


of symbiosis and then showing how it is
different from other types of symbiosis.

m Comparison structures, which
identify two elements, such as com-
mensalism and mutualism, and list how
those elements are similar and
dissimilar.

m Problem/solution structures, which
begin by describing a problem such as
“The problem of the divide in wealth
between the upper 10 percent of people
in the United States and everyone else
can be addressed in a number of ways.”
Possible solutions follow.

Strategy #3: Help students
recognize layers.
Such expository structures will help
students comprehend relatively short
passages. However, long expository
texts have structures layered within
structures, and each layer represents a
unique comprehension task.

For example, a section of text might
start with a general statement and then
provide specific examples of that gener-

alization. But the discussion might also
include a description of a person, place,
or thing or a definition of a specific
term.

Knowing that texts have many layers
of structures is crucial to unlocking
the meaning of extended expository
discourse. Without this awareness, stu-
dents might assume that one structure
should organize the content; the
presence of multiple structures may
confuse them.

Strategy #4: Encourage

graphic representations.

Along with identifying text structures, it
is helpful for students to represent those
structures graphically. For example, a
student might represent a description
structure graphically by drawing a circle
that contains the element described,
with spokes emanating from the circle
noting the various characteristics
describing that element. A student
might represent a generalization
structure by stating the generalization
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at the top of a chart, with the examples
indented underneath to the right. The
more subordinate an example is to the
generalization, the farther the student
would indent it to the right.

Strategy #5: Review

essential terminology.

Even if a student recognizes that a
section of a science text is organized

as a generalization pattern about rela-
tionships in nature, she will have little
chance of comprehending that section
if she does not understand important
terms used in the text, such as meiosis,
mitosis, symbiosis and the like. Teachers
should carefully preview texts and
ensure that students have at least a basic
understanding of important terms.

Making Sense of the Text
Comprehension is crucial to learning—
and effective comprehension depends
on one’s ability to recognize the struc-
tures inherent in a text. Spending more
time and energy teaching text structures
to students and then helping them rec-
ognize these structures in their reading
can enhance students’ ability to com-
prehend a wide variety of texts.
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What Research Says About...

Jane L. David

Closing the Vocabulary Gap

ocabulary size predicts comprehension, but
learning new words is especially hard for

students who come to school with small
vocabularies or limited knowledge of English.

What's the Idea?

Students who enter school with limited vocabu-
laries, especially English language learners, often
struggle to understand what they read because
they are unfamiliar with many of the
words they encounter. This barrier
hampers their learning in all the
subjects they study. The consensus
of researchers and educators today
is that such students need explicit
vocabulary instruction.

What's the Reality?

Now, as in past decades, most
teachers devote little time to explicit
vocabulary instruction. Teachers are
already under the gun to cover more
material than time permits, and they
are stymied by the need to devote extra time to
vocabulary. Moreover, teachers face the challenge
of identifying which words are most important
for their students to learn, especially given the
large gap in vocabulary size between students
with poorly educated or non-English-speaking
parents and their more advantaged peers.

What's the Research?

The research shows a strong relationship
between vocabulary size and reading com-
prehension level; moreover, that relationship
grows stronger as students progress through
school (Snow, Porche, Tabors, & Harris, 2007).
Because students who know many words can
comprehend what they read, they continue

to increase their vocabularies and content
knowledge through reading. The opposite holds
true for students with limited vocabularies, espe-
cially English language learners (Blachowicz,
Fisher, Ogle, & Watts-Taffe, 2006).

Building vocabulary is more difficult than it
might seem. Vocabulary signifies more than a list
of words—it is a proxy for content knowledge.
Learning new words often involves learning new
ideas and information; memorizing definitions
is not the same thing (Stahl & Fairbanks, 1986).
Researchers concur that to “own” a new word
for the long term, the learner must see and use
the word multiple times in several contexts. The
question is, How can teachers accomplish this
goal efficiently?

Most teachers devote
little time to explicit

vocabulary instruction.

Researchers have studied a variety of strategies
to help students expand their vocabularies. In
one such study, Beck and McKeown (2007)
exposed kindergarten and 1st grade students
to read-aloud trade books chosen because they
included sophisticated words that struggling
readers would be unlikely to learn on their own.
The students had opportunities to discuss the
books, hear the words explained in the context
of the story, and hear the words used over the
next few days. They learned more words than
students in the comparison group, who partici-
pated in traditional read-alouds.

Carlo and colleagues (2004) tested the effects
of a vocabulary enrichment intervention in
which engaging texts and activities were used to
teach 5th grade students strategies for analyzing
new words using context clues and knowledge
of root words and cognates. Students read news-
paper articles, diaries, and histories about immi-
grants’ experiences followed by daily work in
small groups on such tasks as filling in missing
words, making word associations, and playing
charades. In classes randomly assigned to the
intervention, both English language learners and
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native English speakers outscored com-
parison students on several measures
of vocabulary development, including
depth of knowledge and understanding
of multiple meanings.

No one strategy can do the job alone,
however. Because different kinds of
words require different approaches—
and students’ needs vary by age, back-
ground knowledge, native language,
and motivation—teachers must know
and be adept in selecting among mul-

have little informational text and are
therefore of limited help in building
vocabulary or background knowledge
(Walsh, 2003).

Whichever words teachers choose
to teach, researchers agree that they
need to provide a variety of structured
opportunities for students to encounter
and use new words in authentic and
engaging contexts. The essential strategy
is providing opportunities for students
to practice using new words through

To “own” a new word for the long term,

the learner must see and use the word

multiple times in several contexts.

tiple strategies (Blachowicz et al., 20006).

Students at the secondary level need
to expand their vocabularies rapidly to
comprehend the multiple subjects they
are learning. This challenge is especially
intense for English language learners.
Even those labeled as fluent English
speakers, whose gaps in English may
not be readily apparent, often struggle
to develop the academic vocabulary
they need to be successful (Butler &
Hakuta, 2006).

Across grade levels, teachers get con-
flicting advice about which words to
focus on. Some researchers argue that
struggling students should be intro-
duced early on to interesting, sophis-
ticated words, partly to engage their
interest and partly to help them catch
up to their more advantaged peers (Beck
& McKeown, 2007). Some argue for
subject-specific academic words, such as
circumference and pollination (Marzano
& Pickering, 2005), and others for
words that cut across disciplines, such
as synthesize or infer (Coxhead, 2000).

According to one synthesis of best
practices for English language learners,
the core reading program is a good
place to begin choosing words for
instruction in the elementary grades
(Gersten et al., 2007). Others, however,
point out that most basal reading books

reading, writing, speaking, and espe-
cially conversations led by teachers
(Carlo et al., 2004).

What to Do?

Students grasp the full meaning of
words gradually, with repeated use

and varied contexts that illustrate how
meanings can change. Whether the
word is of or revolution, students cannot
understand its meanings and usage
without repeated practice and feedback.
Conversations with teachers and peers
that home in on vocabulary are one key
element. Other elements include associ-
ating new words with pictures, creating
semantic maps that show relationships
among words, playing word games, and
when appropriate, linking new words to
students’ native languages.

Devoting sufficient time to these
activities can happen only if all teachers
come on board and integrate vocabulary
development into their instruction
throughout the day. For example,
elementary teachers might pick infor-
mational texts and stories with rich
vocabulary as opportunities to learn
new content and new vocabulary, along
with careful attention to strategies
that support learning the new words.
Secondary teachers might use science
experiments and movies, as well as
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written text, as sources for zeroing in on
vocabulary development.

Without such concerted, schoolwide
efforts, the achievement gap between
students with limited vocabularies and
their peers will continue to expand.
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Digitally Speaking

William M. Ferriter

Can’t Get Kids to Read?

Make It Social

ecently, the language arts department
R at my school spent the better part of a

meeting wrestling with a challenge: the
apparent inability of today’s teens to indepen-
dently work their way through text. Although
our students perform well on end-of-grade
exams, they struggle with the
higher-level questions we integrate
into lessons and groan when it’s
time for sustained silent reading.
“They can’t seem to focus,” said one
of my peers. “How can we possibly
teach reading when our kids just
won’t read?”

If you've spent any part of your
career in text-driven classrooms, I'll
bet our concerns resonate with you.
Instead of getting lost in a book, stu-
dents fiddle and squirm or ask to go
to the bathroom. They switch titles
every few days. They stare at the
same page for half the instructional period and
seek out books with as few words as possible—
explaining the popularity of anime, graphic
novels, and image-driven nonfiction titles. Stu-
dents even skip text providing simple directions;
they seem intimidated by any paragraph that
continues for more than a few sentences.

These behaviors are discouraging but should
come as no surprise. After all, classrooms are
one of the only text-driven environments that
our students experience. Beyond school, U.S.
students spend most of their time with media
consuming digital information from televisions,
radios, and computers. Much of this electronic
information is visual or is processed passively, in
small bites.

Of the 11.2 hours each day that the average
American spends interacting with information,
slightly more than 30 minutes is spent with
books, magazines, or newspapers (Bohn &
Short, 2009). This shift is having a significant

impact on readers, as Nicholas Carr described in
his 2008 article “Is Google Making Us Stupid?”:

Immersing myself in a book or a lengthy article
used to be easy. My mind would get caught up

in the narrative or the turns of the argument, and
I'd spend hours strolling through long stretches

of prose. That’s rarely the case anymore. Now my
concentration often starts to drift after two or three
pages. I get fidgety, lose the thread, begin looking
for something else to do. I feel as if 'm always
dragging my wayward brain back to the text.

Students seem intimidated
by any paragraph that
continues for more than

a few sentences.

Dragging Back Their Brains

So how can you drag the wayward brains in
your classroom back to deeper reading? Begin
by recognizing that today’s students are driven
by opportunities to interact with one another.
Conversations—whether they are started on
Facebook, through text messages, or in the
hallways—play a central role in adolescents’
lives. Understanding that participation is a
priority, the best teachers create social reading
experiences and blur lines between fun and
work.

One great tool for creating social reading expe-
riences is Diigo (www.diigo.com), a free online
application that allows users to add highlights
and comments onscreen to any Web-based text.
These comments can be seen by anyone using
Diigo and are identified with the commenter’s
user name. Diigo also enables users to bookmark
and “tag” with keywords any online articles that
they find fascinating. Classes studying topics
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together can share their reading. Articles
tagged by one user become instantly
available to another, providing a source
for continued study and ongoing
conversations.

The best news is that creating secure
student accounts in Diigo is easy.
Teachers can form a classroom group
that enables students to see only the
articles bookmarked and the annota-
tions shared by their teachers and
peers—instead of the comments of the
entire Diigo community.

Avid Reading

Social bookmarking applications like
Diigo help my classes explore inter-
esting texts and get students reading
actively. As students highlight parts of
the text they find compelling and add
comments in onscreen threaded discus-

sions, they challenge the thinking of
their peers and even of the author.

My students read and annotate at all
hours of the day—before class, during
lunch, or while surfing the Web after
dinner—and return to our shared
articles time and again to track devel-
oping conversations. Their reading has
moved from a solitary act to the kind of
community-driven practice that reso-
nates with today’s teen.

I started my work with Diigo by
introducing students to the charac-
teristics of good conversations. We
practiced questioning and respectfully
disagreeing with the opinions of others.
We studied the differences between
digital and face-to-face conversations
and regularly rated practice annota-
tions that we added to shared texts.
(For guidance on setting criteria for
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annotations, see http:/digitallyspeaking.
pbworks.com/Social-Bookmarking-and-
Annotating.) We reviewed particularly
active strands in our Diigo conversa-
tions. (Scroll down on the site refer-
enced above for a sample of thoughtful
student interaction.)

To structure substantial conversations
instead of reactive chatter, I defined
five specific roles (listed in the Shared
Annotation Roles section of the Digi-
tally Speaking site referenced above)
for students working in shared anno-
tation groups. Roles include “Captain
Cannonballs,” who start conversations
by posing thoughtful questions about
key ideas in the text, and “Middle
Men,” who point out common ground
between seemingly opposing views in
each discussion.

Finding time in a packed curriculum
to emphasize this kind of online com-
menting and responding has been a
challenge, but it’s been worth it. New
opportunities to interact have drawn my
students back to text-based studies.
Tools such as Diigo are fundamentally
changing the reading experience—and
effective teachers must adapt to keep
their students engaged.
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Educational Leadership
Themes for 2010-2011

September 2010

Giving Students Meaningful Work
This issue will explore how schools are
ensuring that student work is mean-
ingful and what teachers can learn from
student work. We are looking for arti-
cles on project-based, experiential, and
place-based assignments; internships
and apprenticeships; the role of memo-
rization; effective homework practices;
assignments that create skillful writers;
strategies to develop student responsi-
bility; and the use of choice.

Deadline: April 1, 2010

October 2010

Interventions That Work

This issue will explore how schools can
identify individual students’ needs and
respond with the right supports at the
right time. Articles will deal with
response to intervention; proactive
classroom management; assessment
systems that catch problems before
students fall too far behind; and strate-
gies that general education and special
education teachers can share. We
welcome articles about specific
programs that strengthen students’
connection to school and research-
based interventions.

Deadline: May 3, 2010

November 2010

Closing Opportunity Gaps

This issue will look at how to address
inequities in funding, curriculum
access, facilities, preschool experiences,
health care, and teacher quality. How
are schools providing extended learning
opportunities? What are the most effec-
tive approaches to dropout prevention?
What role can vouchers and charter
schools play? How can we close tech-
nology gaps? Get the best teachers to
the students who need them most?
What strategies help students with

different readiness levels receive the
support they need?And how can we
ensure that boys and girls have equal
opportunities for academic success?
Deadline: June 1, 2010

December 2010/January 2011

The Effective Educator

This issue will consider how to define
educator effectiveness and how to
create conditions that enhance that
effectiveness. What sort of preparation
do prospective and beginning educators
need? What professional development is
best for more experienced educators,
including those deemed ineffective?
How can educators of different genera-
tions bring together the wisdom of
experience and fresh new thinking? How
can administrators best evaluate teachers?
Deadline: July 1, 2010

February 2011

Teaching Screenagers

This issue will discuss approaches
teachers can use to reach digital
learners. How do teachers’ roles change
when learning becomes screen-
oriented? What practices capitalize on
students’ penchant for collaboration and
social networking? How are classrooms
incorporating learning that is visual,
informal, interdisciplinary, and multi-
modal? How are schools handling such
prickly issues as plagiarism, cyber-
bullying, and student-teacher online
communication? How can schools
promote media literacy? And how can
schools narrow the technology gap
between teachers and students?
Deadline: September 1, 2010

March 2011

What Students Need to Learn
The pressure to raise test scores and the
possibility of national standards has
educators asking difficult questions
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about what students need to learn. This
issue will address the standards move-
ment, interdisciplinary learning, the
question of curricular breadth or depth,
the teaching of essential knowledge and
skills, and the need for a well-rounded
curriculum. We welcome international
contributions and real-life stories of
how schools have reinvigorated their
curriculums.

Deadline: October 1, 2010

April 2011

Safe Passages:

The Transition Years

This issue looks at how teachers can
support students at key turning points:
the transition into the first year of
formal schooling, into 4th grade, into
middle school, and into high school.
What practices or structural designs
ease these transitions? How can educa-
tors keep the gains students make in
preschool programs from fading as they
enter elementary school? How can we
help students manage the transition
from learning to read to reading to
learn? How can we meet adolescents’
needs as they move into middle school
and in the linchpin 9th grade year?
Deadline: November 1, 2010

May 2011

Schools, Families, Communities
This issue will look at how schools can
best reach out to students’ families and
communities. What supports can
schools provide to help maintain a
healthy, safe environment for learning?
How can schools encourage parents—
including parents from minority and
immigrant cultures—to take on mean-
ingful roles in the school? How can we
best guide parents to reinforce students’
schoolwork at home? And how can
schools make better use of the rich
resources within their communities?
Deadline: December 1, 2010





