  Within a few days she was 
matched with “Joan,” a recent retiree. Luisa and Joan quickly discovered that 
they had a lot in common.  Both were the mothers of two sons, both enjoyed 
fashion and shopping, and they both shared a passion for cooking.  Luisa had 
grown up cooking meals for eleven brothers and sisters and her extended family, 
while Joan had spent twenty years running a successful catering business.  They 
decided to team up and teach a cooking class to a group of at-risk teenage 
girls. The result? Luisa gained confidence in spoken English, Joan dis covered an-
other rewarding volunteer opportunity, and the girls learned how to make deli-
cious chicken burritos.

Volunteers report receiving great benefit from the work they do.  Most are re-
tired pro fessionals anxious for opportunities to be useful and to give back to the 
commun ity.  In addition to the direct support they provide for students, they 
have been instru men tal in raising commun ity awareness around literacy needs, 
supporting organizational fund raising efforts, facili tating employment opportuni-
ties for adult learners, and re cruit ing and mentoring other tutors. I highly recom-
mend that educational programs of all sizes and types consider how to engage 
community volunteers to support their efforts.

HERE ARE FIVE TIPS ON WORKING WITH VOLUNTEERS:

Network, Network, Network – Talk to people at your local fitness center, garden 
club, library or supermarket about the work you do. You may be surprised how 
many people are willing to help.  Several months ago I recruited a wonderful 
new tutor outside of yoga class. I’d noticed how helpful she was in welcom-
ing newcomers to the class and how she informally helped people with pos-
es.  When I asked if she’d like to volunteer as a literacy tutor, she jumped at the 
chance.  
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Hold Informational Sessions – People are often interested in volunteering, but 
worry about the time commitment. To make a commitment and stay involved, 
they may need to hear directly from staff and other volunteers about how valu-
able they can be.

Volunteers Want to Help – People want to be useful when they volunteer.  Be 
sure to use volunteers’ time wisely. Set clear expectations and provide mentor-
ing opportunities. 

Recognize a Volunteer’s Strengths – Identify the projects best suited to a volun-
teer’s skill set and personality. Does s/he have professional experience in teach-
ing, web design, graphic design, software development, fundraising, special 
event planning, etc.? These may be the exact areas where your program or 
your students need support. When a friend recently mentioned how much he 
enjoys coaching his son’s soccer team, I realized that he was the perfect match 
for “Carlos.”  Carlos is a longtime LitNet student whose spoken English is excel-
lent, but who struggles with feelings of isolation and loneliness.  He is an avid 
soccer fan who speaks longingly of Sunday pick-up games played with friends 
at home in Guatemala. I matched the two of them together, and Carlos is now 
the assistant coach of my friend’s soccer team!  

Appreciate Your Volunteers – Hold an annual appreciation event.  Send birth-
day cards and thank-you notes. Encourage volunteers by providing positive 
feedback on a regular basis.

I began my career in adult education twenty years ago, as an ESL volunteer 
tutor at a local women’s shelter. I am extremely grateful to the people who got 
me involved in this field and to those who volunteer every day in programs like 
the Literacy Network of South Berkshire. 

ABOUT THE AUTHOR
Laura Qualliotine holds a Bachelor of Arts degree in Cultural Anthropology from 
Smith College and a Master of Arts in Teaching English to Speakers of Other 
Languages from the School for International Training in Brattleboro, Vermont. 
She is the Executive Dir ector of the Literacy Network of South Berkshire.  Laura 
has been a Lecturer in the Uni versity of New Hampshire’s ESL Institute and has 
served as a program director at North ern Essex Community College and at the 
Gray House in Springfield, MA. She has been involved in adult education as a 
volunteer, as an instructor, as a program director and as a board member. She is 
a longtime practitioner of meditation and currently resides in Chester, Massachu-
setts with her partner, David. 
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Advocating for ESL Programming
SONYA MERIAN
smerian1@gmail.com

In Fall 2014, Kathy Lange-Madden and I began discuss-
ing how to set up class schedules for our PreK-12 ELLs, with 
adequate ESL time each day.  Kathy is the K-12 ELE Direc-
tor in Shrewsbury, and I am the ESL Facilitator in the Holliston 
Public Schools. We start ed with the Guidance Document 
from the Massachusetts Department of Elemen tary and Sec-
ondary Education entitled “Transitional Guidance on Identification, Assess ment, 
Place ment, and Reclassification of English Language Learners” (DESE, August 
2013). This document is very long (43 pages) and, in addition to the topic of ESL 
programming, contains details about the WIDA standards, procedures for the 
identi fication and assess ment of ELLs, and information about the legal rights of 
parents. We wanted to create a con densed and simplified document, with just 
those portions that are concerned with pro gramming itself.  Our simplified docu-
ment, entitled “Sheltered English Immersion Pro gram,” is attached as an appen-
dix to this article. To help make Sheltered English Im mer sion more comprehen-
sible to non-specialists in our schools, we also distributed Andrea Weingartner’s 
concise and very useful  “Modification Tips and Techniques for ESL Students” as 
an attachment to our document.

I began by meeting with my Assistant Superintendent. After we had reviewed 
the docu ment together, I suggested that we meet with the PreK-2 administrative 
team to discuss a group of ten students who fell within WIDA proficiency levels 1 
and 2.  Ac cording to the guidance document from DESE, these students would 
need at least 2.5 hours of ESL per day.  

We then held three meetings at the PreK-2 school, with the Principal, the Assis-
tant Prin cipal, the Student Services Administrator, the Math and Literacy Special-
ists, the Assistant Superintendent and me. We went through the Sheltered English 
Immersion document and addressed questions regarding materials, what the 
students’ day would look like, and how the ESL teacher would organize her 
class, which would start in mid-December. From that time forward, these chil-
dren would receive 2-2.5 hours of direct ESL in a self-contained classroom.  
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Having worked out the scheduling details, we then arranged a meeting of all 
classroom teachers and specialists who would be affected by this change in 
programming, sharing the rationale for the changes and fielding their questions 
and concerns.  This process re quired patience and flexibility, as well as an ability 
to articulate the needs of our Eng lish language learners and the accommoda-
tions they would require, but in the end our staff felt confident that they under-
stood what is needed to provide effective and appro priate support for our ELLs.

By extracting from the Transitional Guidance document the specific parts that 
were rele vant to the issue at hand, and advocating this to my district leaders, I 
was able to set up program ming that meets the needs of my ELLs. This was not 
an easy process, and the bridges to collabor ation will need to be continually 
rebuilt and fortified.  I offer my ex perience, along with the document that Kathy 
Lange-Madden and I put together, in the hope that Currents readers may find it 
useful in their own dialogues with their school leaders, as we all work together to 
provide the most appropriate educational environment for our English language 
learners. 
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APPENDIX
(This is the document that Kathy Lange-Madden and I presented to our adminis-
trative team, excerpted from MA DESE, 2013, pp. 12-14.)

SHELTERED ENGLISH IMMERSION PROGRAM 
INSTRUCTIONAL PROGRAMS FOR ELL STUDENTS
Chapter 71A of the Massachusetts General Laws (G.L. c. 71A) requires that stu-
dents classified as ELLs be educated in a Sheltered English Immersion (SEI) pro-
gram, unless a program waiver is sought for another program model, such as 
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Transitional Bilingual Education (TBE). This requirement applies to all districts that 
enroll ELL students, regardless of the number. SEI programs in grades K-12 shall 
consist of two components:

• Sheltered Content Instruction. Sheltered content instruction (also called 
Sheltered English Immersion or SEI) includes approaches, strategies and 
methodology to make the content of lessons more comprehensible and 
to promote the development of academic language needed to suc-
cessfully master content standards. Sheltered content instruction must 
be taught by qualified content area teachers. It must be based on dis-
trict-level content area curriculum that is aligned to the Massachusetts 
Curriculum Frameworks and that integrates components of the WIDA ELD 
standards frameworks. Entering and Emerging students (Levels 1 and 2) 
will find this instruction more challenging than students at higher levels 
of English proficiency levels (i.e., Developing, Expanding, and Reaching 
- Levels 3, 4, and 5, respectively). Therefore, districts can group Entering 
and Emerging students together and provide additional support during 
sheltered content instruction (i.e., sheltered content instruction delivered 
by an ESL teacher with appropriate content area license, or co-teaching 
between an ESL teacher and a sheltered content area teacher).

• English as a Second Language (ESL) instruction. ESL instruction provides 
explicit, direct, and systematic instruction to learn the English language 
that is intended to promote second language acquisition and English 
language proficiency. It includes learning outcomes in the four language 
domains: speaking, listening, reading, and writing. ESL instruction must be 
tailored to the students’ English language proficiency levels. In order to pri-
oritize language needs, districts may group students of different ages and 
native language groups within the same ESL classroom (G.L. c. 71A § 4). 
For example, districts may choose to group students within the following 
levels for targeted ESL instruction: Levels 1-2, Levels 2-3, Levels 3-4, Levels 
4-5 and/or Levels 3-5. ESL instruction should be based on district-level ESL 
curriculum that is aligned to the Massachusetts Curriculum Frameworks 
and integrates components of the WIDA ELD standards frameworks.

PROGRAM COMPONENTS
FIRST COMPONENT 
ESL or ELD Instruction provided by ESL teacher 
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DESE recommended hours of ESL instruction:
Level 1 & Level 2: 2.5 hrs to full day ESL (150 minutes to a full day ESL) 

Level 3: 1 to 2 hrs per day to full day ESL (60 to 120 minutes ESL per day) 

Level 4 & Level 5: 2.5 hrs per week of ESL (30 minutes ESL per day)

Recent Research:
“The available evidence suggests the following major commitments: schools 
should make ELD part of the program of instruction for English learners; they 
should do so for ELs at all levels of proficiency; and they should make the pres-
ence, consistency, and quality of ELD instruction a strong and sustained priority.” 
(Saunders et al, 15)

SECOND COMPONENT 
Sheltered Content Instruction provided by a content teacher with SEI Endorse-
ment or content teacher with ESL license or co-taught by content teacher and 
ESL teacher 

DESE recommended hours of Sheltered Content Instruction: 
• Level 1 & Level 2: sheltered content instruction during other available hours 

after ESL instruction

• Level 3 & Level 4: sheltered ELA or sheltered reading instruction after ESL 
instruction; other instructional hours available for sheltered math, science, 
and SS

• Level 5: full day sheltered content area instruction after 30 minute period of 
ESL 

Recent Research:
“Students with teachers who were trained in the SIOP Model of sheltered in-
struction and implemented it with fidelity performed significantly better on as-
sessments of academic language and literacy than students with teachers who 
were not trained in the model.” (Short et al 363)

“Sheltered instruction is a set of teaching strategies, designed for teachers of 
academic content, that lower the linguistic demand of the lesson without com-
promising the integrity or rigor of the subject matter. It was originally designed for 
content and classroom teachers who teach in English (Best Practices for ELLs).”

BEST PRACTICE WITH ELLS
• Weekly planning session with SEI and ESL teachers
• Reading Street (RS) and all of its components for ELLs are to be used by 
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the SEI teacher

• ESL teacher will support vocabulary development of RS and use ESL texts 
for English language development

• Modifications to assignments, assessments, and homework based upon 
English language proficiency level www.wida.us/get.aspx?id=542 and 
www.wida.us/get.aspx?id=543

At the end of the document, we attached a copy of Andrea Weingartner’s 
“Modification Tips and Techniques for ESL Students.”
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Going All-Out for Oracy
SANDY LORD
andrew.lord@tauntonschools.org

ELLs have to accomplish two goals: learn 
grade-level academic content, regardless of language 
proficiency, and, at the same time, develop peer-level 
academic language pro ficiency. To im prove understanding 
of academic content, classroom teachers are learning Shel-
tered English Instruction (SEI) tech niques, which have proven to be 
very effective. How ever, SEI is only half the solution; attention is also needed for 
the ESL/ELL pro grams that address our students’ language develop ment. Ac-
cording to the US Department of Education (2005), “Effective goals for ELL stu-
dents address both English language development and subject matter instruc-
tion.” Unfortunately, because of the pressure of high-stakes standardized testing, 
our students’ language development is often placed second to their learning 
of academic content. In this article, I will argue for the import ance of language 
development, especially oral language development, and describe a program 
I am putting together in my elementary classroom in Taunton.

Current scholarship offers three broad recommendations for the development 
of English language proficiency:

1. ELLs need advanced, academic oral English proficiency — oracy — in 
order to gain peer-level proficiency across the four domains of speaking, 
listening, reading, and writ ing. (August & Shanahan, 2006; Williams & Roberts, 
2011)
 
2. Student output, with interaction and feedback, is necessary for the autom-
atization of oral language. (Boyd & Rubin, 2002; Gass, 1997; Long, 1996; Pica, 
1987, 1994; Swain, 1985) “Through oral production of comprehensible output 
and by engaging in oral nego tiations, language learners often come to no-
tice and consolidate structural properties of their target language” (Boyd & 
Rubin, 2002).

Articles
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3. Students learn academic English more quickly and thoroughly if they con-
tinue to develop academic language proficiency in their home language(s). 
(Collier, 1989, 1992; Foertsch, 1998; Ford, 2005; Genessee, 1994; Genessee, 
Geva, Dressler, & Kamil, 2008; Guccione, 2012; Proctor, Carlo, August, & Snow, 
2005; Thomas & Collier, 1997) 

In my elementary classroom in Taunton, I have gone all-out on the first two of 
these recom mend ations. Ernst (1994) points out that during most of the school 
day students speak for 1/3 of the time, while teachers speak 2/3 of the time. The 
situation is reversed in my classroom, with student speech constituting the majori-
ty of our time. Using a cur riculum that I have created called CIRCLE-ELL, students 
spend their time discus sing, listening, and debating, with each other and with 
me. I teach them to speak politely, re spect fully, and honestly, and to value the 
contri butions of others, regardless of profi ciency level. They use the language 
of all five WIDA categories (Social and Instructional Language, English and lan-
guage arts, Math, Social Studies, and Science) in a low-stress, socially motivated 
setting that encourages expressive and receptive skills. 

In my classroom, work begins with ‘Good morning’ and continues with academ-
ically oriented talk and debate based on over 700 images that I have carefully 
selected and ar ranged by theme. Each theme, ranging broadly from art to 
world culture,1 contains forty images, which I project one at a time on a 6’ x 12’ 
screen. In a light black box covering the bottom sixth of the screen is a vocab-
ulary word, a sequence of syllabifying hands that indicates which syll ables are 
stressed, and an orange and yellow starburst strip that flash es for 4.5 seconds. 
Students read the word, spell the word, clap the syllables of the word, listen to 
a model sentence during the 4.5 second visual cue, and repeat that sentence. 
Then the fun begins!

Aligned with these images, and also to the WIDA standards, are a series of 
teacher scripts that provide jumping-off points for student conversation. The 
scripts are designed to elicit the language of the five WIDA standards, without 
expecting any particular content. The goal is to prepare students with the lan-
guage they need in order to understand the content they will be required to 
learn in their academic classes. Here is an example of the sorts of scripts I pro-
vide for various age and proficiency levels: 

1 Other topics include, in alphabetical order, electricity, fall, farm, geography, houses, jobs, music, numbers, past and 
present, plants, police and fire, school, space, sports, spring, tools, transportation, water, and winter. 
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WATER THEME (QUESTIONS 1-8 OF 40)
Tier AB Sample Script  (For all Ks, 1s, and 2s, and Tier AB 3-12s)

Word Slide Phrase WIDA 
Category

Question

amphibian 1 This amphibian is 
a frog.

LA ‘Amphibian’ is a four syllable word. Let’s 
clap it. These two states are also four 
syllable words: ‘Massachusetts’; ‘Con-
necticut’. Which state - ‘Massachusetts’ 
or ‘Connecticut’ - has the same rhythmic 
pattern as ‘amphibian’?

2 Some amphib-
ians are black 
and yellow.

SIL I think if I saw this black and yellow am-
phibian in the wild I would get the heebie 
jeebies! Would you? What gives you the 
heebie jeebies?

aquarium 3 At the aquarium 
you see fish.

SIL This group of kids is at the touch tank in 
the aquarium. What do you think that’s 
like? What are the animals in the touch 
tank like? Sharks and piranhas?

4 He cleans the 
aquarium.

SC What is this aquarium worker doing? Why 
is it really important in a place like this?

bottle 5 This bottle has 
water.

SC Vincent van Gogh painted this bottle, 
pot, and shoes long ago. At that time, 
bottles were usually made of glass. What 
is usually made of glass these days?

6 These bottles are 
glass.

MA Glass bottles like this can be returned for 
five cents apiece in some states. Let’s 
count out the amount of money we’d get 
for returning 20 bottles.

fire fighting 7 Fire fighting is 
hard.

SS Fire fighting is extremely important. Since 
this picture was taken almost 100 years 
ago, some things have changed and 
some have stayed the same when it 
comes to fighting fires. Let’s discuss.

8 Fire fighting is hot 
work.

LA What do you think: Have the fire fighters 
al most put out the fire or do they still have 
their work cut out for them? Are they 
done or is there more to do?
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With the same exact images, here is the sample script for Tier BC 3-12s:

Word            Slide Phrase WIDA 
Category

Question

amphibian 1 Amphibians like 
frogs need land 
and water to live.

SC Frogs, toads, and other amphibians 
do not drink water - they actually ab-
sorb it through their skin just by being 
around it! What are some things they 
do with their mouths?

2 Stay away from 
this yellow and 
black amphibian.

SC Yellow and black creatures like this 
amphibian often have those colors 
to warn other creatures to stay away. 
What other animals have this sort of 
pattern?

aquarium 3 At the aquarium 
you may be able 
to touch a fish.

SS Most children and parents don’t have 
too many chances to interact with 
stingrays and other marine life. Why 
is it important to get to interact with 
these creatures?

4 The aquarium 
needs to be 
scrubbed every-
day.

SIL What will happen to the aquarium 
walls if they aren’t scrubbed regu-
larly? What happens to your house if 
you don’t scrub it regularly?

bottle 5 The glass bottle is 
one-quarter full.

MA Vincent van Gogh painted this still life 
with some wooden shoes, a clay pot, 
and a bottle that is one quarter full. 
If he had painted six bottles that are 
one quarter full, how many full bot-
tles’ worth of water would he have?

6 These bottles can 
be returned for 
some cash.

MA Each of these bottles is ready for 
recycling. In this state, you can return 
glass bottles for 2 cents each. There 
are 500 bottles here - far too many to 
bring to the recycling center in one 
day. If you brought half of the bottles 
today, how many cents would you 
get? How many dollars is that?

fire fighting 7 Fire fighting is both 
difficult and dan-
gerous.

SIL What is the job of a fire fighter? What 
do they do when they are not fight-
ing a fire? When they are? What is the 
role of water?

8 The fire fighting 
is almost finished 
here.

LA ‘Fire’ and ‘fighting’ start with the 
consonant /f/ and the long vowel /i 
(aj)/. What are some other letters or 
combinations of letters that have the 
same sounds as <f> and <i>?



31 Going All-Out for Oracy

These questions are just a jumping-off point. To lower the students’ affective 
filters, I tell them that they can talk about anything they want. My youngest stu-
dents often create fan tas tic stories of how the amphibians meet up with ninjas 
to save some gorillas. Instead of directing away from this sort of discussion, I run 
with this passion and follow up with “Wow! I never realized that. So the ninjas 
and the am phi bians work together? How can they work together to save those 
goril las?” And the students gleefully construct a narra tive about amphibians and 
ninjas, with proce dures, cause and effect, and other academic content. With-
out knowing it, they are working hard at acquiring academic English. To view all 
forty images on one theme takes up to 3.5 hours a week. It’s amazing how the 
time flies, and how little I need to say to keep the students going.

In a follow-up class session, after the initial viewing, I remove the material at the 
bottom of each image and replace it with the sentence that goes with that im-
age. We read the sen tences and write them down on care fully prepared hand-
outs. In this way, the students be come accustomed to writ ing academic English 
in a no-stress way. They often try to write the sentences from memory without 
re-reading them. The next day, after reviewing the orig  inal images, students are 
asked to vote for the images they like best and write an orig inal sentence or 
two about each one. They are given only one direction: that they must use the 
focused word. Students at all levels produce amazing work because they enjoy 
doing it.

In another follow-up activity, students solidify their knowledge of the sounds of 
the words by listening to each word from a new teacher script, writing the num-
ber of syll ables, and marking the stress pattern, metalinguistic knowledge that is 
one predictor of literacy skills. They also ans wer a phonological-awareness ques-
tion that asks them to identify particular features of the word, such as the rhyme, 
the sequence of sounds, or what the word would sound like with substi tuted 
sounds or if particular sounds were deleted.

For the older students (grade 2+), these activities are followed by a free-write. 
We review the vocabulary, write some sentences using that vocabulary, and 
then brainstorm using one of the sentences. After that comes a 45-minute free-
write session, when students can write on whatever topic they like. 

The final in-class activity is a review of the images, with a student at the helm. 
Having removed the information bar at the bottom of the image, I invite the stu-
dent teacher to lead a class dis cussion on whichever images he or she wants to 
talk about. The students take it very seriously, and hold a discussion similar to the 
one we had earlier in the week.
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What about the third recommendation from the language-acquisition scholars, 
that ELLs need to continue to develop academic language skills in their home 
languages? My curri culum addresses this challenge by providing translated 
curricular tools, to be used by a parent or care giver at home. The content is the 
same as in my classroom; only the lang uage is differ ent. Parents and students 
look at the images and have discussions about them. Instead of Eng lish words 
appearing on the screen, there are words in Spanish, Kreyol, or Urdu, among 
others. Parents also have access to translated versions of the teach er scripts. 
With our classroom discussions fresh in their minds, students have acad emically 
oriented con versations with their caregivers — qualified, native speakers of the 
language. 

How do my students, who have been mostly discussing and writing loosely di-
rected sentences and paragraphs, perform on standardized tests? After one 
year with my curri culum and classroom strategies, my students’ scores on the 
ACCESS assessment showed 64% y/y gains overall and 72% y/y gains in literacy 
skills. Even though read ing and writ ing are only a small part of the curriculum, 
students’ improved oral skills allowed them to make big gains in literacy as well. 

Please contact me at andrew.lord@tauntonschools.org. It would be my pleasure 
to share my materials with you. 
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Forming a Parent Action 
Group
JENNIFER FITZGERALD
fitzgeraldje@mersd.org

Communication between home and school is an 
important and often overlooked route to improved student 
performance: research shows that student achievement 
rises when a strong home/school bond is created.  Accord-
ing to Williams and Chavkin (as cited in Assam, 2009, 92-93), 
“the more parents participate in schooling, in a sustained way, 
at every level — in advocacy, decision-making and oversight roles, as fund-rais-
ers and boosters, as volun teers and para-professionals, and as home teachers 
— the better for student achieve ment.”

Teachers and parents traditionally stay connected during the school year 
through news letters, websites, emails, conferences, and phone calls, but these 
channels are not always sufficient for ELL parents. Faced with language difficul-
ties, cultural differ ences, and differ ences in educa tional experience, ELL par-
ents, especially those in low-incidence school districts, may feel isolated and 
alienated. They often do not feel comfortable volunteering in the schools or 
attending PTO meetings.  

An ELL Parent Action Group (ELL PAG) can be an effective way to reach out 
to ELL parents and give them the opportunity to meet with school personnel in 
a friendly, non-threatening environment.  At these meetings, parents can learn 
how the school is struc tured, whom to ask for help, how to interpret testing re-
sults, how to advocate for their children, and much more.  School administrators 
can be invited to attend, so that parents can ask them about school policy and 
decision-making in a smaller, more acces sible setting.  Initially, the agenda may 
be set by the teacher or facilitator, but ulti mately the parents will assume control 
of the meetings and formulate their own agendas.

Forming a PAG takes planning.  It is good to make the first contact about the 
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group in person, and at the beginning of the school year.  Meeting parents at 
Back to School Nights is ideal.  Explain the group concept, find out the parents’ 
level of interest, and take note of their availability.

HERE IS A TIMELINE THAT MAY BE HELPFUL IN PLANNING PAG MEETINGS:

TWO WEEKS BEFORE THE FIRST MEETING
• E-mail parents about day, place, and time, with translations. Make it clear 

that children are welcome.
• Ask if there are specific topics parents would like to discuss.

ONE WEEK BEFORE
• E-mail a meeting reminder and agenda, with RSVP.
• Tell students about the meeting and the group.  Tell them that they can 

ask questions on behalf of their parents.
TWO DAYS BEFORE

• Send home a paper invitation with a copy of the agenda.
DAY OF THE MEETING

• Make sure all main office personnel, colleagues, and administrators know     
where the meeting is being held.

• Put up signs so parents can find the meeting.
• Prepare a craft and a snack (if your school allows) for children who attend.
• Make copies of the agenda and any materials you will need.

DURING THE MEETING
• Give parents time to meet each other and connect.
• Make sure the children are busy.
• Take notes.
• Ask how you can be helpful.
• Set the date/time of the next meeting.

AFTER THE MEETING
• Follow up with a thank-you e-mail.
• E-mail any resources parents requested.
• Give an update to your administrators and colleagues.

Possible Topics: school structure and personnel; the school website and grading 
portal; testing procedures; how parents can support their children at home; the 
benefits of bi lingualism and how parents can promote their children’s bilingual-
ism; adult ESL classes, both on-line and in-class; community resources; cultural 
adjustment; and cross cultural awareness.

In my current district, the ELL PAG is new.  We had four meetings last year (Oc-
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tober, January, March, June) — two in the afternoon and two in the evening.  We 
alternated locations, as well, with two at the elementary school and two at the mid-
dle school.  We planned the last meeting of the year for a Friday evening in June, but 
when the date came many of the families were busy with other end-of-year activities.  
This year, I plan to have the last meeting in May so we can be sure to celebrate to-
gether.

I always set aside a good amount of time at the beginning of the meeting for the par-
ents to meet and get to know each other.  My parent attendees catch up for about 
30 minutes before we get down to the business part of the agenda.  This can make 
the meet ings last about 90 minutes, but it is important for the parents to connect; I 
wouldn’t skip this part.  Over the course of the year, their conversations have become 
closer and more familiar.  In the beginning, they talked about the best supermarkets 
and prices, the weather, and learning English; now they share news about their chil-
dren, their hopes for the future, and the joys and challenges of forging a new life in a 
new land.

A well-organized ELL PAG can create a welcoming and supportive relationship with 
our students’ families and forge a vital link between home and school. This can have 
a lasting impact on educational achievement in a student population that is histor-
ically under performing. Enhancing Partnerships between Teachers and Parents of 
English Language Learners: Promoting Pre-K to Post-Secondary (Uy, Carbino, Martinez, 
& Vazquez, 2014) is an excellent publication that describes various ways to foster a 
positive, effective relation ship with parents. 
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INTRODUCTION 
The number of English learners (ELs) in the United 
States has been increasing steadily for the past twenty 
years. During the 2013-2014 academic year, Massa-
chusetts schools enrolled 73,217 ELs, a 63.6% increase 
from the 2000-2001 school year (Figure 1) (MA DESE, 
2014). ELs now make up about 7.5% of the Massachu-
setts PK-12 school popu lation. 

RETELL
In order to improve instruc tion and provide better support for the academic 
achievement of these English learners, the State Depart ment of Elementary and 
Secondary Education (DESE) has launched the Rethink ing Equity and Teach-
ing for English Language Learn ers (RETELL) ini tiative, which requires that by July 
1, 2016 all core academic teachers of ELs, along with the administrators who 
supervise or evaluate them, must earn a Shel tered English Immersion (SEI) En-
dorsement. In-service teachers are to earn the endorse ment by completing a 
prescribed RETELL course which is offered by the districts. Pre-service teachers 
must com plete a state-approved SEI endorsement course as part of their initial 
licensure programs.  

OUR NPD PROJECTS 

Massachusetts Universities and School Districts Collaborate...
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While the RETELL initiative is a promising beginning, a single course, by itself, is 
not enough to fully prepare educators to work with ELs; ways must be found to 
sustain the effort (Whitlow & Gonzalez, 2013). We, the authors of this paper, are 
fortunate to be working on National Professional Development (NPD) grants that 
allow teachers in our part ner districts to benefit from additional resources and 
access to training. 

The NPD Program, which is administered by the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Office of English Language Acquisition (OELA), provides five-year grants to in-
stitutions of higher education (IHEs) that work in partnership with local school 
districts or state edu cational agencies to prepare teachers and other profes-
sionals to educate ELs (Ryan & Garcia, 2010). Of the five Massachusetts IHEs that 
received NPD grants in 2012, four of us1 (Fitchburg State University, Framingham 
State University, Salem State University, and The University of Massachusetts at 
Lowell) are working together to share our find ings and learn from one another. 
Each of our projects provides ongoing professional development to educa-
tors who work directly or indirectly with ELs, including our own university faculty, 
pre-service teachers, and in-service teachers, paraprofessionals, and administra-
tors in our partner districts. We hope these efforts, consistent with the state initia-

1 The other IHE that received a NPD grant is the University of Massachusetts at Boston. 
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tive, can go beyond RETELL and build the support structures that are needed to 
continue improving the education of ELs across Massachusetts. 

In the remainder of this article, we will describe our individual programs and then 
say a little about the collaboration among our institutions and about some more 
general oppor tunities that we are planning to offer to educators in Massachu-
setts. 

FRAMINGHAM STATE UNIVERSITY 
Framingham State University is partnering with Wachusett Regional School Dis-
trict, the Marl boro Public Schools, and the Cambridge Public Schools. Our $1.68 
million NPD grant (T365Z120171), called MASSexcELLS, is fully funding a Framing-
ham State Uni versity M.Ed. in TESL for 50 in-service district teachers and support-
ing three instruc tional coaches who pro vide job-embedded professional devel-
opment in classrooms through  out the district, including strate gies for vocabulary 
development and content com pre hension in STEM area classrooms. We are 
providing WIDA workshops for 300 district teachers, and assisting admin istrators 
in establishing optimal placement and sup port structures for ELs.  For additional 
information about MASSexcELLS, please visit our website at www.mmahler.com.  

THE UNIVERSITY OF MASSACHUSETTS AT LOWELL
Our $1.63 million grant (T365Z120232), called Preparing Excellent Teachers of All 
Language Learners (PETALLs), is funding 17 pre-service teachers who are working 
towards a dual licensure in ESL plus a content area, with focus on STEM fields. 
For our own faculty, we are offering workshops on SEI pedagogy and how to 
incorporate this content into their methodology courses. In partnership with the 
Lawrence Public Schools, PETALLs is funding 29 teachers who are participating in 
a 12-credit ESL certificate pro gram. We are also providing ongoing pro fes sional 
development workshops for 22 district administrators on the planning and imple-
mentation of SEI and ESL programs for ELs. Fin ally, we are providing professional 
development work shops for 139 para professionals who will support instruction for 
ELs in our partner district. For more information about project PETALLS, please visit 
our website at www.uml.edu/petalls. 

SALEM STATE UNIVERSITY
Our $1.92 million NPD grant (T365Z120109), called Successful Advancement of 
English Learners (SAEL) has partnered with the Salem, Lynn, and Revere school 
districts to sup port their faculty and staff in serving English Learners. We are cur-
rently funding 48 grad uate participants in either a Graduate Licensure program 
or a full Master of Arts degree in TESOL, along with eleven undergraduate partici-
pants who are completing course work for an initial license in Geography, Chem-
istry, Biology or Math with SEI Endorsement. All participants are teachers or future 
teachers in our partner districts. In addition to their coursework, they are given 
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the opportunity to gain hands-on experience by working in summer programs 
with ELs, and participating in professional develop ment workshops around Span-
ish-English language contrasts, Teaching Science Literacy to PreK-Grade 6 ELs, 
Strategies for working with EL Writers, and Family and Commun ity Engagement. 
For our own Salem State faculty, Project SAEL is offering workshops on SEI teach-
ing strategies and how to infuse them into all our education courses. For more 
in formation on Project SAEL please visit our website at www.projectsael.org. 
 
FITCHBURG STATE UNIVERSITY
Our $1.97 million NPD grant (T365Z120282), called Transforming Education and 
Schools for English Learners (TESEL) is funding a partnership between Fitchburg 
State University, the Collaborative for Education Services (CES), and the pub-
lic school dis tricts of Fitchburg, Leominster and Lowell. In order to improve lan-
guage instruction for ELs, we are providing 230 teachers and paraprofessionals in 
our partner districts the op portunity to earn their ESL license through hybrid on-
line graduate courses. We are also offering ESL professional development for our 
350 STEM content teachers, along with workshops for superintendents, principals, 
school leaders and mentor teachers in best practices for high quality classrooms 
with diverse learners.  At our own institution, the TESEL project has worked with 
education faculty to help them embed SEI practices throughout all our course-
work. For more information about the TESEL project, please visit our website at 
www.fitchburgstate.edu/tesel.

CONCLUSION
As the NPD grantees in Massachusetts we find it important to work collaborative-
ly. We meet quarterly, communicate regularly and use Dropbox to share and 
disseminate our findings. We firmly believe that all students can achieve at high 
levels, and we are work ing together to ensure that educators in Massachusetts 
are well prepared to meet the needs of the ELs in their class rooms.

Although we cannot accept participants from outside our partner districts, we 
do hope to share the results and findings of our work so all educators may ben-
efit. We are currently working together to plan a joint conference on classroom 
practice for ELs, to be held on Wednesday, October 7, 2015, from 4:30 – 7:30, in 
O’Leary Library 222, 61 Wilder Street, Lowell, MA. The keynote speaker will be Dr. 
Susan P. O’Hara, co-author (with Jeff Zwiers and Robert Pritchard) of Common 
Core Standards in Diverse Classrooms: Essential Practices for Developing Acad-
emic Language and Disciplinary Literacy. The conference is open to all teachers 
throughout New England. Please visit our website at www.uml.edu/petalls for 
further information as it develops. 
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Building a Better Teacher: 
How Teaching Works (and 
How to Teach It to Everyone)
by Elizabeth Green. W.W. Norton, 2014. ISBN: 978-0393081596 
REVIEWED BY MARY CLARK

“From the moment our children step into a classroom, the sin-
gle most important factor determining their achievement is not the color of 
their skin or where they come from; it’s not who their parents are or how much 
money they have. It’s who their teacher is.” (Barack Obama, during his 2007 
presidential campaign)  Obama’s  in spiring statement about the importance 
of classroom teachers was based, accord ing to author Elizabeth Green, on 
research beginning with Hanushek (1972) and con tinuing to Kane, Staiger, and 
Gordon (2006). This research argues per suasively that the most important deter-
minant in children’s academic progress is their class room teacher. 

There are two competing schools of thought as to how to respond to these find-
ings: One says, “Evaluate teachers and remove those that perform poorly”; the 
other says. “Treat teachers as professionals; give them autonomy in their class-
rooms and set them free to do their job well.”

Green argues that neither of these strategies, on its own, will produce better 
teach ers. Even if we knew how to identify weak teachers accurately, which we 
do not, there are enormous logistical obstacles to simply removing them from 
the class room; to replace the bottom 10% of teachers in California, she points 
out, we would need 30,000 new teach ers. Even if we could immediately find 
this many new hires, what guar antee would we have that their replacements 
would be better? And what should we do about the many teachers who are 
“good enough” but could be much better? 

The other proposed remedy — setting teachers free to figure things out for 
them selves — is the path that was traditionally followed in this country, with very 
limited success. I had personal experience of this approach when, many years 
ago, as a 20-year-old beginning high school English teacher, I began teaching 
five classes (four prepara tions) with no guid ance and no curriculum except for 
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aged sets of textbooks, including one set of grammar books with pictures of Shir-
ley Temple inside the front cover.

Green points out that both these strategies — fire weak teachers, set teachers 
“free” — are based on the assumption that teaching is an in-born talent: it can’t 
be taught. This is a fallacy, she argues; good teaching can be taught. But in or-
der to prepare teachers effect ive ly, we first have to identify the knowledge and 
skills that good teachers have, and then find ways to teach these skills to others. 
And effective teacher education must begin with a coherent, academically 
rigorous set of learning stand ards for students, along with wide ly accepted cur-
ricula for achieving these standards, textbooks that sup port the curri culum, and 
assessment tools that are based on the curriculum rather than over riding it.

Common Core is a good first step at identifying what students need to learn, 
Green believes; she likes its emphasis on understanding, rather than rote redu-
plication of facts, definitions, and procedures. But we still lack the assessment 
tools, text books, and other supporting materials that teachers need if they are to 
teach the Common Core effectively. Without these supports, she predicts, Com-
mon Core will become just “one more piece meal mandate handed to teachers 
without any guidance on what to do.”

Some of the gaps are beginning to be filled in, Green says. As promising trends, 
she describes the work of Deborah Ball, Fran ces co Forzani, and others at the U. 
of MI School of Education, whose organization, “Teaching Works,” is developing 
models for teacher education based on “high-leverage practices” that pre-ser-
vice teachers need to master, such as “leading a whole-class discussion,” and 
“making content explicit through explan ation, model ing, representations, and 
exam ples.” Green is also encouraged by recent efforts to use teacher evalua-
tion measures as diagnostic, rather than “sorting,” tools. In one study, Pam Gross-
man, at Stanford, used an obser vation rubric called the Protocol for Language 
Teaching as a profes sion al develop ment tool: weak spots in teachers’ evalu-
ative ratings became the focus of subse quent coaching sessions. Unfortunately, 
Green says, most states are using “generic” evaluation tools, when what is need-
ed is a separate eval uation for each school sub ject; the skills an English teacher 
needs are not exactly the same as those that are needed by a Math teacher. 

Green also covers some more specific topics: One chap ter is devoted to a de-
scription of the highly collaborative Japanese school system, with its common 
curriculum and exam sys tem, where teachers are given regular op por tunities 
to observe and cri tique one anoth er’s lessons, and where outstanding teachers 
are brought into text book pub lishing com panies to contribute their expert ise. 
Two chapters are devoted to the description of an inquiry-based method for 
the teaching of mathe matics, in which students begin each lesson by working 
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indepen dently on a problem or ques tion that has been carefully chosen to de-
velop their under standing of a particular mathe matical concept. Green credits 
the success of Japanese mathematics education to their nationwide adoption 
of this method ology in the 1990s. (But see Tom Loveless’s critique of Green’s 
analysis in the Brookings Institute’s Brown Center Chalkboard (Aug. 7, 2014)).

Two chapters are devoted to the topic of charter schools, with particular atten-
tion to their approach to discipline in inner-city schools, beginning, in the 90s, 
with a rigid “no-excuses” strategy and evolving, gradually, to a more relaxed 
approach that focuses on character development, personal relation ships, and 
explicit instruction about how to behave as a scholar. 

I came to this book after reading Green’s article “Why Do Americans Stink at 
Math?” in the July 27 edition of the New York Times Sunday Magazine. I found 
the book to be just as stimulating as the article — full of interesting ideas about 
important issues. Ms. Green is a reporter, not a teacher, but she takes teaching 
seriously — she doesn’t blame teachers for the failings of the American educa-
tional system, and she never, at any point, under estimates the difficulty of the 
job they perform; her aim is to find ways to make their job easier and more sat-
isfying. Having abandoned K-12 teaching after that early traum atic experience 
with the Shirley Temple textbooks, I was fascinated by what she had to say, but 
do not feel qualified to evaluate the solutions she pro poses. I’m eager to hear 
what prac ticing teachers have to say about her ideas. 
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Words that you said got bigger: 
English language learners’ lived 
experiences of deficit discourse 
Research in the Teaching of English
Shapiro, Shawna, 2014, 48 (1), 386-406. 
REVIEWED BY EILEEN FELDMAN

In this article, Shawna Shapiro, Middlebury College assistant professor of 
Writing and Linguis tics, addresses the academic achievement gap for English 
Language Learners. Her novel ap proach — to study media coverage of ELL test 
scores and collect ELL’s responses to that un flattering coverage — gives voice 
to students and parents, whose voices are seldom included in the research on 
this topic.  Our current educational model, where language proficiency deter-
mined by standardized tests dictates class placement even in courses such as 
math and science where language is not the focus, creates dis couragement, 
resistance to edu cational institutions, and increased drop-out rates.  Al though 
Research in the Teaching of English is a journal for English teachers, Shapiro’s 
analyses and suggestions are relevant to all teachers, administrators, parents, 
scholar-researchers, and teacher educators.

The article follows the standard research format: literature review, author’s 
approach, re search setting, theoretical perspectives, methods, re searcher ex-
perience, demographics of parti cipants, findings, discussion, and con clusions. 
The study was triggered by student protests after a school principal posted 
news paper articles about lower ELL test scores on a school bulletin board. Af-
ter interviewing the ELLs about their school experiences, the author identifies 
four themes: 1) essen tialization — multiple cultural groups are lumped to gether 
as “Africans,” 2) as sumed edu cational deficit — teachers and admin istrators 
assume that incoming ELLs lack previous education and, focusing on their lan-
guage test scores, fail to acknowledge their talent in other academic sub jects, 
3) assumption of intel lectual inferiority —  African ELLs are as sumed to be innate-
ly less intelligent, and 4) strategies for resistance — we need more balanced, 
individualized, and em path etic media coverage, more acad emic challenge, 
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more school investment in ELLs’ education al goals, including classroom discus-
sion of college plans, and more diversity in the curri culum, which would allow 
ELLs to contribute their experiences to other students’ under standing of glob al 
citizenship.

The author describes ELLs’ frustration at being devalued, bullied, and marginal-
ized both inside and outside of school. As a past teacher of both ESL and high 
school English, Shapiro feels schools must communicate better with ELL students 
and their parents, who want more challenging aca demic experiences.  Stu-
dents respond well to the prestige of being placed in a mainstream English class, 
and ESL and English faculties must work together to enroll some ELLs into Honors 
and AP classes. 

The limitation of this study is its narrow focus, which could be remedied by future 
re search, including a longitudinal study of these ELL participants, similar analyses 
of other comparable communities, or an examination of the attitudes of other 
stakeholders, such as teachers, admin istrators and parents.  Shapiro argues that 
deficit discourse should be rigorously examined and challenged in research and 
in educator development programs.  The students in her study needed encour-
agement to speak up at local meetings and write letters about their concerns.  
They wanted to help design units to raise other students’ cultural competence.  
In these ways they can advance and contribute to the educational experience 
of all our youth.

In the endnotes to the article, the reader learns of recent research focused on 
improving instruc tion for English language learners. Teachers, particularly Social 
Studies teachers, are starting to infuse diversity and social justice into their curric-
ula. Also noted is the prin cipal’s apology for posting the insulting article on the 
school bulletin board.  Refer ences include scholarship in English, psychology, 
and education, including international journals. 
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Five Books for a Multicultural 
World
REVIEWED BY KAREN GOYETTE

I was sitting at a table with a couple of my high school English 
Language Learners when I noticed that one of them had a copy of Harp-
er Lee’s To Kill a Mockingbird and the other had a copy of The Catcher in the 
Rye by J.D. Salinger. This gave me the inspiration to check out our school’s book 
room, where all the class copies of books are stored. Packed into that little room 
were copies of what are generally considered “the classics”: The Canterbury 
Tales, Pride and Prejudice, A Tale of Two Cities, Lord of the Flies, The Things They 
Carried, The Old Man and the Sea, The Great Gatsby, and A Farewell to Arms. 
These are all great books, to be sure, but aside from Jhumpa Lahiri’s The Name-
sake, there was a complete absence of multi-cultural or non-Anglo literature. In 
this re view, I will recommend five multicultural books that are suitable for older 
students (grade 5 to adult):

The New Kids: Big Dreams and Brave Journeys at a High School for 
Immigrant Teens,
by Brooke Hauser. Atria Books reprint edition, 2012. 336 pages
ISBN# 978-1439163306.

In this non-fiction book, written in a narrative-journalistic style, the author 
records a year in the lives of students at one of New York’s International 
Schools. This parti cular school is intended for students who were unable to 
pass the district’s English proficiency test. 

This is a great non-fiction read which highlights many issues that our stu-
dents are facing, such as families split between two countries, arranged 
marriages, family re spon sibilities that take precedence over academics, 
and homelessness. One caution: If you like a story with a chronological-
ly-sequenced plot, this is not the book for you. The author jumps around 
from topic to topic (all related, though) and this may be frus trating to 
readers who want to follow one student throughout their entire journey. 
This is a book is fairly challenging, both linguistically and culturally. WIDA 
Reading Level recommendation: 4+.
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American Born Chinese
by Gene Luen Yang. Square Fish reprint edition, 2008. 240 pages
ISBN# 978-0312384487

This is a vibrantly-colored graphic novel that tells the stories of three char-
acters — Jin Wang, Chin-Kee, and the Monkey King — and intertwines 
them in a surprising and thought-provoking way. Jin Wang is the son of im-
migrants and one of two Asian students in his school; he has to learn both 
English and Ameri can culture, which is not always easy. Chin-Kee is the 
embodiment of all our negative Chin ese stereotypes, from the moment 
he arrives with luggage in the shape of giant Chin ese restaurant to-go 
containers. The Monkey King is a traditional tale about the exploits of a 
monkey who grows dissatisfied with what he has and ends up search ing 
for more, ultimately realizing that the end of his journey is not so far from 
the beginning. 

The book is based on the author’s own experiences combined with ele-
ments from Chinese traditional folk tales; it explores issues such as feelings 
of isolation, stereotyping, and acculturation, in a fun and engaging man-
ner. However, just because this book has pictures does not mean it is at a 
low reading level. If you are using this book with students, you may have 
to spend some time teaching them how to read graphic novels. WIDA 
Reading Level recommendation: 3.0 + with teacher support; 4.0 + for in-
dependent reading.

Serving Crazy with Curry
by Amulya Malladi. Ballantine Books, 2004. 251 pages
ISBN# 978-0345466129.

This is a fiction novel that centers around three generations of Indian wom-
en, with the main focus on one of the daught ers in the family, named 
Devi. Devi’s family immigrates to the U.S. from India, and for half of the 
year Devi’s grandmother lives with them in the U.S. (hence the three gen-
erations). The author states on her web page that she did not want to tell 
the tale of the Indian diaspora or of immigrants attempt ing to adjust to life 
in anoth er country, but, to the everyday reader, that is exactly what will 
stand out at the first reading. 
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The issues presented in the story are adult issues, but understandable to 
high school students: arranged marriages, cultural differences between 
parents and children, the keeping of family secrets, and the need for a 
family to come together in times of trial. This is a beautifully written novel 
whose characters come alive; it is a touching story that is sure to connect 
with audiences.  If I had to choose between The Namesake and Serving 
Crazy with Curry, Serving Crazy with Curry would win out every time. WIDA 
Reading Level recommendation: 3.0 + with teacher support; 4.0 + for inde-
pendent reading.

The Code: Five Secrets to Teen Success
by Mawi Asgedom. Little, Brown Books for Young Readers, 2003. 144 pages
ISBN# 978-0316736893.

This is a nonfiction self-help book based on the author’s life and what he 
has learned along the way: it shares the author’s experiences and insights 
and offers practical “secrets” for succeeding in life.  The author lived in 
Ethiopia, fled civil war when he was three years old, moved to Chicago 
and lived on welfare with his family, and eventually graduated from Har-
vard (on a scholarship).  The book discusses inner and outer goals, morals, 
thoughts, and actions. It is about recognizing what you want and how 
to get it and overcoming any obstacles along the way. The book is at a 
lower reading level, and it has built-in reading journal entries, which makes 
it very teacher-friendly. WIDA Reading Level recommendation: 2.8 + with 
teacher support; 3.5 + for independent reading. 

The Absolutely True Diary of a Part-Time Indian
by Sherman Alexie. Little, Brown Books for Young Readers, reprint edition, 2009. 229 
pages. ISBN# 978-0316013697. 

If you have never read anything by Sherman Alexie (War Dances, Smoke 
Signals, etc…), this is a great place to start. This young-adult novel, inspired 
by the author’s life, demon strates that diversity and multiculturalism does 
not always mean coming from another country. The novel follows the story 
of Arnold Spirit, Jr. (“Junior”), a somewhat misfit Native American teenager 
who lives on the Spokane Indian Reser vation and makes the life-chang-
ing decision to attend an all-white school miles out side the reservation. 
The book openly discusses issues such as racism, poverty, and tradition in 
a clever and heart warming manner. Students will be able to identify with 
many of the struggles Junior faces and the ways in which he deals with his 
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diffi culties. This book is at a lower reading proficiency level, and is suitable 
for students of many ages. WIDA Reading Level re commendation: 3.0 + 
with teacher support; 4.0 + for independent reading. 
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