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Dear NNELL Members,
Light the candles on the cake, hang the streamers and balloons, and pop the champagne!  NNELL is celebrating a mile-

stone birthday.  We are 25 years old!
How much has changed over the past 25 years!  In 1987, there were no National Standards for Foreign Language Learn-

ing.  According to a Center for Applied Linguistics survey taken that year, 14%, one in five schools, reported offering a 
foreign language.  Of those, 57% had FLES programs, 41% FLEX and only 2% immersion.  Methods classes, as well as pro-
fessional development for pre-k-8 language teachers were almost non-existent. 

These conditions are what inspired NNELL founders to create a networking organization where those concerned with 
early language learning could share information.  In a special anniversary article of this issue, Janet Glass shares reflections 
gleaned from interviews she conducted with NNELL’s founders.  They remind us of how things were and offer visions of 
what will come.

Early language learning is evolving because of a shrinking 
world, the global economy, changing politics and demograph-
ics, new technologies and cognitive research.  To complement 
the visions of NNELL’s founders, I asked some emerging lead-
ers in our field to comment on how they see early language 
learning today. Here’s what they said:

Brandee Mau of Wyoming finds ‘language learning’ as a 
phrase leading one to believe that the learning focuses only on 
the language.  “This misperception places us on the wrong side 
of any reform, debate, budget cut, you name it.  We teach con-
tent, and the medium happens to be another language.  Bilin-
gualism and its cognitive benefits, plus a K-12 education for 
the same funding and time frame?  How could anyone argue?”

Dawn Samples of South Carolina foresees “a continued growth of immersion programs in the U.S.  These are times of 
economic duress where districts are trying to do more with less. Combined with the growing awareness of the urgency in 
our society and economy for truly proficient speakers with high intercultural skills, immersion is an efficient, economical 
means to an end.”  To that end, you’ll be seeing more journal articles and information on the website that focus on immer-
sion.

According to Pearson’s 2012 District Supervisor of the Year, Alyssa Villarreal, “the future of elementary language learn-
ing is full of possibility. The story that can be written depends on the work we do today and how we work together to blaze 
the path for our students of tomorrow.”

Assuming her new role as NNELL vice president, Nadine Jacobsen, seconds the need for collaborative effort.  “The 21st 
century continues to deliver tools that allow people to collaborate and unite.  These tools can be used to create a greater 
voice that speaks for educators, administrators, families and students who are concerned about college readiness and global 
competitiveness.  Before programs are threatened, we need to reach out to all invested parties in order to showcase success 
stories, supporting research and its contribution to college readiness.  The sooner the voice starts, the greater it will be.”

So, as we celebrate this 25th anniversary year, let’s strengthen the voice for early language learners by banning together 
through the networking advantage that NNELL offers. 

Jacque Bott Van Houten, President
P.S. This is my last message to you as NNELL president.  Thanks to each and every one of you for your devotion to chil-

dren learning languages.  I have thoroughly enjoyed networking with you over the past two years and will continue to 
support the NNELL mission.  I wish you well and ask you to welcome Rita A. Oleksak to her new role as your incoming 
president.
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Editor’s Note
Happy New Year to our readers, and happy 25th anni-

versary NNELL!
I am very pleased to be able to share with you our lat-

est issue of the journal, the theme of which is Connecting 
with the Common Core. I know you will enjoy reading 
the varied articles that give us new perspective and food 
for thought with regard to the Common Core and foreign 
language instruction at the earliest levels, as well as con-
nections that we make to English Language Arts every 
day. Among the articles in this issue you will find:

 Al Martino and Harriet Barnett’s article, which high-
lights some of the necessary strategies to help students 
build literacy skills across the classroom.

Next you’ll want to read about “Seven Reasons for 
the Highly Effective Teacher to Use Literature to Teach 
World Language” by Augusta and Talia Gonzalez.

Alyssa Villarreal’s article “A Blueprint for Success” ex-
plores in greater depth her keynote presentation given at 
the NNELL 25th anniversary breakfast held at ACTFL in 
Philadelphia last November.

Be sure to check out Jacque Bott Van Houten’s in-
terview with Gregg Roberts about the Utah Immersion 
program and the impact that it’s having on language in-
struction across the country. 

Paul Sandrock, ACTFL’s Director of Education, talks 
to us about the Common Core vis à vis the three modes 
of communication while Priscilla Russel and Rosanne 
Zeppieri share a toolkit of strategies to build literacy in 
the world languages classroom.

Mimi Met reflects on language education in her per-
spective piece, “Toward a Renewed Focus: Literacy in 
Early Languages.”

Page after page, you will find useful information in ar-
ticles written from those well-known to our profession, 
such as Helena Curtain and Lynn Fulton Archer, not 
only to initiate conversation with other foreign language 
educators, but also to encourage discussion with col-
leagues across subject areas on this timely topic. You will 
also find suggestions for moving forward in language in-
struction with the Common Core in the article by Patri-
cia Davis Wiley and Roy Miller as they connect learning 
a second language through math.

As we kick off our 25th anniversary year I know you 
will enjoy reading “A Reflection on NNELL at 25: Inter-
views with the Founders.” I would like to extend a special 
note of thanks to Janet Glass for taking on this project. 

As I begin my new role as president, I look forward to 
continuing to lead our members into the 21st Century 
and welcome the chance to meet you as I attend meetings 
and workshops on behalf of NNELL across the country.

~Rita A. Oleksak

Parent’s 
Corner

by Stacie Nevadomski Berdan 
Globalization, nearly everyone agrees, is here, now, 

and happening faster every year, so all of us – and espe-
cially, all of our children – will need to figure out how 
to cope with it. As a professional and a parent, I know 
that I must help my children look down the road to a 
time when globalization will no longer even be seen as 
a trend, but will be part of the fabric of how we all live. 
Our ever-more complex world demands that we raise 
our children with the mental agility, emotional stabil-
ity, and personal and social skills needed to operate 
successfully in a multicultural global economy.  

As important as global awareness will continue to 
be for career success, global-mindedness goes beyond 
financial advantages. Many globally-focused families 
like mine enrich our children’s lives by sharing in the 
joys of the vast and interesting beauty of the world. In 
the most obvious sense, expanded travel opportuni-
ties have opened the globe and all its cultural and eco-
logical richness to middle-class families. Trips that our 
grandparents could only dream about – or read about 
in National Geographic – are being taken by so many 
children today. My twin daughters, now 12, have al-
ready swum with whale sharks in the Philippines, seen 
some of the tallest skyscrapers in the world in Hong 
Kong, tasted warm crepes on the streets of Paris, eaten 
traditional Polish food with their first-generation im-
migrant grandmother in Warsaw, and climbed Mayan 
temples at sunrise in Guatemala.  

But exciting as it is, international travel is only the 
icing on the cake of global perspective-building. The 
main ingredients are the many global experiences that 
can be incorporated into any family’s daily life. Our 
kids’ cross-cultural curiosity has been encouraged by 
going to ethnic restaurants and having Indian, Thai, 
Italian, Mexican, Greek, Lebanese and Chinese foods 
cooked periodically at home; by doing puzzles and 
playing board games involving geography, animals, 
and people from around the world; through friend-
ships with kids from other cultures; and by scouring li-
braries for books and music about faraway people and 
places. Most kids love to try new and exciting things, 
and variety is truly the spice of life for parents as well.  
Mixing global adventures at home with tried-and-true 
traditional and local favorites is a great recipe for get-
ting kids interested in the broader world. 

Adding language to the mix creates an even richer 
experience. Every parent who shares more than one 
language with a child knows the joys of bilingual jokes, 
rhymes that cross linguistic boundaries, and the special 
“secret code” thrill of being able to share intimacies 

in a language inaccessible to others. Journalist Roya 
Hakakian, the mother of twin boys who are bilingual 
in English and Farsi, is fond of saying “double the lan-
guage means double the fun.”  

A focus on global citizenship, approached with a 
spirit of adventure and starting from infancy, can add 
interest and joy to the life of any family. The benefits 
of raising open-minded, kids ready to see global inter-
connectedness as 
both opportunity 
and welcome chal-
lenge also pays off 
in resulting resil-
iency in our chil-
dren.  

Instilling a 
global perspective 
also combines par-
enting skills and 
appreciation for 
the global world to 
raise children with the mental agility, emotional sta-
bility, and personal and social skills needed to oper-
ate successfully in a multicultural global marketplace. 
A child raised with a global perspective is a child to 
whom the world seems exciting, boundless and full of 
adventure.  Global citizens are not afraid to extend 
hands in welcome and friendship to the world. And 
never have such people been more important to their 
own country and the world as they are today.

For many people, globalization is a source of ner-
vous fear: fear that they won’t be able to compete, 
that all that is known and familiar will somehow be 
swept away. Global-mindedness, at its most fundamen-
tal level, is about not being afraid of other cultures or 
people. It is about feeling confident that we have our 
own strengths to share and stories to tell, even while 
respecting the strengths and stories of others. Global 
worldview replaces fear with curiosity, rigid adherence 
to old habits or views with open-mindedness and flex-
ibility, concern that old doors will be closed with ex-
citement about new challenges and opportunities. 
Mark Twain’s commented, “The best cure for igno-
rance, bigotry and narrow-mindedness is travel.”

A commitment to global-mindedness, together 
with a healthy grounding in local community and tra-
ditions, can provide a framework for raising kids who 
are cognizant and accepting of other cultures. Parents 
want for their children the true freedom from anxi-
ety that grows from both self-confidence and an open 
mind. 

A Global Perspective
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by Janet Glass
On the occasion of NNELL’s 25th anniversary, I looked into a 

bit of its past and sent interview questions to those early leaders 
that could be reached. 
The Founding

It was November 1986. An ACTFL Conference 
in Dallas brought them together at a networking 
session for early language programs. These profes-
sionals were lamenting: elementary schools inter-
ested in foreign language programs had no network 
for support. So our Founding Mothers decided to do something 
about it. 

 Nancy Rhodes said, “The Center for Applied Linguistics orga-

nized and hosted the planning meeting in January, 1987 at CAL’s 
offices in Washington, D.C. Twenty-five educators from 16 states 
met, most of whom came from out of town at their own expense.

“It was like a pajama party at my house,” 
Mimi Met said, “and the excitement was palpa-
ble.” 

At the end of the two-day meeting, the Na-
tional Network for Early Language Learning was 
born. The Executive Committee that came out 
of that meeting included Carolyn Andrade, Di-

ane Ging, Mari Haas, Nancy Hess, Melanie Klutts, Gladys Lipton, 
Kathleen Riordan, Nancy Rhodes and Marcia Rosenbusch. Marcia 
said, “I had just finished my Ph.D in 1986 and had focused my dis-

sertation on the topic of second language learning in young chil-
dren. I presented my findings at the ACTFL Conference in Dallas, 
Texas, in November 1986 at which we decided that an organiza-
tion such as NNELL was needed.” 
The Early Days

Kathy Riordan looked back on those early days: “I think that 
the concept of a network encouraged teachers, usually with little 
administrative support, to be changemakers.” 

Carol Ann (Pesola) Dahlberg, co-author of Languages and Chil-
dren: Making the Match, said, “Visibility for early language pro-
grams was relatively low. NNELL gave us a focal point for the 
passion we shared for early languages in the early years.” 

At that time, Nancy Rhodes, Mimi Met, Carol Ann (Pesola) 

Dahlberg, Helena Curtain and others were instrumental in pro-
viding professional development opportunities for districts across 
North Carolina. “That helped us establish strong programs,” Mary 
Lynn Redmond recalled. As more and more states were included 
in the network, NNELL also began to sponsor networking sessions 
at conferences across the country. 

Mary Lynn said, “NNELL began as a grassroots organization 
and I think this is the beauty of the organization.” 

Mimi Met recalled that “when ACTFL first scheduled sessions 
for us to share materials or information, about seven or eight of us 
showed up. One way we knew NNELL was a success was when the 
annual Swap Shop breakfast at ACTFL sold out at 250 tickets.” 
Publications Emerge

25
and its 

founding 
mothers

NNELL 
at
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In the spring of 1989, NNELL produced the first volume of a 
publication, FLES News. This newsletter helped to create cohe-
sion among participants. It also served to disseminate informa-
tion to a growing body of NNELL members. In the fall of 1995, 
NNELL transitioned from a newsletter to a referred journal en-
titled, Learning Languages. One of our Founding Mothers, Marcia 
Rosenbusch, was the first editor of FLES News. She then became 
the founding editor of the journal. 

Marcia remarked, “I think having a journal was a strong visible 
reminder of the organization and its work.” 

Carol Ann said, “Planning for a journal, and eventually for a 
referred portion of the journal, helped to include pre-kindergarten 
through university participation.”
A More Formal NNELL

Then, in the fall of 1991, NNELL elected their first officers and 
approved the constitution. Many of the founders continued to 
help shape the organization. The elected officers included Carol 
Ann (Pesola) Dahlberg, Carolyn Andrade and Audrey Heining-
Boynton. Nancy Rhodes was appointed executive secretary and 
Marcia Rosenbusch, editor. Among the accomplishments in the 
subsequent years were becoming a voting member of JNCL, di-
viding NNELL into five geographical regions with regional rep-
resentatives, and establishing the NNELL Swapshop breakfast at 
ACTFL in 1992. 

Kathy Riordan reflected that her favorite NNELL memory is 
the Swapshop breakfasts. She called it “a lively member-directed 
event where sharing is the most important thing.” 

During the more formal years, NNELL also became partners 
with ERIC-CLL, working with the ERIC Clearinghouse on Lan-
guages and Linguistics at CAL. Under the presidencies of Mari 
Haas, Eileen Lorenz and Mary Lynn Redmond, political action 
and advocacy grew widely along with strong networking. In 1997, 
Mary Lynn organized an Invitational Institute that brought 58 
NNELL members to Wake Forest University. Participants created 
lessons to reflect the reforms in K-8 language education that were 
brought on by the new National Standards. 

Later, NNELL Institutes were held at Iowa State University for 

several consecutive summers. This is a favorite memory of Mar-
cia’s: “The NNELL workshops we were able to hold at Iowa State 
University through the National K-12 Foreign Language Resource 
Center were great. They helped teachers from across the country 
have time to get to know each other and talk about mutual con-
cerns.” 

As noted by Carol Ann, “We set up a formal structure that en-
sured that many voices could contribute to the development of 
the organization.” NNELL’s structure in more recent years has 
also benefitted from the fine leadership of some who may not 
have been previously mentioned. They include presidents Susan 
Walker, Christine Brown, Myriam Met, Carine Feyton, Martie 
Semmer, Lori Langer de Ramirez, Janis Jensen, Terry Caccavale, 
Paula Patrick, Jacque Van Houten and Rita A. Oleksak.
The Standards for Foreign Language Learning in the 21st 
Century

In addition to networking, supporting programs, and advocacy, 
NNELL has also been a force in national foreign language goals. 
Marcia Rosenbusch relates an anecdote that changed the face of 
the ACTFL National Standards. 

In 1993, I ran into members of the Standards Task Force 
Committee as we overlapped at a meeting on the East Coast. 
I learned that they were not thinking of including the el-
ementary level in the standards document since there were 
few elementary programs at that time. When I got back 
home, I wrote a position paper that expressed the idea that 
“establishing standards for eighth and twelfth grade, but not 
fourth grade, limits the future of the profession” and sent it 
to the NNELL Executive Board for approval. They backed it, 
and with this statement from the NNELL Executive Board, 
Christine Brown, Chair of the Standards Task Force, later 
said she was able to get the task force to visit K-12 schools in 
Florida. After that they decided to make the Standards K-12.

The National Standards Task Force attributed NNELL’s strong 
push for a K-12 framework as the impetus that broadened the 
scope and long-term impact of the standards.
Other Impacts on the Profession

According to some of our early leaders, the impact NNELL has 
had on the profession extends not only to teachers, but also to 
the public and other organizations. Kathy Riordan stated, “I think 
NNELL has given members a power base from which to learn and 
with whom one can advocate for change.”

Carol Ann Dahlberg said, “It brought visibility to the needs of 
language education at this level.” 

Marcia offered, “I think, through the years, it has made other or-
ganizations, such as ACTFL, more aware of the elementary school 
level of world language teaching.” 

Nancy went even further: “One of the most exciting things has 
been seeing how a small grass-roots, low budget effort—of teach-
ers, administrators, teacher trainers, and researchers—has been able, 
by working collaboratively, to make a huge impact on the teach-
ing of languages to young children. Over the last 25 years NNELL 
has moved the field of K-8 language education into the forefront of 
K-16 language education.”
Advice for Current and Future Early Language Teachers

Our NNELL Founding Mothers have seen the organization grow 
and the profession change. They are eager to impart their wisdom to 
those who will follow. One strongly stated, “Stay in the target lan-
guage in your classroom.” Research confirms that this very simple 
premise leads to higher student proficiency levels. 

Another encourages us to join organizations to keep develop-
ing professionally. She advises new and veteran teacher alike to be-
come active in those organizations and share with colleagues. World 
language teachers, especially in the elementary school, can be in a 
lonely, isolated position. 

One of the Founding Mothers asks teachers to volunteer to be 
that support that colleagues in other schools may need. Another 
said, “Follow in the footsteps of those trailblazers who never gave 

up. Love your work, and work for the best possible programs in ev-
ery school. “
NNELL’s Role Today and in the Future

“NNELL is poised to play a very important role in the future of 
language education in the United States,” Nancy Rhodes suggested. 
“Because of the economic recession, many schools and districts have 
cut their language programs. Compounding this, No Child Left Be-
hind has hurt languages as math and reading have dominated the 
resources. This has also cut into NNELL membership. But NNELL 
can play a critical role in collaborating with other organizations to 
ensure that a strong language component is part of a world-class ed-
ucation.” 

Mary Lynn Redmond agreed, “It is important that we show that 
the development of students’ global competence cannot become 
a reality without serious attention to language study that begins 
early.” 

Marcia Rosenbusch agreed but warned, “For NNELL to be ef-
fective, the NNELL leaders need to have regular, quality commu-
nication with their members and to work to have a presence at the 
national level.” 

Looking ahead, there is no end to the challenges we still face. 
Yet, as NNELL looks back at the past 25 years, we find a great deal 
to be proud of. We insisted that early language learning and long se-
quences were important. Over the past two and a half decades, more 
and more research has supported this position, and we were right 
there to spread the word. Although the future is never certain, we 
do know one thing for sure: The vision and courage of our Founding 
Mothers has served us well. 

Carol Ann Dahlberg ends on a high note: “It was a privilege to 
be one of the Founding Mothers of NNELL. We had high hopes and 
they were fulfilled beyond all expectations.”

Just for Fun
Other names proposed before NNELL was 
chosen for this organization:

•	 NNELE: National Network for Early 
Language Educators

•	 NESFLE: Network of Elementary School 
Foreign Language Educators

•	 FLIC: Foreign Language Instruction for 
Children

•	 NELL: Network for Early Language 
Learning

•	 EFLL: Early Foreign Language Learning

•	 EAL: Early Additional Languages

A tribute to Mari Haas (in absentia), one of the Founding Mothers and a NNELL past presi-
dent, at the 2010 ACTFL Conference Swapshop Breakfast in Boston. From left: Helena Curtain, 
Terry Caccavale, Janet Glass, Pamela Valdez, Josie O’Neill, Nancy Rhodes, Marcia Rosenbusch, 
Alicia Vinson.

Celebrating NNELL’s 20 

year anniversary at ACTFL 

2007 in San Antonio. 

NNELL past presidents 

from left to right: Lori 

Langer de Ramirez, Nancy 

Rhodes (past Executive 

Secretary), Susan Walker, 

Janis Jensen, Myriam Met, 

Martie Semmer, Marcia 

Rosenbusch, Carol Ann 

Dahlberg, Eileen Lorenz, 

Kathleen Riordan, Mary 

Lynn Redmond, Christine 

Brown, Mari Haas, Terry 

Caccavale
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by Lynn Fulton-Archer
As language educators, we strive to help students 

learn to communicate in other languages, understand 
the relationships between cultural perspectives, prac-
tices, and products, make comparisons and connec-
tions between their own language and the language 
they are learning, and use their language within and 
beyond the school community. But what language ed-
ucation really boils down to is helping students figure 
out their place in the world and the world’s place in 
their own lives. While certain aspects of the imple-
mentation of immersion programs in Delaware are 
unique given the state’s size, demographics, and role 
in national education initiatives including Race to the 
Top, Common Core, and Smarter Balance, the Dela-
ware experience typifies what every state, district, or 
even school goes through as they try to provide stu-
dents with more intensive, longer sequences of lan-
guage learning that lead to high levels of proficiency. 
Delaware may be one of the smallest states in the na-
tion, however, it is a clear representation of the say-
ing “It’s a small world.” The state exports products 
to more than 160 different countries each year, cities 
across the state participate in 6 Sister City Partner-
ships, and Delaware regularly sponsors Trade Missions 
to locations including China, Germany, Italy, and 
even Pakistan. Residents in the state speak more than 
80 languages combined, the Department of Educa-
tion has Memoranda of Understanding in place with 
9 different countries, and schools in 55% of the state’s 
school districts have established international school 
partnerships.

With these things in mind, Delaware Governor 
Jack Markell envisioned the Governor’s World Lan-
guage Expansion Initiative. Through collaboration with the Delaware Department 
of Education, an aggressive world language education plan was crafted with mul-
tiple pathways for students K-12 to achieve advanced levels of proficiency by the 
time they graduate high school, so they are prepared to compete in an ever-chang-
ing global economy at home and around the world. The initiative includes creating 
proficiency-based assessments for students, providing ongoing proficiency training 
for teachers, launching middle school language programs, and creating a network of 
twenty immersion programs across the state over the course of the next five years. 
Students enrolling in immersion programs in Kindergarten in either Mandarin Chi-
nese or Spanish will spend six years learning half their academic content in English 
and the other half in the target language in a 50/50 immersion model. By 9th grade, 
they should be positioned to obtain Advanced Placement credit in the language 
they have been learning and continue language study through 12th grade. (See figure 
1: DE Articulation)

In order to ensure the success of the Governor’s World Language Expansion Ini-
tiative and the Delaware World Language Immersion Programs, the Delaware De-
partment of Education has made a concerted effort to put people and structures in 
place to support the growth and development of these programs. The World Lan-
guage Immersion Team works in close collaboration with the Education Associates 
for other content areas including math, science, and social studies to gain a deep un-
derstanding of the content of the Delaware Recommended Curriculum, the Com-
mon Core Standards, and their role in classrooms and instruction across the state. 
Collaboration with Education Associates for English Language Arts is also key in 

Literacy 
at the 
Core 
of the 

Delaware 
World 

Language 
Immersion 
Programs

building a clear understanding of how we can ensure literacy de-
velops in two languages simultaneously. This same collaboration 
takes place at the district and school-level where immersion lan-
guage teachers collaborate with district content area specialists 
and their English partner teachers to ensure that appropriate con-
tent is taught and reinforced in both languages. (See figure 2: In-

structional split)
THE LEGS OF LITERACY

At its core, literacy is made up of three interconnected ele-
ments: sound, meaning, and print (Met, 2012). To illustrate the 
interconnected nature of these three elements, the World Lan-
guage Immersion Team created an image of a three-legged stool 
that illustrates how each of them is integral to the process of build-
ing literacy in any language. Take away one of the legs, and the 
stool falls over. Remove one of the elements, and full literacy fails 
to develop, which means it also no longer has the ability to fully 
support academic learning. In order to ensure that every student in 
our immersion programs has a “stool to sit upon,” we need to make 
sure that they have constant, consistent, and ever-increasing ac-
cess to each of the elements – sound, meaning, and print – by sup-
porting teachers as they create learning environments that foster 
literacy development. (See figure 3: Legs of literacy)
COMPREHENSIBLE INPUT

An environment rich in sound is one in which the immersion 
teacher is constantly using the target language and giving students 
access to a wide variety of voices and sounds in the language. Stu-
dents enrolled in Delaware World Language Immersion Programs 
receive a tremendous amount of oral language input from a variety 
of sources: their teacher, instructional video clips from core con-

FIGURE 1: D.E. ARTICULATION

FIGURE 7: LITERACY GENRES

•	 Partial Immersion Program (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Intermediate/Low/Intermediate Mid

•	 Integrated Immersion World Language Level 2 (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Intermediate Mid
•	 Offering a Second World Language

•	 Integrated Immersion World Language Level 3 (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Intermediate Mid/Intermediate High
•	 Offering a Second World Language

•	 Integrated Immersion World Language Level 4 (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Intermediate High/Pre-Advanced
•	 Offering a Second World Language

•	 AP World Language Course (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Advanced Low
•	 Continuation of a 2nd or 3rd World Language

•	 Dual-Credit or University-Level Courses (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Advanced Low/Advanced Mid
•	 Continuation of a 2nd or 3rd World Language

•	 Dual-Credit or University-Level Courses (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Advanced Mid
•	 Continuation of 2nd or 3rd World Language

•	 Dual-Credit or University-Level Courses (Mandarin Chinese or Spanish)
•	 Targeted Proficiency Level: Advanced Mid/Advanced High
•	 Continuation of 2nd or 3rd World Language, with additional AP World Language Courses

K-5th

6th

7th

8th

9th

10th

11th

12th



 Learning Languages ~ 1312 ~ winter 2013

tent publishers, videos from target language 
web sites and YouTube, CDs and DVDs of 
target language music, computer applica-
tions and target language web sites, and in 
the case of our two-way programs, target-
language speaking peers in the class. (See fig-
ure 4: list of web sites)

However, without connecting the sound 
to its meaning, language can end up sound-
ing more like the “wah wah, wah wah wah” 
of the teacher in the “Charlie Brown” car-
toon series rather than meaning-laden in-
put that conveys a comprehensible message. 
It’s not enough for the immersion teacher 
to simply use the language, but rather, he or 
she must also make it understandable and 
meaningful for the students. Extensive use 
of visuals, gestures, props, graphics, realia, 
and multimedia is key to making language 
understandable, and how to find and use 
them has become an important component 
of the ongoing professional development 
sessions and instructional support teachers 
receive. In a very short amount of time, we 
have been able to build a sense of commu-
nity among our language teachers and the 
Immersion Team. As we find or create ma-
terials, we share them with the group via 
Dropbox or group emails. These collabora-
tive efforts are helping teachers feel more 
confident in making meaning understand-
able to students and providing them with 
the resources to be successful in doing so.
DEVELOPING AN AWARENESS OF PRINT

Providing a language-rich environment 
for students is not limited to just having 
them hear the language as much as possible. 
The third leg of the stool, print, is consis-
tently present in our immersion classrooms. 
The physical classroom environment is an 
ever-evolving place filled with both func-
tional and environmental print. Functional 
print builds over the course of the year. 
Teachers first label classroom objects in the 
target language; post classroom rules, pro-
cedures, and expectations for students to 
see and refer to throughout the year; hang 
posters with vocabulary related to the first 
days of school and the people in the build-
ing; and dedicate space for word walls which 
will grow to include vocabulary for all con-
tent areas taught over the course of the year. 
Teachers also surround students with envi-
ronmental print much like what you see in 
English only classrooms. These materials 
foreshadow content that will be taught in 
later months, such as posters of animals and 
habitats, but also include magazines, adver-
tisements, target language posters, and other 
forms of realia that students don’t yet under-

stand but which may peak their curiosity to 
want to learn more about what they see on 
the walls. (See figure 5: word walls)

In the same way that teachers work to 
connect sound to meaning, they use a vari-
ety of resources to connect print to meaning 
as well. Since the print leg of the literacy 
stool is connected to the legs of sound and 
meaning, print is almost always accom-

panied by a visual to help students make 
meaning from what they are seeing. One 
of the primary resources teachers use are 
word wall cards for all content areas base-
don math vocabulary cards being used to 
support the Utah Dual Language Immer-
sion programs. Immersion teachers use 
the target-language versions of the cards 
to introduce the written word or charac-

ter to students once a concept has been 
presented and worked with orally. Teach-
ers may have already used the word in con-
text, associated it with a gesture, or read a 
story or taught a song that included it. Af-
ter showing students the word wall card, it 
is added to the word wall in the classroom 
where both students and teachers can ref-
erence it. The word wall cards can be du-

plicated and cut apart as well for students 
to use during teacher-led comprehension 
checks or student-led games. The English 
partner teachers use the English versions of 
the cards to support content reinforcement 
lessons, provide additional access to content 
during their English Language Arts block, 
and begin to develop academic vocabulary 
in English that students will eventually see 

on state-level tests. (See figure 6: Word wall 
cards)
INTEGRATING THE COMMON CORE

With the adoption of the Common Core 
State Standards, the Delaware Depart-
ment of Education has been working to pro-
vide ongoing professional development to 
K-12 teachers throughout the state about 
the content of the standards and the pri-
mary shifts they entail. Since these stan-
dards are forming the foundation of literacy 
instruction in English throughout the state, 
it only makes sense for them to be adopted 
as a component of the Delaware World Lan-
guage Immersion programs. In this first year, 
as we roll out our initial Kindergarten pro-
gram, we have chosen to focus on the three 
shifts required by the Common Core to help 
guide us in literacy instruction in Chinese 
and Spanish. These shifts can be framed 
by three questions: What do students read? 
What do they do with what they read? At 
what level do they read?
TEXT TYPES AND INTERACTIONS

The first shift focuses on the types of ma-
terials students read and interact with. The 
Common Core encourages a 50/50 bal-
ance between literary texts, e.g. stories, po-
ems, folktales, and songs, and informational 
texts, e.g. non-fiction readers, short articles, 
and factual texts, throughout the elemen-
tary grades, with that balance shifting to-
ward more informational texts as students 
enter middle and high school. (See figure 7: 
Literacy genres)

Stories are a perfect vehicle for provid-
ing input for students because they provide 
an instant context for language learning, 
can be represented through images and ges-
tures, and contain a beginning, middle, and 
end which can be used to engage students in 
higher order thinking skills, including pre-
dicting what will happen next. Our immer-
sion teachers include “stories” every day in 
their lessons. Some of them are in the form 
of songs, some are authentic stories from the 
target culture, some are publisher-created to 
focus on a specific concept, and a few oth-
ers are translations of known children’s sto-
ries in English. Our English partner teachers 
are a great resource in helping embed sto-
ries into the curriculum. During collabora-
tive planning, the teams of teachers identify 
English-language literacy strategies, discuss 
how to implement them in the classroom, 
access video clips of classroom demonstra-
tions, and schedule observation times for 
the immersion teachers to see those strat-
egies in action. We have found the video 
series “The Art of Reading a Storybook” 

FIGURE 2: INSTRUCTIONAL SPLIT

FIGURE 3: LEGS OF LITERACY

FIGURE 4: SUGGESTED WEB SITES
SOUND
Spanish online illustrated stories: http://www.childtopia.com/
MEANING
Clip art (subscription-based): http://www.clipart.com
Free stock photos: http://www.sxc.hu/
PRINT
Animated Chinese Characters: http://www.csulb.edu/~txie/azi/page1.htm
Chinese mini-books: http://www.chinese4kids.net/chinese-reading/
Spanish mini-books (subscription-based): http://www.readinga-z.com/
GENERAL
List of multiple sites in Spanish: https://www.dropbox.com/s/5juz1ravx4g47ba/

ENLACES%20EDUCATIVOS.doc

FIGURE 8: SHARED READING SEQUENCE
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housed on the “Books for Life” YouTube 
channel to be valuable in starting conversa-
tions about using stories as a basis for liter-
acy instruction. Targeted strategies include 
starting reading with picture walks, continu-
ing with multiple shared readings, using the 
questioning series of the natural approach 
to help monitor comprehension, and giving 
students multiple opportunities to interact 
with the text. (See figure 8: Shared reading se-
quence)

The second shift focuses on interact-
ing with the text – paying close attention 
to what students do with what they read 
or how they react to what they read. Re-
acting to a text usually begins with provid-
ing text-based answers to questions posed 
by the teacher or by other students. This is 
all about demonstrating comprehension in 
various ways. Immersion teachers use Total 
Physical Response (TPR) for students to be 
able to show that they have understood ele-
ments of the text. They do this using a va-
riety of strategies including asking students 
to hold up images from the story when asked 
questions, indicating with red or green cards 
if a statement about the story is true or false, 
or ordering events from the story to serve as 
the basis for a simple retelling. Two helpful 
resources with information about and strat-
egies for monitoring student understanding 
are the books Checking for Understanding by 
Fisher and Frey and Total Participation Tech-
niques by Himmele and Himmele. 

This shift also focuses on how students 
react to the text in writing. For novice lan-
guage learners who don’t yet have all the 
language they need to fully respond to a 
text in the target language, teachers em-
ploy multiple strategies to have students re-
act to the text. Students use writing journals 
to draw a response to the story, then they 
tell something about it in the target lan-
guage. Teachers have students react to the 
text as a group by asking students to respond 
orally to questions, then the teacher com-
piles their responses on chart paper. Teach-
ers also use sentence frames written on their 
whiteboards, on sentence strips, or on blank 
pages in literacy centers to give students a 
structure to help them show that they un-
derstand a story, personalize a response to 
a story, or extend a story. Teachers are us-
ing sentence frames to extend literacy into 
math instruction as well. Story problems 
are used as early as kindergarten to begin 
to develop number sense in students, and 
sentence frames, focused on talking about 
math, help students produce language when 
their proficiency level is still quite low. (See 

figure 9: Sentence 
Frames for Language 
Arts and figure 10: 
Sentence Frames for 
Math)
TEXT COMPLEXITY

The third shift, 
focusing on the 
complexity of what 
students read, can 
be broken into two 
parts as well. The 
first focuses on stu-
dents having regu-
lar practice with 
academic vocabu-
lary. In immersion 
settings, the sheer 
nature of teaching 
content through an-
other language en-
sures that students 
gain exposure to and 
interact with aca-
demic terms that are 
associated with that 
content. However, 
teachers need to be 
aware of the lan-
guage students have 
learned in previous 
grade levels and ex-
tend student language 
in each successive 
grade level. One of 
the important things 
we will do as we con-
tinue to develop and 
refine curriculum 
over the course of the 
next six years will be 
to create a language 
framework for each 
grade level, similar 
to those of Portland 
Public Schools, that includes language func-
tions, language forms, and examples of vo-
cabulary for each grade level. This will help 
us ensure that academic language is embed-
ded in the curriculum and grows in a logical 
way from year to year.

The second part of the shift asks that 
students read and interact with ever-in-
creasingly difficult “levels” of texts. When 
analyzing a text in English, teachers con-
sider qualitative, quantitative, and reader/
task dimensions. Two of these can be used 
to evaluate texts in other languages: qualita-
tive dimensions such as purpose of the text, 
structure of the text, and language clarity 

and reader/task dimensions such as student 
knowledge, motivation, and purpose and 
complexity of the task. However, quantita-
tive dimensions such as word length, word 
frequency, and cohesion can be more dif-
ficult to determine in another language. In 
English, the quantitative level of a text is 
often identified by the publisher with a lex-
ile level, an accelerated reading level, or a 
Fountas and Pinnell guided reading level. 
However, target language materials, with 
the exception of some Spanish language ma-
terials, are often not coded in this way, or 
are identified simply as “early emergent,” 
emergent,” or “beginning,” terms which are 

FIGURE 9: SENTENCE FRAMES FOR LANGUAGE ARTS

FIGURE 10: SENTENCE FRAMES FOR MATH

FIGURE 11: DELAWARE PROFICIENCY ANCHORS

vague at best. This means that program ad-
ministrators and sometimes teachers have 
to determine how complex a text is on their 
own and if it is indeed appropriate for the 
learner. The Delaware World Language Im-
mersion Team has found resources created 
by the Kansas Department of Education to 
be helpful in understanding text complex-
ity and will be using them to evaluate im-
mersion texts and materials beginning in 2nd 
grade, the grade in which lexile levels begin 
to be used in English. These materials and 
the conversations that arise from them will 
help us determine if a text is most appropri-
ate as a “Read Aloud, Read Along, or Read 
Alone” (Copeland, 2012) for students.
PROFICIENCY ANCHORS AND 
INSTRUCTIONAL SUPPORT

Knowing that Advanced-level profi-
ciency is the goal for students at the end of 
a K-12 experience, we looked at established 
programs across the country with similar in-
structional models including those of the 
Utah Dual Language Immersion Programs 
and the Portland Public Schools Immer-
sion Programs to guide us in setting profi-
ciency anchors for students at each grade 
level based on the ACTFL Proficiency 
Guidelines. The proficiency anchors serve 
as goals for students and also serve as an in-
structional framework for teachers to give 
them guidance in creating integrated units, 
instructional activities, and formative as-
sessments over the course of a year and from 
one grade level to the next. We monitor 
student progress throughout the year, both 
in content and language development, us-
ing formative assessments, Can-do state-
ments, and rubrics and checklists based on 
Delaware content area standards, Common 
Core Standards, and descriptors for each 
proficiency level. Over time, we will em-
bed language goals and functions into each 
content-area unit to ensure that students are 
learning not only academic language, but 
also social language. (See figure 11: Delaware 
Proficiency Anchors)
IMMERSION STUDENTS’ PLACE IN THE 
WORLD

John Rosenberg, Dean of Humanities at 
Brigham Young University, has stated, “the 
decisions we make as language teachers de-
termine, in part, if the outcome our students 
can expect is academic credit only, or if they 
can acquire a voice in the human conversa-
tion.” (Rosenberg, 2012). While we don’t 
have all the answers in Delaware at this 
point, we do have frameworks, instructional 
supports, and plans for collaboration in 
place. We are involving stakeholders in our 

decision-making process to help ensure that 
students develop literacy, cultural aware-
ness, and academic ability in more than one 
language. We are supporting teachers in 
making sure the instructional focus for ev-
ery lesson is three-fold: make input com-
prehensible; connect sound, meaning and 
print; and be mindful about what we ask 
students to read and do with what they read. 
By focusing on these things, and by contin-
ually learning, monitoring, and growing as 
a program, we will ensure that students in-
deed find their voice. We will provide them 
with the tools they need to attain high lev-
els of proficiency in at least two languages 
which will allow them to make a difference, 
economically, socially, and culturally, in an 
ever-shrinking global marketplace and di-
verse society.
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by Al Martino and Harriet Barnett
At present, WL teachers DO teach 

reading as a part of their curriculum. How-
ever, the new common core learning stan-
dards set the stage for FLES teachers to 
take a more active role, if not lead the way 
in developing important reading skills in 
our children. Although this new challenge 
may at first seem to be daunting, if not an 
impossible task, teachers will surely find ac-
tivities which they may have used in the 
past which they may need to dust off, up-
grade and/or change. This is an exciting 
and positive challenge for FLES teachers. 

The FLES teacher’s skills and know-
ledge about current best teaching reading 
practices may be challenged and may need 
modification. This challenge provides a 
powerful opportunity for connecting with 
teachers in their buildings. This new sense 
of ’connectedness’ with the other core 
teachers serves as a platform for creating 
new and meaningful dialogs about students, 
curriculum, and professional practices 
across the curriculum providing us with 
an even stronger rationale for the mainte-
nance and implementation of FLES pro-
grams in our schools.

Let’s take a moment to raise the issue of 
writing and its role in the process of liter-
acy. As one develops components of read-
ing in the classroom; some writing (and 
writing activities) will flow naturally from 
these elements. However, the develop-
ment of writing skills in and of themselves 
deserves its own article. For our purposes 
we will include writing as it flows naturally 
from reading instruction.

 With a new and more focused attention 
to the development of reading skills and 
connection to the core curriculum, this pa-
per focuses on three important skill compo-
nents. They are:

•	 aural/oral language development
•	 phonemic awareness or connecting 

sounds to the written symbols
•	 comprehension or deriving meaning 

from the written symbols.
How can we now take these elements 

and make them an integral part of our core 
curriculum and a part of our daily instruc-
tion?
1. AURAL/ORAL

The most basic and fundamental way to 
develop aural/oral skills is through the use 
of the target language by the teacher. This 
provides the basis for all other language 
learning activities, be they reading, speak-
ing, listening or even cultural awareness. 
Students must be surrounded by the lan-
guage, and be wrapped up neatly into the 
quilt of second language instruction so that 
they begin to understand that the second 
language has meaning, is understandable, 
and is yet another form of communication. 

Most FLES teachers have been focusing 
on developing listening and speaking skills 
as primary goals for many years. Teach-
ers should be aware that students who use 
a language for oral/aural communication 
frequently have greater success at reading 
comprehension. “Oral language provides 
the basis for both first and second language 
reading. Meaningful reading experiences in 
both first and second language classrooms 
are dependent on the students’ oral lan-
guage comprehension and on their existing 
background knowledge and experiences. 
As students develop their listening com-
prehension they being to develop connec-
tions between oral language and the print 
which represents this oral language. “(Cur-
tain, Dahlberg, p. 132). This statement 
indicates that listening is the first stepping-
stone in developing the reading skills as 
indicated by Curtain and Dahlberg and is 
reiterated in the CCLS. As such, the FLES 
teacher needs to create these opportunities 
for students to hear and demonstrate com-
prehension of the target language (TL).

The FLES teacher teaches the listen-
ing skills necessary to support the diverse 
purposes of reading by providing listening 
activities generated for different purposes. 
For example, if students are listening to a 
story,, they learn to listen more globally to 
understand the gist of the story and some 
key plot points. Yet, if they are listening 
for instructions, they must listen for details 
and might even need to take notes as well 
as be able to ask for clarification or repeti-
tion. This second type of listening activ-
ity is very different from the first one and 
is often not included in the repertoire of a 
FLES teacher’s plans. 

Another example could be that in lis-
tening to a poem, students might focus on 
the sounds of the language, the emotion 
evoked by those sounds, and how it makes 
them feel. If they listen to a poem the same 
way in which they listen to instructions or 
directions, they will not fulfill the purpose 
of listening, and will be unsuccessful in the 
task completion. Still another example is 
that of listening for fact or opinion. In this 
case, the learner needs to listen for a se-
ries of details and needs to determine the 
source of these details in order to form his/
her own opinion. In summary, while there 
are other purposes for listening, here are 
the 4 examples cited above:

•	 to determine main idea 
•	 to complete a task, 
•	 to experience an emotion
•	 to form an opinion
Many oral/aural activities can, as stu-

dents’ language proficiency and vocabulary 
grow, be easily transformed into reading ac-
tivities. One way to do this is having the 
teacher read a story to the class; showing 
them key pictures and acting it out in or-
der to facilitate understanding without ask-
ing the students to read the text. The story 
which the teacher reads may be word-for-
word from the text, or, it may be simpli-

fied to match the proficiency level of the 
students. The teacher could leave off the 
ending of the story and the students would 
provide their own ending in English in or-
der to demonstrate that they understand 
the gist. This aural activity can now be-
come a reading activity when the teacher 
provides the students with a choice of 3 
possible written endings in the TL or by 
providing written true/false statements 
about the text for students to answer ac-
cording to the text. See Figure 1 for strat-
egies that also support CCLS literacy 
development.

2. PHONEMIC AWARENESS
Awareness of the sounds of a language 

and the blending of different sounds to 
create new sounds along with their con-
nection to the symbols they represent are 
integral to both first and second language 
reading development. This, coupled with 
the importance of these symbols holding 
meaning, and that being able to understand 
the symbols both as isolated items as well 
as in a larger context are critical elements 
to reading development. The language that 
you teach might dictate the type, order and 
nature of phonemic instruction which you 
will deliver to your students. However, the 
ideas suggested below, will develop phone-
mic awareness in any language. 

“Sight words” refers to those words 
which are easily and quickly recognizable 
upon sight.

Certain sight words, with which the 
students are familiar orally, (through the 
routine use of the TL by the teacher) will 
become critical pieces to the instruction of 
phonemic awareness. These words can eas-
ily serve as examples of the relationships 
between the sounds, the blending of sounds 
and the written symbols. Early FLES offers 
a unique opportunity to reinforce the con-
cept that a connection or relationship ex-
ists between the strange lines and squiggles 
they see (the sight system) and the sounds 
they represent (the sound system) with 
which they might be familiar. These high 
frequency sight words in the TL should be 
words that are relatively short and easily il-
lustrated or demonstrated in order to avoid 
using English to secure the meaning. In 
choosing these words, the teacher should 
refer to the specific theme or topic being 
studied and they should be presented visu-
ally (as they have already been presented 
orally/aurally) in context. 

A Word Wall is a strategy used by 
teachers to help develop literacy skills. It 

usually is a wall-mounted visual, contain-
ing key words (sight words are often used) 
which are the focus of a given lesson. The 
individual words are printed large enough 
so as to be seen by all students from their 
desks. Teachers use this wall as a refer-
ence tool, for drill, pronunciation, spelling, 
word recognition and the students use it as 
needed. 

In cases where the FLES teacher does 

not have access to a wall, this activity can 
be accomplished by the teacher creating a 
single paged worksheet with the words in-
cluded and distributed to each individual 
student. If the students have these in ad-
vance, they may be asked to take them out 
at the beginning of the lesson in which it is 
being used. 

The word walls might look like samples 
one and two below.

Literacy and FLES
Connecting to the 
Common Core 

Learning Standards

USING A 
STORY 

BOOK WITH 
PICTURES

The teacher reads a story to the class and shows the students 
several pictures from the book. The teacher also prepares 
simple written statements in the TL about these pictures to 
which the students must match accordingly. Or, the teacher 
extrapolates 5 pictures from the book. They write sentences 
in the TL about each picture which the students must match 
and place in the correct order. Next, the teacher can take the 
same five sentences without the support of the pictures, and 
ask students to place them in their logical sequence.

USING A 
STORY BOOK 

ALREADY 
BEING READ 
IN ANOTHER 

CLASS

Students bring the book they are currently reading in their 
homeroom class to the WL classroom. The students look at 
their books while the FLES teacher asks questions in the TL 
about the story or pictures. The students answer the questions 
in the TL while looking at the pictures or looking at the 
English written text for their answers.

PICTURES 
FROM THE 
CURRENT 

FLES THEME

A worksheet is provided by the teacher with 8 pictures from 
the current theme of the lesson. On another paper, the 
teacher provides the TL word or words for each picture. The 
student must cut and paste the correct word to the correct 
picture. Similarly, the teacher can spell aloud the words in 
the TL which the students would write in the appropriate 
box/picture. The teacher can then provide a handout 
for individual/pair use or use easel paper for whole class 
instruction, with descriptions of each picture such as, “color 
the apple blue, write an X on the banana, etc..” Students 
must read these directions and follow accordingly. A handout 
can also be provided with directions in the TL for placing 
these pictures in random order. For example, “the pear is 
number one, the apple is number two, etc…” Once they 
have cut out or torn apart the pictures they can place them 
according to the written directions in the text.

LOOKING 
FOR SHAPES!

For the topic of shapes, the students read a simple story, 
perhaps one created by the FLES teacher. The students 
find and underline the words for the shapes. The teacher 
might follow up with a worksheet with the words for the 
shapes on it and they must draw the shape for each word. 
Or, the teacher calls out the shape word from the story and 
the students find it in the text. Another variation is for the 
teacher to prepare a sheet with individual shape words, each 
one followed by a shape. Students tell whether the written 
word matches the picture. Written directions in the TL for 
coloring the shapes may also be given as yet another way to 
develop reading.

FIGURE 1
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The teacher 
now creates activi-
ties that engage 
the students as 
they interact with 
the words so that 
they are familiar 
with the words, 
can pronounce 
them easily and 
fluently, under-
stand their mean-
ing, and that they 
are easily recogniz-
able on sight. 

Oral reading has a place in the class-
room as it helps to develop the connec-
tions between the oral/aural and written 
word. Examples of texts for oral reading 
should be taken from fiction and non-fic-
tion, should be short in length (excerpts 
can and should be used), age, proficiency 
level and interest appropriate. These texts 
may or may not be culturally bound, de-
pending on the individual text and level 
of difficulty. Many sources for oral reading 
may be found on the internet. 

One way to implement an oral read-
ing activity is for the teacher to read aloud 
from a text while the students read along 
silently with him/her. It is important for 
the teacher to read aloud slowly, purpose-
fully and meaningfully clumping two to 
three words that belong together at a 
time, (for example: “the tall blond boy” is 
one clump, as opposed to “the tall, blond, 
boy”). The teacher should also use inflec-
tions in his/her voice and pay attention to 
punctuation. Each student needs a copy of 
the text being read aloud by the teacher. 
The text may be printed on easel paper for 
the whole class to see. A variation is to 
have the students read aloud, mimicking 
the sounds, pauses and inflections of the 
teacher. If the students have an individual 
copy of the text, they can be asked to fol-
low with their fingers as the text is read 
aloud. Afterwards, the teacher may read 
aloud a specific sentence from the text and 
the students must find it and then echo it 
back to the teacher. 

These techniques can produce good 
sound symbol relationships. Although 
this activity is truly focusing on develop-
ing phonemic awareness, the teacher must 
be cognizant that comprehension is at the 
heart of all language building activities.
3. COMPREHENSION 

Reading comprehension relates to 
one’s ability to understand a text and ex-
ists before, during and after the act of read-
ing. It is both active and interactive and 
rises above the act of understanding single 
words to the understanding of larger groups 
of words. Reading comprehension calls 
upon multiple processes in the brain and is 

truly a very complex act. Comprehension 
is the main purpose of reading. By compre-
hension, we do NOT mean direct word for 
word translation to English, though under-
standing in English is implied. The FLES 
teacher has to employ many techniques 
in order to facilitate and enhance read-
ing comprehension. For example, multiple 
passes over the text helps to teach students 
that comprehension of any written texts 
may require re and rereading. Another 
technique is for the student to circle all 
punctuation during a first reading to help 
them recognize the existence of the punc-
tuation and its important role in aiding 
comprehension. Two classic examples in 
which the total meaning is altered through 
punctuation is:

A woman without her man is nothing.
A woman: without her, man is nothing,

Let’s eat, Grandma!
Let’s eat Grandma!

Dramatizing as the student reads the 
text helps to put meaning into the writ-
ten word. Peer-reading is another strategy 
in which students sit and read a given text 
aloud together, helping each other decode, 
pronounce and clump words together in a 
meaningful way.

 Background knowledge is a critical 
factor in reading comprehension and be-
gins before the act of reading. Once a text 
has been selected, it is important for the 
teacher to determine what students know 
about the topic before reading about it. In 
the case in which there are gaps in back-
ground knowledge, the teacher should 
provide an opportunity for this informa-
tion to be shared by the class. For exam-
ple, if the text is about a farm, and some 
children have never seen or experienced 
a farm in person, there should be a whole 
class discussion about a farm, in the target 
language, using visuals, video, the inter-
net and dramatization in order to help the 
student to frame his understanding of the 
topic before actually beginning the reading. 
The teacher might even create a short an-
ecdote in the target language about a farm 
in order to include some key aspects and 

vocabulary about a farm which may surface 
in the subsequent reading. The teacher 
should never assume that all students share 
the same background knowledge on any 
given topic. Often the classroom teach-
ers are able to help FLES teachers to un-
derstand what the background knowledge 
is about a particular subject, or they might 
even be able to provide that experience for 
the FLES teacher. 

Questioning techniques are the back-
bone to developing and assessing good 
reading comprehension. In the past, teach-
ers have focused too long on the lower lev-
els of questioning; asking about basic and 
often explicitly stated information. In the 
new core-curriculum, teachers are asked to 
develop higher level thinking skills and the 
question the teachers pose determines the 
particular level of cognitive involvement 
of the student. Questions that begin with 
“why” require deeper reading for meaning. 
An example would be to ask why a certain 
character behaved or acted in a certain way 
and the answer may require the student to 
infer a response from information provided 
in the text 

Asking why someone did something 
may require the student not only to under-
stand the text, the actions of the character, 
etc., but also to make a personal assump-
tion about the reason why something took 
place based on information in the text, but 
which is not explicitly stated. 

“Why” questions also point out the dif-
ference between cause and effect and might 
easily tie in with the thematic content of 
other subjects. 

•	 In a paragraph about a family or a 
family member you might ask: “Who 
is your favorite person and why do 
you like her/her based on the text?”

•	 In a reading about healthy living 
you might ask: “What foods men-
tioned in the text do you eat and are 
they good for you?” (Topics: science/
health)

•	 In a reading about the environment 
you might ask: “Name three ways the 
text says to recycle and then state 
why you think they are effective.” 

bien mal así así la cabeza

los ojos la nartz me duele las orejas

bien mal así así la cabeza

los ojos la nartz me duele las orejas

HEALTH AND BODY PARTS 
WORD WALL

The teacher will print five-ten high fre-
quency words and place them on the wall. 
These need to be printed large enough so 
that they are easily seen by all students. 

These words should be changed as the stu-
dents learn them and/or as the theme and 
topic changes. 

SAMPLE 1: INDIVIDUAL SHEETS OF PAPER FOR POSTING ON THE WALL

SAMPLE 2: LARGE SHEET/ROLL OF PAPER WHICH MAY BE POSTED ON THE WALL

TEAM ACTIVITY Charades: In a charade-type activity team A draws a card with a sentence from a previously 
read text and acts it out. Team B finds that particular sentence in the text and reads it aloud.

TEAM ACTIVITY Pictionary: Pictionary is played like the activity above except that Team A draws a picture card 
from the pile and then continues as above.

WHOLE CLASS Flashcards: Students see flashcards on which the first letter or the vowels are omitted and 
students must say the word and identify the missing letters in the TL. If the students have not 
learned the alphabet in the TL, the teacher might say the letters, and the students would write 
them on the worksheet. This provides an interesting and contextualized way to learn the TL 
alphabet.

SMALL 
GROUPS

Flashcards: The teacher prepares the flashcards (as in the above activity) on small index 
card sized paper and places them in a plastic baggie. In small groups, the students take turns 
drawing a card out of the baggie, providing the pronunciation, giving the missing letters and 
demonstrating the meaning through actions or drawings.

INDIVIDUAL 
WORK

Word walls: Providing individual word walls for the students allows them to check off the words 
as they know them by sight thus self-monitoring.

WHOLE CLASS The teacher uses the word wall to spell the words out in the target language. The teacher asks 
the students to follow along, on their own paper, to say the letters aloud after the teacher and 
to write them on their own paper. This is a way to help teach the alphabet in context.

INDIVIDUAL,
TEAM, SMALL 

GROUP

Categorizing: Once many sight words have been established, the teacher gives the students a 
selection of many words from different topics/themes (for example:15) which have appeared on 
previous and current word walls. The students say them according to the topic in which they 
belong. Certain words and phrases, although they might be learned in one topic, MAY be used 
with other topics. For example, words like in, on, and etc., may be placed in more than one 
category. A variation is for the students (working in pairs, individuals, triads) to write these 
words into the categories so that they are practicing the spelling and phonemic awareness. 
Once again, they might easily place some words in several different categories. The teachers 
might create a worksheet in the TL that looks like the sample below. The number of categories 
should be at least three.

TEAM ACTIVITY Spelling bee: Students work in two teams. One team says the word, and the other word must 
spell it out loud or, write it and show it to the teacher and to the other team for correction and/
or approval. White boards are helpful for this activity.

BODY PARTS CLOTHING FOODS

head
small
arm
nose

big

small 
T-shirt

sneakers
big

pants
cap

peach
pear

melon
big

small

SAMPLE FOR CATEGORIZING
Words used: head, melon, small, arm, T-shirt, 

peach, pear, sneakers, nose, big, pants, cap 
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(Topic: science)
•	 In a reading about travel you 

might ask? “Where does Mrs. 
Smith travel in the reading, and 
what does she do?” Then you 
might ask if they would like you 
like to travel to that sample place 
and why. (Topic: social studies/ge-
ography)

•	 In a reading about the old and new 
Olympics you might ask: “What 
are some of the sports played in 
the ancient Olympic games that 
are still played in modern day 
Olympics?” Then ask them which 
sport would they want to learn to 
play and say why. (Toppic: physical 
education)

In even the simplest text, the teacher 
can draw the students to higher order 
thinking by carefully choosing the ques-
tions. At times, students may need help in 
formulating their responses to these ques-
tions which demand higher thinking skills 
as they require the use of higher level lan-
guage. They may need to know how to use 
expressions such as “I need,” “I want,” “I 
practice,” “I wish,” which can be given to 
the students as needed.

One technique is to give a question 
based on a text. The students will answer 
(either orally or in writing) and then they 
must indicate the particular section of the 
text that contains the answer. Then they 
may be asked to highlight that section/
sentence or to copy it onto their own pa-
per.

Open-ended questions can also cre-
ate higher levels of language use as well. 
Questions such as, “Do you think ...?” 
“Would you like ...?” 

Text selection is a critical aspect of 
teaching reading. The new CCLS ac-
knowledges the value of fiction, but also 
draws new attention to the use of nonfic-
tion texts. The purpose of the activity de-
termines whether the text should be one 
or the other. Nonfiction texts may be a 
new source for FLES teachers. These texts 
are unique in that they are used to learn 
about and gather new information. Typi-
cal nonfiction texts focus on topics such 
as habitats, the environment, insects, the 
Anasazi Indians, President Lincoln etc. 
Some may focus on mathematics such as 
counting farm animals. The FLES teacher 
now has the opportunity to connect his/
her lessons with the classroom teacher 
and to create a collaborative effort, to not 
only teach the world language, but to also 

to teach core concepts through reading in 
the TL. 

FLES teachers are encouraged to check 
with the classroom teachers to determine 
the reading and skill levels and interests of 
their students. This will make a difference 
in the selection of texts and questioning 
techniques the teacher will use.

In conclusion, we maintain that align-
ing second language instruction to the 
new emphasis on reading in the ELA sec-
tion of the CCLS can prove to be the best 
thing for FLES. It establishes the value of 
FLES in the education of the whole child, 
creates opportunities for strong collabora-
tion with the core teachers and provides a 
solid springboard for the focus on commu-
nication skills in the TL.

Harriet Barnett started 
a FLES program in 1960 
and taught for more 
than 35 years as a 
foreign language class-
room teacher in pri-
mary, middle and high 
schools and as an out-
reach person for ACTFL. 
She has given speeches 
and conducted numer-
ous workshops region-
ally, nationally and 
internationally for major 
foreign language and 
other conferences. She was a two-time runner 
up for NYS Teacher of the Year, won an award 
from Burger King and received several awards 
from the New York State Association of Foreign 
Languages (NYSAFLT). She served on the boards 
of NYSAFLT and the American Association of 
Teachers of Spanish and Portuguese (AATSP) 
Metropolitan N.Y. Chapter, the AATSP and AATF 
FLES commissions and as national nominating 
chair for the AATSP. She has worked closely with 
the NYS Education Department on the State 
Curriculum and State Standards and was the 
Northeast and NYS representative of NNELL. She 
was on the writing team of the NYS Frameworks 
for Languages Other Than English (LOTE), the 
ACTFL K-12 Performance Guidelines, the NYS 
Resource Guides for Checkpoint A and for Early 
Foreign Language as well as co-author of a 
middle school textbook and a Spanish teaching 
songbook. She is currently a second language 
methods instructor at Manhattanville College in 
Purchase, N.Y., a consultant for several school 
districts, a workshop leader for Putnam/N. West-
chester BOCES and co-chair of the Early Foreign 
Language Committee of NYSAFLT.

Al Martino taught 
French, Spanish and 
Italian for 21 years 
in grades K-12. He 
worked forsix years 
as the Associate in 
Foreign Language 
Education at the New 
York State Education 
Department where 
he undertook the 
revision of the former 
NYS Proficiency and 
Regents Examinations. 
He developed 

curriculum documents for grades K-12 based 
on the NYS Standards and the NYS LOTE 
(languages other than English) examinations. 
Martino then worked for eight years as a district 
administrator where he supervised programs 
of foreign languages and ESL. He also designed 
and implemented a Spanish FLES program and 
has worked as an adjunct in many universities 
in NYS for the past 20 years mostly teaching 
secondary and elementary foreign language 
courses. Most recently he is a clinical supervisor 
for the State University of New York at Albany 
(SUNY Albany) where he supervises students 
in both the foreign language and English as 
a second language classrooms. Al has won 
won several awards from the New York State 
Association of Teachers of Foreign Languages, 
as well as from SUNY Albany and the American 
Association of Teachers of Italian. Al has written 
several articles and co-authored a middle 
school Spanish textbook. Al has consulted 
locally, across New York state, and nationally. Al 
currently is an adjunct at two colleges where he 
teaches foreign languages, supervises student 
teachers, and teaches classes in education.
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by Augusta Gonzalez and Talia Gonzalez
Paco Peco, Chico Rico
Insultaba como un loco
A su tío Federico.
Y éste dijo:
Poco pico, Paco Peco
When I recite this tongue twister rapidly in class, 

everyone stops and turns to me. They are fascinated 
with the sounds, the speed and trying to figure out 
what I am saying. This simple traditional rhyme then 
becomes the focus of a mini lesson. What does it 
mean? Where is the alliteration? The rhyme? What 
other simile besides “como un loco” can the students 
create? Can the students figure out why the poem uses 
the imperfect? Poems like these can be used with any 
age group. While with older students you might dig 
deeper into the structure and meaning of a poem, with 
younger students one can simply enjoy the rhythm 
and rhyme of this traditional tongue twister. 

Why use literature like poems, stories, riddles, 
newspaper articles, comic strips, picture books, books 
or plays to teach language? As teachers, we can all 
name a multitude of reasons to use literature in the 
classroom. However, here are my personal seven most 
compelling reasons for highly effective teachers to use 
literature in the classroom:

1. As a hook to stimulate your students
2. To present culturally relevant material
3. To thematically connect with different units and 

other subjects
4. To improve reading comprehension and vocabu-

lary 
5. To teach grammar in context
6. To encourage oral communication 

7. To differentiate according to student abilities
Want to learn more? Keep on reading! My litera-

ture examples are in Spanish but the strategies de-
scribed can be applied to any language.
THE HOOK

Why will students enjoy using literature? Because 
it’s interesting and fun! They don’t even realize they 
are learning. Some of the different characteristics that 
can make literature a natural hook:

Musicality: As in the “Paco Peco” example, the 
musicality of poetry will attract your students to both 
listening for comprehension and listening to meet the 
challenge of being able to say it themselves. 

Comedy: I often use the poetry of Gloria Fuertes, 
such as the poem “Doña Pito Piturra Tiene Unos 
Guantes,” to initiate a lesson on clothing. The chil-
dren enjoy the comedic elements (I usually dress up as 
la Doña with a hat and gloves). Later, I use the poem 
as a template for the children to add different clothes 
for her to wear. Comic strips like Mafalda often en-
liven the class and bring a touch of Argentine hu-
mor to students. Asterix can do the same for French 
classes.

Thematic relevance/interest: Alma Flor Ada’s col-
lection of poems Días y Días de Poesía provides teach-
ers with a poem or rhyme for each day of the school 
year from back to school to summer vacation. Ms. Ada 
is also the author of “El Vuelo del Quetzal,” a picture 
book of a bird flying over South America and view-
ing all of the wonders of the area from geography, flora 
and fauna to the typical artifacts of the region. I use 
this picture book as part of my introduction to Latin 
America. We travel with Google Earth to the differ-
ent countries and then I read them this book. I usually 
simplify the text to facilitate student comprehension 

but the pictures are excellent and illustrate 
the text beautifully.

Familiarity: American children’s books 
in translation like Froggy se viste by Jona-
than London and Frank Remkiewicz and Al-
exander y el día terrible, horrible, espantoso, 
horroroso by Judith Viorst and Ray Cruz are 
both very successful choices for Spanish les-
sons. Firstly, the familiarity of the books is 
inviting for the students; and, secondly it 
requires less mental translation since the 
students know the storyline. Both of these 
books work well to develop vocabulary for 
everyday activities, clothes and the family. 

Illustrations: Picture books are engaging 
and, in addition to telling their own story, 
invite students to create other versions of 
stories to fit the images. 
CULTURAL RELEVANCY

My eighth grade essential question for 
the year is “What is foreign and how does 
foreign become familiar?” Our geographic 
focus is Latin America. To kick off the unit 
I use a one page excerpt from Esmeralda 
Santiago’s novel, Cuando era puertorriqueña 
(When I was Puerto Rican). Ms. Santiago de-
scribes the nostalgic feelings that the guava 
fruit evokes. She describes the fear she felt 
when she first immigrated to the United 
States and the culture shock of experiencing 
a different climate, language and different 
foods. This short, one page excerpt provides 
the class with both a reading comprehen-
sion lesson as well as a springboard for an 
interesting discussion about how it feels to 
be foreign.

Cultural relevancy can also be found in 
texts that reflect daily life in other coun-
tries or special holidays in other countries. 
Pictures books, regardless of the age of your 
students, are a wonderful resource for illus-
trating the target culture(s). Two books I 
use to describe daily life are El sancocho del 
sábado by Leyla Torres and Cuadros de fa-
milia by Carmen Lomas Garza. The first 
book shows a typical Andean open mar-
ket with the yucca, potatoes and live chick-
ens as the young protagonist goes with her 
grandmother to shop for the ingredients of 
the Sancocho stew that they cook every 
Saturday. This book lends itself to lessons 
on family, food and shopping while demon-
strating the geography, the close knit family 
structure and the foods eaten in the Andean 
region of South America. The Garza book 
can be used to teach about family traditions 
from Mexico.

Por fin es Carnaval by Arthur Dorros is il-
lustrated using arpilleras (typical handicraft 
of Bolivia and other Andean countries). 

The book describes a young boy preparing 
for Carnival and plays his Andean flute for 
the parade. Meanwhile, we see his family, 
the village, the clothes and the various mu-
sical instruments used in that area. 
THEMATIC CONNECTIONS

Interdisciplinary possibilities:
•	 April is Poetry month and Eng-

lish classes are often teaching po-
etry. What a perfect time to introduce 
some new poems to the class and have 
each student pick one to read at a po-
etry reading, tea time or to record 
for a podcast that parents can enjoy. 
My eighth grade students really en-
joy Cool Salsa: Bilingual Poems 
on Growing up Hispanic in the 
United States (Edge Book) by Lori 
Marie Carlson and Oscar Hijuelos. 
Many of these poems include a blend-
ing of Spanish and English and give 
the students an idea of the bilingual 
world of Latinos.

•	 Newspaper articles can also be an easy 
fit for interdisciplinary readings. My 
classes will be using the Huffington 
Post in Spanish as well as articles from 
various Spanish and Latin American 
press to prepare for their mock presi-
dential election this fall. 

Using biographies:
When I teach my Latino unit, I use bi-

ographies in the target language, like Ce-
sar Chavez by Ginger Wadsworth and Mark 
Schroeder and Azúcar (bio of Celia Cruz) 
by Ivar Da Coll. 

•	 Jigsaw activity: I use the Cesar Chavez 
book for a jigsaw activity. Each group 
of students read one chapter of the 
book in Spanish; they answer compre-
hension and vocabulary questions and 
then they summarize the chapter to-
gether in four to six sentences. Each 
student, armed with his/her summary, 
is then jigs awed into new groups 
made up of one student from each 
chapter. Here they share their sum-
maries and reflect on the book. This 
lesson takes several days but is very re-
warding.

•	 Using transition words: Biographies 
are perfect for story mapping, time-
lines and practicing the use of tran-
sition words like: in the beginning, 
then, later, afterwards, finally. For ex-
ample, students can share a part of the 
bio and the transition words on big 
cards can connect the retelling.

READING COMPREHENSION AND 
VOCABULARY

Any book can be used to teach reading 
comprehension and vocabulary. Don’t rule 
out People en español. It may not be high-
brow literature, but the students love it and 
learn to read in the target language. More-
over, they can create their own magazine. 

You must be careful to not select a book 
that is too difficult because the comprehen-
sion struggle will frustrate the reader. Scho-
lastic magazine at www.maryglasgow.com 
has many readings that can be used and they 
are often available in novice, intermediate 
or advanced level. 

The following activities are the same as 
those used to teach reading in English.

Pre-reading activities: prediction based 
on title or picture, cover up title and, based 
on pictures, have students write the title.

Teaching new vocabulary possibly with 
illustrations or objects (I use clothes with 
Froggy se viste).

After reading a short amount, ask ques-
tions for students to discuss, first with a part-
ner, and then with the class. Give headlines 
for that section and have students select the 
best one.

Ask students to write down any new 
words in their reading journal or worksheet 
and use the dictionary to define them.

Provide post reading vocabulary activi-
ties such as: cloze activities, bingo, charades 
or drawing the new vocabulary.

Comprehension activities can include: 
questions, role play scenes, draw the story 
map, change the ending, and write a journal 
entry or an email as one of the characters 
of the book. Another option is missing gap 
activities which involve characters and sto-
ryline so students can reconstruct the story 
together. These are excellent assessments for 
comprehension.
GRAMMAR IN CONTEXT

Grammar is part of natural language and 
evident in all forms of literature. You can 
pick a book, poem or article for a particular 
grammar construct that you want to empha-
size. Froggy Se Viste is ideal to practice the 
reflexive verbs while El Arbol Generoso by 
Shel Silverstein works well for teaching the 
imperfect tense. Fairy tales are also wonder-
ful for highlighting the difference between 
the imperfect and the preterit tense. Most of 
the activities that we do are done in pairs or 
groups so that they can consult and discuss 
the topic. Some of the activities that I use 
to teach grammar points are:

•	 Oral reading-repeated reading and lis-
tening to natural language attunes the 
ear to a construct “sounding right”. 

•	 Students are asked to identify certain 

SEVEN REASONS 
FOR THE 
HIGHLY EFFECTIVE TEACHER 
TO USE 
LITERATURE 
TO TEACH WORLD LANGUAGES
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grammar forms in selected text.
•	 For preterit vs. imperfect, I will often 

take sentences from the text and give 
the student fill ins with the choice of 
preterit vs. imperfect verb forms.

•	 Post-reading follow up activities are 
often reproducing a style (metaphors, 
alliteration, personification) or cer-
tain grammar points like using preterit 
tense, reflexive verbs or direct object 
pronouns. The D.O.P. is often used in 
riddles which I often have my students 
write in their journals. For example: 

Lo tienes en el baño
Lo usas a diario
Para tener los dientes
Blancos y limpios  (respuesta: cepillo 
de dientes)

ORAL COMMUNICATION
Storytelling is one of the oldest forms of 

communication. We relay information but 
at the same time entertain. Children adore 
story time. Even my big 14-year-old students 
love to sit on the floor to hear a story. Fol-
lowing an initial reading, they can:

•	 Read aloud in groups
•	 Talk about the characters or parts of 

the story using helpful vocabulary 
sheets

•	 Answer or create comprehension 
questions with a partner and then 
share them with the class

•	 Create dialogues impersonating the 
characters of the poem or book

•	 Create three to four questions about 
the literature to use as a mini survey 
which they can ask paired in the lan-
guage lab or in class.

•	 Retell the story by giving each student 
in a group a beginning of a sentence 
or a picture that triggers a certain part 
of the story. Students arrange them-
selves in order and then retell the 
story.

DIFFERENTIATION
Most of the activities that I mentioned 

in this article are done in pairs or groups al-
lowing the teacher the opportunity to select 
pairs and groups thus assuring groupings of 
supportive students with those students with 
disabilities. Activities can also be selected 
to address the learning styles of your stu-
dents: more read aloud stories for the audi-
tory learner, drawing interpretations or story 
maps for the visual learner, role plays for the 
interpersonal learner, creating a new per-
sonal ending for the intrapersonal learner 
and passing the yarn or ball to retell the 
story for the kinesthetic learner.

If you are selecting poems or stories to 

read, give students a choice, if possible. 
Shorter, easier poems can be chosen, if de-
sired, for reading and analyzing. MisCosi-
tas.com is a wonderful site because I ask my 
students to read three stories but they can 
choose to read from one paragraph to four 
page stories. They still need to answer the 
same questions about all of them.

Y Colorín Colorado este cuento se ha 
acabado. (And now the story is over). Those 
were the seven reasons, but what about the 
big A: Assessment? 

This is evident in many of the activities 
that I described: from cloze activities, fill-
ins to role playing of scenes. Formative and 
summative assessments of the vocabulary, 
reading comprehension, culture and gram-
mar acquired are easy to devise. More inter-
esting for both the students and the teacher 
are the performance based projects that 
can be done as a final follow up such as act-
ing out scenes, creating another ending and 
sharing it with the class, writing a book or 
poem similar to the one studied but with a 
different twist. Last year after reading Al-
exander y el día terrible, horrible, espantoso, 
horroroso,my students made videos of either 
a terrible day or a fantastic day. They were 
very entertaining and full of reflexive verbs 
and all of the new vocabulary learned in the 
book and in the lessons.

I have been using literature in the class-
room for the past 40 years. I used to read 
Jorge el Curioso (Curious George) by Margret 
and H.A. Rey in Spanish to my bilingual 
kindergarten class in California. I still expe-
rience the same warm feeling when sharing 
a poem or book 
with my classes. I 
can feel the stu-
dents totally en-
gaged and the 
beauty of the lan-
guage is dancing 
around their ears.

Editor’s Note: 
Augusta’s daugh-
ter Talia helped her 
with the resources 
and the listing of 
literacy strate-
gies while Augusta 
shared her personal 
experiences with 
a variety of books 
that she has used 
throughout her ca-
reer.
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NEWSPAPERS
For any language

•	 www.onlinenewspapers.com
For Spanish 

•	 www.impre.com 
•	 http://www.bbc.co.uk/mundo/
•	 www.elpais.es 
•	 http://www.multilingualbooks.com/online-newspapers-span-

ish.html 
•	 http://voces.huffingtonpost.com/

Mi pequeño día,magazine from PR for children, part of the “El 
nuevo día” newspaper

•	 http://especiales.elnuevodia.com/mipequenodia/#
For French

•	 http://www.multilingualbooks.com/online-newspapers-french.
html

•	 http://www.france24.com/fr/

RESOURCES

GREAT WIKI FOR MORE IDEAS ON HOW TO USE LITERATURE IN 
THE LANGUAGE CLASSROOM

•	  http://languagelinks2006.wikispaces.com/Story-
based+Instruction#Books Online

Websites for different forms of literature 
for your language classroom

MAGAZINES
Spanish

•	 http://www.maryglasgow.com (Scholastic magazine)
•	 http://quemedices.diezminutos.es/ 
•	 http://www.hola.com/ 
•	 http://www.peopleenespanol.com/pespanol/
•	 http://www.veintemundos.com/en/

French 
•	 http://www.entrevue.fr/

Children’s Literature:
•	 http://MisCositas.com (Latin American stories). Lori Langer 

de Ramirez fills this site with interesting and easy one-page 
stories by and about different Latino protagonists. The stories 
are glossed for the challenging vocabulary with illustrations 
to explain the words. I use a general worksheet with this site 
which asks the student to give the title, country of origin, 
setting, main character and a one- or two-sentence summary 
of the story in Spanish.

•	 http://en.childrenslibrary.org/ International Children’s 
Library has an incredible online collection of books in many 
languages and various levels. 

•	 http://books.google.es/books?id=C36S3_bqZuMC&printsec=f
rontcover&dq=carmen+lomas+garza&hl=es&ei=tpauTbCcC
4fvsgbAyozYDA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=result&resnum
=2&ved=0CC4Q6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q&f=false  You can 
also find some on Google Books, or at least parts, like Cuadros 
de Familia by Carmen Lomas Garza at this link.

READING MATERIALS CLASSIFIED BY NOVICE, INTERMEDIATE 
AND ADVANCED.
Spanish readings (level A2 and above)

•	 http://marcoele.com/actividades/lecturas/
•	 http://cvc.cervantes.es/aula/lecturas/default.htm

Various readings from different sites with comp q-- Spanish
•	 http://aprenderespanol.org/lecturas/lecturas-ejercicios.html

Stories illustrated and narrated by young children in Spain
•	 http://www.milcuentos.com/

Lessons with readings in multiple languages
•	 http://larc.sdsu.edu/sailn/about/all-lessons
•	  http://books.google.es/books?id=C36S3_bqZuMC&prints

ec=frontcover&dq=carmen+lomas+garza&hl=es&ei=tpa
uTbCcC4fvsgbAyozYDA&sa=X&oi=book_result&ct=res
ult&resnum=2&ved=0CC4Q6AEwAQ#v=onepage&q&f
=false

French stories from around the Francophone world
•	 http://www.conte-moi.net/contes/koumba-sans-mere

Free children’s books in many languages
•	 http://www.childrenslibrary.org/icdl/SimpleSearchCategory

?ids=&langid=&pnum=1&cnum=1&ilangcode=en&ilang
=English&text=&lang=French&search=Search

Chapter Books (for heritage or advanced learners)
order texts like this easy Spanish reader through online 

distributors 
•	 http://www.continentalbook.com/cbc-

store/index.php?main_page=product_
info&cPath=2_1205_2094&products_id=10229 

or these for graded readers in French
•	 http://www.continentalbook.com/cbcstore/index.

php?main_page=index&cPath=1_652_759
Folk tales

•	 http://larc.sdsu.edu/sailn/about/all-lessons
Comic Strips

•	 http://www.todohistorietas.com.ar/principal.htm (Mafalda)
•	 http://www.tintin.be/#/home/home.swf (Tin Tin)
•	 http://www.asterix.com/index.html.fr?rub=francais 

(Asterix, switch language to English or Spanish) 
•	 www.webcomics.es

Riddles, Proverbs and Poems
•	 http://www.ocioyweb.com/refranes.htm
•	 http://www.languagerealm.com/french/frenchproverbs.php
•	 http://www.institutoCervantes.com

Augusta Cigliano 
Gonzalez is 
currently an 
eighth-grade 
Spanish teacher in 
Glastonbury, Conn. 
With a bachelor’s 
from UCLA, teacher 
training at USC and 
a master’s from 
Wesleyan University 
she has taught at all levels, from 
bilingual preschool to university. 
She credits her love of language 
to her personal bilingual (Italian-
English) immigrant background. 
She has taught since 1972, and 
for the last 20 years she has been 
actively involved in mentoring 
student teachers. Thanks to her 
many years of residency in Spain, 
she was fundamental in setting up 
the two Spanish exchanges for the 
Glastonbury Public Schools.

Talia Gonzalez is a K-8 Spanish 
teacher at The School at Columbia 
University in New York City. 
She earned her undergraduate 
degree from Harvard and her 
master’s in education from Bank 
Street College. She has also been 
very involved with training and 
advising language teachers in 
Teach for America. She grew up in 
Middletown, Conn., and Madrid, 
Spain. She credits her love of 
teaching to her mamá. 



 Learning Languages ~ 2726 ~ winter 2013

by Patricia Davis-Wiley 
and Roy V. Miller

It is most fitting that the theme of this is-
sue of Learning Languages is dedicated to 
literacy through language learning and its 
connection with the Common Core State 
Standards Initiative (CCSI) for the K-12 
educational arena (“Common Core States 
Standards”). Currently, these standards 
are being infused into all content areas in 
48 U.S. states and territories1 and include 
the four strands of reading, writing, listen-
ing and speaking and language that are “… 
represented in the National Standards for 
Learning Languages by the Communication 
standards…. the standards of the other four 
goal areas for learning languages – Cultures, 
Connections, Comparisons, and Communi-
ties – also support and are aligned with the 
Common Core” (“ALIGNMENT OF THE 
NATIONAL STANDARDS”).

Due to the fact that language study is 
so closely connected to the Common Core 
Standards, which are directly linked to one 
of the nation’s $4 billion reform movement’s 
Race to the Top2 goals to adopt “standards 
and assessments that prepare students to 
succeed in college and the workplace and 
to compete in the global economy” (“Race 
to the Top”), one might assume that world 
language (WL) study should have as viable 
a presence in today’s K-12 curriculum as the 
other K-12 content area subjects. Addition-
ally, world language study in the elementary 
school, delivered through FLES programs, 
could serve as a WL curricular articulation 
vehicle from elementary to middle and high 
school. This is not necessarily true, however, 
even though the benefits of second language 
study, founded on solid empirical research, 

are well-documented and readily accessible.3 
Among the reported proven positive results 
of early WL study are improved cognitive 
abilities and “higher achievement test scores 
in reading and math” (Stewart: 11), which 
are expected student performance outcomes 
for the Common Core Standards.

The future viability of FLES programs, 
however, is fragile at best, in today’s educa-
tional arena. At a time when the number of 
FLES programs has significantly declined in 
the past 10 years (Rhodes),4 and with more 
emphasis being placed on reading and math 
achievement for establishing schools’ state 
and national report cards than on enrich-
ment subjects, including world language 
study, art and music, FLES programs may be-
come vulnerable to being cut from the K-5 
school day. STEM (i.e., science, technology, 
engineering and math) subjects, however, 
are thriving and will continue to assume a 
formidable curricular presence in the near 
future, especially in the early grades. These 
programs are being generously supported by 
grant funding opportunities for their imple-
mentation (STEMgrants.com), including 
the assurance of future content-trained ed-
ucators. It has been recently reported that, 
“…the U.S. government, including the U.S. 
Department of Education, plans to invest 
over $100 million in the preparation of… 
science, technology, engineering math ed-
ucators” (Nekrasova-Beker, and Anthony 
Becker: 1).

 It is indeed ironic that STEM education 
is being fiscally, curricularly and program-
matically supported in order to ensure that 
the U.S. can produce citizens who will be 
successful in the global arena (a major tenet 
in the Core Standards), yet, early WL study, 

which would lead to proficiency in a second 
language, and facilitate students’ ability to 
communicate with the non-English-speak-
ing world, is not.

FLES programs that have essentially con-
centrated their student performance ex-
pectations on basic communication skills 
and cultural content in the target language 
may therefore need to include a content-
enriched STEM focus in order to seek and 
establish a viable presence in the elemen-
tary school curriculum. Additionally, the 
authors of this paper suggest that propo-
nents of FLES integration into the nation’s 
schools need to identify disciplinary literacy 
as the common dominator connecting WL 
study and the other content subjects such as 
math, given the fact that, “disciplinary lit-
eracy is embedded in the [Common Core] 
standards … and prominently featured in 
the new CCSS [Common Core State Stan-
dards]” (Zygouis-Coe: 35).
DESCRIPTION OF THE CURRENT STUDY

Rationale. The notion of disciplin-
ary literacy is “built on the premise that 
each subject area or discipline has a dis-
course community with its own language…
and ways of communicating within a disci-
pline” (O’Brien, Moje, and Stewart, as cited 
in Zygouis-Coe: 38). If a positive research-
supported connection can be made between 
literacy achieved through early WL study 
and literacy acquired through a STEM sub-
ject (i.e., math) vis-à-vis the Common Core 
Standards, then, a solid evidence-based case 
could be made for establishing WL study as 
a content area class to be taught alongside 
of math, science, language arts, and history, 
in the elementary school day. 

Now is the perfect time to do so, given 

the fact that K-12 curricula across the U.S. 
are being revised in order to incorporate 
STEM and even STEAM (the A stands 
for art; see “What About STEAM Educa-
tion”) subject emphasis at the same time 
that the Common Core Standards are be-
ing aligned with K-12 curricula, and state 
licensure standards are consequently being 
re-worked to incorporate these new educa-
tional trends. 

These national trends inspired the au-
thors of this paper to conduct the present 
research study that involved teaching math 
through French in grades 2-4 in a small, ur-
ban, community-based, highly-diverse ele-
mentary school in Knoxville, Tenn. 
DESCRIPTION OF THE MATH-ENRICHED 
FRENCH PROGRAM

Venue for the FLES Program. Moore-
land Heights Elementary (MHES) is nes-
tled in South Knoxville, 10 minutes away 
from The University of Tennessee and 
downtown Knoxville, located in East TN. 
The school has 335 students of whom 80% 
participate in free and reduced-lunch pro-
grams.5 There are 3 teachers at each grade 
level for K-3, 2 teachers for grades 4-5, and 
3 teachers (1 teacher and 2 assistants) for 
one CDC6 classroom at MHES. One class-
room on grades 2, 3 and 4, in addition to a 
CDC classroom, participated in the pres-
ent study.

Curriculum. Following a 25-year tradi-
tion, graduate students pursuing a Track 1 
master’s degree7 in Foreign Language Ed-
ucation at The University of Tennessee, 
Knoxville, participate in a semester-long 
FLES practicum during which they of-
fer 30 minutes of world language instruc-
tion twice weekly in a local elementary 

school. One such master’s candidate, a na-
tive speaker of French from Haiti, prepared 
a developmentally and academically-ap-
propriate 13-week French curriculum, in 
concert with the university professor, the 
school’s principal and grade level teach-
ers of the FLES students. This special pro-
gram of study, incorporating basic math 
concepts that were being concurrently 
taught from the EnVision Math Series8 to 
the children by the mainstream classroom 
teachers, was aligned with the CCSS for 
Mathematics (see table 1). Approximately 
one-half of the twice-weekly, 30-minute 
instructional periods, delivered over 13 
weeks during the spring semester of 2012, 
was dedicated to the reinforcement of math 
content; the remaining half included a tra-
ditional FLES curriculum consisting of ba-
sic French greetings, numbers, colors, time 
and weather expressions, geography and 
culture (i.e., music, art and songs). 

Infusing language instruction with an-
other subject area (such as what was done 
at MHRES), or content-based instruction 
(CBI), is not new to the language arena; it 
has been in practice for over 40 years, and 
is well-documented in the literature. Tech-
nically it is defined as “…a curricular and 
instructional approach in which non-lin-
guistic content is taught through a medium 
of a language” (Tedick and Cammarata: 
28). Due to the fact that only half of the 
FLES curriculum at MHES was dedicated 
to the reinforcement of math concepts, 
however, and that the instruction was only 
offered twice a week, it will be referred 
to in this article as a content-enriched or 
math-enriched curriculum. The curricu-
lum followed a set of themes (Strykera and 

Leaver) that were “drawn from the aca-
demic content [i.e., math] of the school” 
(Stoller and Grabe 83).

Instructional Strategies. The math-en-
riched curriculum delivered to the FLES 
students was highly- structured, fast-paced, 
hands-on/interactive, multi-sensory, tech-
nology-supported and connected to real-
life experiences (Asher; Dale; Dewey; 
Gardner; Mehisto et al.) to meet the needs 
of all students. It followed the tenets of the 
Five C’s (i.e., Communication, Cultures, 
Connections, Comparisons and Com-
munities) of the American Council on 
the Teaching of Foreign Language’s Na-
tional Standards (“National Standards”), 
and consequently presented content that 
was not taught in isolation but rather in 
context and related to real-life situations 
(“Common Core State Standards;” Me-
histo). “To acquire new information, it 
must be connected to existing knowledge” 
(Filice 35). Consequently, numbers were 
taught in relation to a number line, days 
in the week, months in the year, making 
change for a dollar, and being able to de-
termine degrees on a thermometer and tell 
whether that temperature was higher or 
lower, hot or cold. Manipulatives and realia 
(i.e., actual artifacts) were always liberally 
used with the students and the teacher en-
couraged oral and written productive lan-
guage skills (depending on the grade level) 
following appropriate receptive language 
presentation, throughout the lesson. 

Each lesson always began with a lively 
whole and small-group student-participa-
tory warm-up greeting/activity, linking the 
previous lesson to the next, followed by a 
colorful graphic overview of the new lesson 

Math Literacy Through 
French Language Learning:

Connecting with 
the Common Core in 

the Lower Elementary Grades

GRADE 2 GRADE 3 GRADE 4

MEASUREMENT AND DATA

Odd & even numbers

Place values; use >, =, and < symbols; 
wholes and parts; circles and rectangles

Multiplication and division within 100; 
partition circles and rectangles

Multiply and divide with simple word 
problems

NUMBER AND OPERATIONS IN 
BASE TEN

Addition & subtraction within 1000 Solve simple word problems Read and write multi-digit whole num-
bers using base-ten numerals

COUNTING AND CARDINALITY 
NUMBER AND OPERATIONS

Work with time & money Identify arithmetic patterns; identify 
fractions as numbers

Demonstrate fraction equivalence and 
ordering

TABLE 1 MATH CONCEPTS REINFORCED IN FLES INSTRUCTION
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using a teacher-created Power Point presen-
tation or website visit using an interactive 
white board. The children were constantly 
engaged in the lesson and often were invited 
to get out of their seats or off their group 
rug and come to physically interact with the 
teacher, artifacts and the white board. Mu-
sic, chants, choral recitations and student-
to-student activities (i.e., Simon dit [Simon 
says], short role-plays) occurred in every 
lesson and many came from short UTube 
videos which the students thoroughly en-
joyed, even after class (see Teacher Inter-
view Results later in the paper). Cultural 
tidbits were infused in many lessons (follow-
ing ACTFL and Common Core Standards) 
to the delight of the students, and included 
virtual trips to different parts of the franco-
phone world for a taste of art, music, geog-
raphy and a peek at children on different 
continents who shared more commonali-
ties than differences with the children at 
MHES. 

Math concepts, understandably, were ar-
ticulated throughout grades 2 through 4 in 
ways that were appropriate for the particular 
age, developmental level and followed the 
math curriculum for each grade level. Thus, 
second graders were able to count from 1 
to 10 and then ultimately by 10s to 100. 
Third graders would be expected to do this, 
be able to count by 5’s, 10’s and even 20’s to 
1,000 and beyond. Fourth graders performed 
these simple math skills but were also able 
to solve basic word problems in French. Ad-
ditionally, the math concepts of sizes, shapes 
and quanitities were all taught in context 
and presented following grade level expec-
tations. For example, basic comparison of 
shapes were used for size comparisons of tri-
angles and circles (un petit triangle—a small 
triangle; un grand circle—a large circle) for 
grade 2. Students in grade 3, however, were 
expected to not only identify a particular 
shape but also determine which shape in a 
series was plus grand que (larger than) or plus 
petit que (smaller than) another one. Addi-
tionally, basic fractions (e.g., un demi, a half; 
un quart, a quarter) were introduced when 
telling time and counting money for grade 
3. Grade 4 students, however, were chal-
lenged to perform basic computational skills 
with fractions (un quart et deux quarts font 
trois quarts — ¼ + ½ = 3/4) and be able to 
order them by equivalence (¼, ½, ¾, 1).
METHODOLOGY

Research Questions. In an effort to ac-
cess the efficacy of content-enriched early 
language instruction in general, and to con-
tribute to the dearth of published research 

on math-enriched FLES instruction in par-
ticular, the authors of the present article 
sought to investigate the following ques-
tions:

1. What is the impact of content-en-
riched French instruction on math 
skills in Grades 2-4 in a specifically 
math-enriched FLES program? 

2. What is the level of student partici-
pation and interest during French 
instruction compared with regular 
math instruction?

3. What are the regular classroom 
teachers’ perceptions of the impact 
of French instruction on the chil-
dren?

Participants. For the present study, 1 
classroom teacher from each grade level, 
2-4, and 1 from the CDC classroom, vol-
unteered to allow math-enriched French 
instruction to be given to their students, 
30 minutes, twice weekly, from late Janu-
ary through late April, 2012. Also receiving 
French instruction, but only participating 
in two of the three data collection proce-
dures (mentioned later in this paper), were 
10 students in a CDC (Comprehensive De-
velopment Classroom). It is important to 
note that of the 13 children in the 3rd Grade 
French class, 6 were special needs children 
(i.e., with developed Individualized Educa-
tional Plans). Additionally, of the 13 in the 
in the 4th Grade French class, 8 were clas-
sified as special needs children, having a 
low math skill level, and 5 in this class were 
English Language Learners or ELLs. (In an 
effort to facilitate inclusion accommoda-
tions for the ELLS, MHES grouped them 
into one classroom.)
DATA COLLECTION AND ANALYSIS

For this research study, data were col-
lected from the following three sources:

1. individual and group interviews with 
the 4 classroom teachers (i.e., grades 
2, 3, 4 and CDC); 

2. observations of the 62 FLES chil-
drenconducted every 2 weeks during 
French instruction; and 

3. Discovery Education Assessment: Probe, 
Math Reasoning assessments conducted 
at the beginning of the semester, mid-
semester and at the end of the semes-
ter.

Interviews. Two sets of interviews were 
conducted by the lead researcher with the 
classroom teachers involved in this study. 
The first round of individual teacher inter-
views occurred mid-semester and the second 
round (a group interview with all teachers 
present) at the end of the semester, follow-

ing the final FLES class. The researcher fol-
lowed an open-ended question format (see 
Appendix A for mid-term protocol and Ap-
pendix B for end-semester protocol), in an 
effort to document the teachers’ perceptions 
of their students’ reactions to the FLES 
classes. These interviews were conducted 
during times that the teachers deemed to be 
convenient for their schedules, either during 
a planning period or at the end of the day, 
and were digitally recorded for later tran-
scription 9 and subsequent qualitative data 
analysis (Hatch). Specifically, the lead re-
searcher manually examined all transcrip-
tions in order to identify reoccurring themes 
and commonalities which emerged.

Observations. Throughout the 13 weeks 
of the FLES program, the primary researcher 
observed all French classes in grades 2 
through 4 and the CDC classroom. She 
took extensive field notes (Hatch) during 
the class, noting: lesson pacing; use of me-
dia; students’ reactions to the teacher and 
in-class activities; students’ level of partici-
pation, interest and their comments to the 
teacher and to their peers; and the teach-
er’s use of varied instructional strategies 
to deliver specific pieces of content, both 
math-related and French language/culture-
specific. 

Discovery Education Assessment: 
Probe, Math Reasoning Assessments. 
Math benchmark assessments were con-
ducted at the beginning of the semester, at 
mid-term and at the end of the semester. 10 
All children (both those participating in 
the FLES program and those not), in grades 
2-4 were given the same assessments. Class 
data sets were controlled for French and 
non-French students and by classroom grade 
level by the second researcher. Data were 
then reported in two ways: by individual 
student’s over-all academic class rankings 
(low, middle, high) and by random-nu-
meric-order 11 for each student in each 
classroom, grades 2-4. In both instances, 
percentage gain scores between the first and 
last benchmark assessments were hand cal-
culated and subsequently identified for indi-
vidual students within a particular class. 
RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

Interviews. The interviews yielded a 
substantial amount of rich data; however, 
only five typologies, identified from the lead 
researcher’s qualitative analysis of the in-
terview data, guided by the study’s research 
questions, will be reported for this study. 
These focus specifically on the classroom 
teachers’ perceptions of the children during 
French instruction and during non-French 

class instruction, and are:
•	 children’s level of interest during 

French instruction
•	 children’s level of participation dur-

ing French instruction
•	 children’s behavior, participation, re-

sponsiveness, level of activity, during 
French class compared with during 
regular math class

•	 children’s interaction with the 
teacher during French instruction 
and types of activities the children 
liked

•	 impact of French instruction on 
math skills

Children’s Level of Interest
Midway through the 13 weeks of French 

instruction, one of the classroom teachers’ 
interview responses characterized the chil-
dren’s interest as ranging from, “average,” 
to “moderate to begin with and increas-
ing every week,” while another teacher re-
ported that “the majority [of the students] 
are interested and find it [French] fun.” 
Most telling, was a third teacher’s com-
ment, who stated, “They asked me regu-
larly, ‘Is it French class day?’” 

Observations shared with the primary 
researcher during the second and last set 
of interviews, after the FLES program was 
over, testified to the overall positive reac-
tion that all teachers reported the chil-
dren expressing and include the following 
statements: “My kids loved it; they were 
fully engaged the whole time.” “They had 
their attention on the teacher… When she 
would speak to them, they would respond, 
or try to repeat what she had said.” When 
the researcher further probed a teacher to 
clarify the level of engagement her chil-
dren had, the teacher further explained,

They had their attention on the 
teacher… When she would speak to 
them, they would respond, or try to 
repeat what she had said. As soon 
as they would see her in the hallway 
they would immediately start saying, 
‘Bonjour!’ to her, coming down the 
hallway, and in fact they would greet 
all of us when we came in out of the 
classroom that way.

Children’s Level of Participation
Following the seventh week of French 

instruction, one classroom teacher noted 
that her children’s level of engagement at 
the beginning of the program was “good”… 
but that this was …“average” for this par-
ticular group of students. In fact, this same 
teacher admitted that other students in 
the same class exhibited identical behavior 

during the rest of the school day, outside of 
French class, while the third teacher said, 
“Some of them [the FLES students] are ex-
cited about it and like it.” 

At the end of the French program, how-
ever, all three of the regular classroom 
teachers expressed positive feelings toward 
the program. One teacher said, “They [the 
children] were always trying and I think 
that that’s important.” Another classroom 
teacher said, “They were very excited to 
see her, too.” And the third teacher enthu-
siastically shared,

They all were pretty much on-task. 
You know, my usual couple [of kids], 
but uh, yeah, they were usually right 
involved and would try to do what 
she [the French teacher] asked them 
to do. And they had to listen because 
they didn’t know what the words 
meant so they had to listen and 
watch in order to understand what 
she was trying to get them to do.

French Class Compared With Regular 
Math Class

The researchers hypothesized that the 
level of interest, participation, and gen-
eral engagement during French instruction 
might be higher during French instruction 
than during traditional math instruction. 
This was the case both after 7 weeks and at 
the end of the semester, on a whole. The 
teachers shared the following comments: “I 
would say that their behaviors are similar, 
perhaps better.” “Well, there’s a lot more 
interaction in French because the instruc-
tor’s repeating and then they repeat, and 
so there’s a lot of that,… which would not 
be so much in a regular math instruction.” 
One teacher excitedly exclaimed that her 
children’s participation level at the end of 
the program was “strong, very strong…at 
98%.” 
Children’s Interaction With the French 
Teacher and Favorite Activities

Concerning the children’s behaviors at 
mid-term, one teacher recounted, 

They are watching her very, very 
closely because they do not easily un-
derstand what… some things that are 
being said to them in French… Not 
because she hasn’t taught them, but 
it’s harder for them, so they want to 
listen more closely. They volunteer 
some, they take some risks, they try 
to answer. I just catch them listen-
ing well, and [see that they] are very 
happy on French class days. 

Another teacher mentioned that they 
loved singing and that “…when she sings 

with them it’s great, or if she calls them up 
in the front …they like to be part of her 
demonstration,” while the third teacher re-
counted that her children reacted “Posi-
tively…. There is a refusal, and if she does 
spot somebody that’s not participating 
she’ll kind of go over and prompt them. 
They are right there. They’re on task.”

The classroom teachers essentially 
shared the same type of observations at the 
end of the French program as those they 
mentioned at mid-term. One teacher, how-
ever, added that her children in particular, 
enjoyed, “singing,…group acting, and in-
teractive videos.”
Impact of French Instruction on Math 
Skills

The principal investigators in this re-
search study had not made any predictions 
concerning what impact French instruc-
tion, and in particular, math concepts de-
livered through French, might have on the 
FLES children’s math skills. One unique 
observation that a classroom teacher ani-
matedly recounted during the mid-term 
interview, was the following statement, 
which actually connected the idea of ac-
quiring math literacy to acquiring world 
language (i.e., French) literacy.

And I’m guessing that when they 
[the children] learn a ‘French word’ 
[that] means to sit down … that even 
though no one had broken that word 
down … they learn those skills …
[to be] able to ask accept language 
in math and that perhaps my guess 
is that some of the problem-solv-
ing that it takes to learn a language 
might be similar to the problem-solv-
ing they need to use to learn math. 
... Math has a language, ... and as 
they learn that they can acquire [a] 
language, … they can build on that 
[those] skills at that they can learn a 
new language.

A second teacher commented, 
I think it’s in that area of reinforce-
ment, in what we have been doing, 
so it’s another aspect of it and it’s 
from another point of view. So, any 
time a child can get more exposure 
to the topic, the better it is for them; 
and, if you vary that exposure, than I 
think it’s a good thing.

Remarks made during the final in-
terview were overall positive, with one 
teacher sharing a sentiment that the other 
teachers agreed with, as they nodded. “I 
just think that generally overall, hearing 
it [math] another way, and experiencing it 
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another way…. is always positive.”
Observations. The lead researcher 

for this study took over 75 pages of field 
notes during the 13-week FLES program 
at MHES, scripting the French teach-
er’s questions and selected children’s an-
swers; highlighting class activities that 
worked, and those that would need to be 
re-worked; writing vivid descriptions of 
the children’s enthusiastic participation as 
well as mild reticence at times to engage 
in unfamiliar linguistic territory; and, not-
ing unexpected and often serendipitous 
interjections by the children, resulting in 
spontaneous joy and raucous laughter by 
students and all adults present, to men-
tion just a few of the observations made 
during the regular visits to the FLES class-
rooms. The results of analysis of the FLES 
program’s observations could be an en-
tire manuscript by itself and consequently 
cannot be totally reported in this short 
paper. 

In summary, however, this researcher 
wishes to report that she has first-hand ob-
servational data attesting to the courage, 
enthusiasm, tenacity and overall good hu-
mor and positive spirit observed by the 
greater majority of all FLES students dur-
ing her visits to MHES’s French classes. 
The substantial amount of both conver-
sational skills, classroom talk, and math 
concepts (noted previously in this paper), 
both understood and practiced by the 
FLES students, was also a demonstrated 
outcome of the French program. She 
would remiss in not mentioning, however, 

one student-to-student exchange that oc-
curred in the special CDC classroom (12 
children, grades 1-5). 

Toward the middle of the semester, af-
ter the French teacher had warmed up the 
CDC class with her routine, Quel temps 
fait-it? (What’s the weather like?) and a 
loud Les jours de la semaine (days of the 
week) song, complete with animated ges-
ticulations and whole body movements, 
the children were taken on a virtual tour 
of Paris. During the tour, the children sat 
seemingly awestruck at the majestic other-
world illuminated visions of famous Pari-
sian monuments. Then, following a few 
seconds of quiet (something that did not 
often happen with these particular special 
youngsters), one older boy lifted his head 
off of the desk and enthusiastically called 
out, “The Eiffel Tower is my favorite 
building in the world.” Then, a small boy 
perched on his desk next to the first boy 
literally shouted, “It’s more than 13 feet!” 
And, not missing a beat, a shy, tiny young 
girl screamed, “That’s Paris. I love Paris.” 
What is particularly poignant in this sce-
nario is the fact that these are very special 
children, and yet, of all the FLES children 
participating in the semester-long pro-
gram, it was these children who proved to 
this observer, to be the ones who on some 
level, truly benefitted the most from this 
new language/cultural excursion into the 
study of a world language. This experience 
was reminiscent of another semester in a 
similar CDC classroom, where these chil-
dren were introduced to Spanish in 2010 

(Davis-Wiley and Miller). 
Math Benchmark Assessments. Data 

from the Math assessments, conducted 
at the beginning, middle and end of the 
13-week FLES program with all children 
in grades 2-4, were quantitatively ana-
lyzed and controlled by the following vari-
ables: grade levels; FLES and Non-FLES 
classes; percentage gains by whole class; 
and, percentage gains by math skill levels 
(i.e., high, medium, low), as determined 
by a pre-assessment from the EnVision 
Math Series. Table 2 (see above) presents 
a comprehensive summary of the results 
comparing math skill gains, controlled 
by math skill levels, for both those chil-
dren who received French instruction and 
those children who did not.

Percentage gains for all FLES chil-
dren (with high, medium and low math 
skill levels) in the second grade were 
17.6% overall, compared with the 2 non-
FLES classrooms that had gains of ap-
proximately 9%. On the third grade level, 
those FLES children with a medium skill 
level in math, showed a 10% gain, com-
pared with a -6% gain reported in one 
non-FLES classroom and a 6% gain in the 
other non-FLES classroom. Lastly, FLES 
children in the fourth grade, with a high 
math skill level out-performed the chil-
dren in the one non-FLES classroom with 
a 12.5% gain compared with a 10% gain.

The results of the math score gains of 
the FLES children were guardedly posi-
tive, especially considering several un-
derlying the demographic challenges of 

students in the FLES classrooms in Grades 
3 and 4 previously mentioned under the 
Participants section of this paper.
CONCLUSIONS 

Early world language study, and in par-
ticular, second language study, enriched 
by another discipline area (i.e., math), has 
positive and most importantly, measure-
able, evidence-based (to echo CCSS lan-
guage) outcomes that attest to its benefits 
for all students, and not for just those clas-
sified as high-achievers. In terms of the 
documented efficacy of the math-enriched 
FLES program described in this paper, 
which offered 30 minutes of French in-
struction, delivered twice a week, over 13 
weeks, one could say that its documented 
results are cautiously optimistic. As such, 
they offer a gentle argument for offering 
FLES in the early grades for all academic 
skill levels of children. Most importantly, 
the results of this study help support the 
notion that FLES programs should be con-
sidered a core subject along with the tra-
ditional math, science, social science, 
language arts elementary school curricular 
litany so that they can serve as the Com-
mon Core Standards glue in connecting lit-
eracy across all content areas.
IMPLICATIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS

Should early world language study be 
an integral component of the elementary 
school curriculum? The answer is a re-
sounding “yes.” The published literature 
attesting to the benefits of FLES and their 
linkage to the goals of the Common Core 
Standards corroborate this. Modest em-
pirical research studies, such as the one 
presented in this paper, also contribute 
support to an argument for an integrated 
FLES program in the early grades. It must 
be noted, however, that the reported re-
sults of the data collected and analyzed in 
the present study, are at best cautiously op-
timistic, yet, still offer some evidence for 
the positive impact of a math-enriched 
French program. Performance (in French) 
of grade-level appropriate math literacy 
skills were most definitely observed and 
documented through field notes. Addition-
ally, standardized assessments of benchmark 
math skills did show some gains, albeit 
modest, for some of the FLES students. 
Even though the study did have inherent 
limitations and its results cannot be gener-
alized to a larger population, the findings 
can contribute to the paucity of published 
literature on the topic. Therefore, the au-

thors suggest that additional research needs 
to be conducted in an effort to further in-
vestigate the efficacy of a content-enriched 
FLES program.
NOTES 
1. See http://www.corestandards.org/in-the-

states˃ for a comprehensive map where 
the CCSS have been adopted.

2. Race to the Top: Promoting Innovation, 
Reform, and Excellence in America’s 
Public Schools, is an initiative, backed 
by a $4.35 billion investment, and first 
announced on July 24, 2009 by Presi-
dent Obama, “to commit to reform “… 
America’s public schools to provide ev-
ery child access to a complete and com-
petitive education.” (<http://www.
whitehouse.gov/the-press-office/fact-
sheet-race-top)

3. There is a plethora of published research 
studies on the efficacy of studying a sec-
ond language, especially in the early 
years of school, easily retrievable from 
the Network for Early Language Learn-
ing (nnell.org), Center for Applied Lin-
guistics (cal.org) and American Council 
for the Teaching of Foreign Languages 
(actfl.orgl) websites, as well as from web 
search engines and more traditional re-
search databases.

4. The 2008 national survey of U.S. World 
Language programs reported a signifi-
cant decline in FLES programs from 
31% to 25% between 1997 and 2008. 
(See Executive Summary, para. 3, from 
the Rhodes and Puphal Foreign Language 
Teaching in U.S. Schools: Results of a Na-
tional Survey.)

5. Data supplied by the building principal 
of MHES on October 13, 2012.

6. Knox County School District defines 
those students who are enrolled in a 
CDC as having “…been identified as 
needing a small, structured environment 
where core academic areas are addressed 
at the student’s instructional level while 
still tying the instruction to curriculum 
standards” (CDC, 2012, para. 2).

 7. The Track 1 master’s degree consists of 
18 graduate hours in Education and 15-
18 hours in the target language. The 
Track 2 master’s degree is a fifth-year, 
initial teacher licensure program with a 
year-long internship.

8. Both state and local school district curri-
cula were used to develop the scope and 
sequence of the math-enriched French 
curriculum. The EnVision Math Series 

(Scott Foresman Publishers) was the 
math textbook series from which lessons 
were examined and reinforced by the 
FLES teacher.

9. Whereby the primary researcher con-
ducted and recorded the interviews with 
the classroom teachers, Dorothy Blanks, 
Ph.D. candidate, Education, at The 
University of Tennessee, transcribed the 
data for later qualitative analysis.

10. The dates for these assessments were: 
January 18, 2012; March 14, 2012; April 
10, 2012.

11. Students’ identities remained confiden-
tial for data analysis by assigning each 
student a random number to ensure 
confidentiality. 

APPENDIX A
First Round Interview Protocol

I.  Rapport Building
A. Pseudonym Chosen By Participants

1. I will explain what a pseudonym 
is and why it will be used.

2. What would you like your pseud-
onym to be?

B. Background Information
1. How long have you taught? 

Where?
2. On what grade levels have you 

taught?
C. Guide Questions

1. How would you describe the 
children’s level of interest during 
French instruction?

2. How is the level of participation 
of the children during French in-
struction?

3. Compare the children’s behav-
ior, participation, responsive-
ness, and level of activity during 
French instruction with that 
during math instruction.

4. What type of activities do the 
children seem to enjoy during 
French instruction?

5. How do the children interact 
with the teacher during French 
instruction? 

6. As you know, part of the French 
class is focused on reinforcing 
math topics already introduced 
in English during regular math 
instruction. What impact do you 
think this has on the children’s 
math skills?

7. Any other comments?
APPENDIX B
Second Round Interview Protocol

Math Skill 
Levels

Number of 
Students

No
French
% Gain

Number
of Students

No 
French
% Gain

Number
of

Students

French
% Gain

2ND GRADE

high 14 4% 6 2% 4 20%

medium 3 3.3% 5 8% 9 13%

low 4 20% 5 17% 1 20%

3RD GRADE

high 2 -15% 4 20% 4 -5%

medium 5 6% 4 -6% 4 10%

low 5 -2% 4 12.5% 6 5%

4TH GRADE

high 4 10% 4 12.5%

medium 12 17.5% 10 12%

low 3 24% 8 1.2%

TABLE 2 MATH GAINS FOR FLES AND NON-FLES STUDENTS CONTROLLED BY MATH SKILL LEVELS
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Guide Questions
1. How would you describe the chil-

dren’s level of interest during 
French instruction?

2. How is the level of participation 
of the children during French in-
struction?

3. Compare the children’s behavior, 
participation, responsiveness, and 
level of activity during French in-
struction with that during math 
instruction.

4. What type of activities do the 
children seem to enjoy during 
French instruction?

5. How do the children interact with 
the teacher during French instruc-
tion? 

6. As you know, part of the French 
class is focused on reinforcing 
math topics already introduced in 
English during regular math in-
struction. What impact do you 
think this has on the children’s 
math skills?

7. Any other comments?
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by Paul Sandrock
Every language teacher should be excited 

with the opportunity presented by the Com-
mon Core State Standards. The Common 
Core Standards have defined literacy and 
outlined the mission for English Language 
Arts in a way that provides a natural fit with 
our National Standards for Language Learn-
ing. Taking advantage of this connection, 
language teachers can showcase the impor-
tance of learning languages by demonstrat-
ing how literacy is learned, practiced and 
strengthened through standards-based and 
performance-based language learning. 

The national consensus that has co-
alesced around our National Standards for 
Language Learning is remarkable. Most 
states have adopted or adapted the stan-
dards represented by the five goal areas, our 
five C’s of Communication, Culture, Con-
nections, Comparisons and Communities. 
Not only have the language standards en-
dured for over 15 years, they have proven to 
be flexible and adaptable to fit all types of 
program models, instructional sequences of 
varying lengths and all languages; whether 
alphabetic (French, German, Latin, Rus-
sian, Spanish), logographic (Chinese, 
Japanese) or visual (American Sign Lan-
guage). The Standards have guided the crit-
ical review and improvement of language 
programs from prekindergarten through 

postsecondary levels, teacher preparation 
programs and teacher licensure require-
ments. Language assessments have also been 
impacted by the standards as institutions 
look for or design valid evaluations of lan-
guage performance.

ACTFL worked with local and state su-
pervisors of languages to create a crosswalk 
to show the connections between the four 
strands of the Common Core State Stan-
dards for English Language Arts (ELA) and 
the Standards for Language Learning. This 
document is available to download at www.
actfl.org/commoncore. The easy part was to 
link the Common Core strands of reading, 
writing, speaking and listening to the three 
modes of communication (interpersonal, in-
terpretive and presentational). The fourth 
Common Core strand, language, correlates 
with the description of language proficiency 
levels (Novice, Intermediate,Aadvanced) 
as Common Core describes growth in the 
strand of language as increasing accuracy in 
applying language conventions, deepening 
understanding of how language functions, 
and expanding precision of understanding 
and using vocabulary. The more difficult 
challenge is to demonstrate what could oc-
cur through language learning that would 
truly develop or strengthen the literacy 
skills described in the Common Core Stan-
dards.

LITERACY 
THROUGH 

LANGUAGES
CONNECTING 

WITH THE 
COMMON CORE
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to read, listen to or view and then checking off what 
they actually note in the text; receiving a list of either-
or choices and then selecting the choices found in the 

text; or writing down key words 
or phrases from the text as evi-
dence to say that each of several 
inferences given in a list is ei-
ther logical or not logical. In all 
of these examples, Novice level 
language learners might use a va-
riety of strategies to understand 
but do not have to produce lan-
guage to show that they under-
stood. The strategies Novice 
level learners might use in the 
interpretive mode include skim-
ming or scanning, identifying key 
words and phrases, and predicting 
based on context and prior expe-
rience. Practicing literacy in this 
way, classrooms of early language 
learners begin to show evidence 
of the Common Core ELA Stan-
dards, such as the eighth reading 
standard, “delineate and evaluate 
the argument and specific claims 
in a text, including the validity of 
the reasoning”.

What does this look like at the Novice level? Exam-
ples from the ACTFL Crosswalk document:

•	 Identify main ideas in developmentally appropri-
ate oral/visual narratives based on familiar themes 
and highly predictable contexts with visual or 
graphic support;

•	 Interpret informational texts with text features 
that support meaning, such as graphs and charts;

•	 Use content knowledge learned in other subject 
areas to comprehend spoken and written messages 
in authentic texts.

Presentational
Common Core ELA Standards describe three pur-

poses for writing that students need to develop, to 
persuade, explain and convey experience. I find that 
teachers of Novice level learners easily provide many 
examples of how their students can explain or tell about 
themselves, but can early language learners persuade? 
Novice level language learners can present 
and support their opinion when given struc-
tured ways to do so that allow them to use 
the language they know. For example, to 
persuade others as to which season has the 
most to enjoy, early language learners could 
use their strength of listing and filling in 
the sentence pattern of “I like (name a sea-
son) because I like (list things to enjoy)”. 
The spoken or written message might be “I 
like winter because I like snow, I like to ski, 
I like hot chocolate, I like cold, I like the 
holidays, I like snowboarding, I like sweat-
ers”. That’s pretty persuasive and impressive 

for a beginning language learner! The novice level lan-
guage learner may also use a variety of communication 
strategies in the presentational mode, including relying 
on a practiced format, using graphic organizers to pres-
ent information, and supporting presentational speaking 
or writing with visuals.

What does this look like at the Novice level? Exam-
ples from the ACTFL Crosswalk document:

•	 Use simple sentences on very familiar topics to 
write short notes, messages and brief reports about 
themselves, people and things in their environ-
ment;

•	 Create charts to identify pros and cons of an argu-
ment;

•	 Utilize one or two credible sources, skimming and 
scanning websites, to create surveys or complete 
graphic organizers.

Broadening the Content for Language Learning 
Teachers of early language learners are already mak-

ing connections with content across the entire curricu-
lum. Through content-rich units, teachers add to the 
impact of language learning as students learn not only a 
new language, but also learn, review, or reinforce knowl-
edge and skills valuable to other subject areas. How do 
early language learners practice the three modes of com-
munication and build Common Core literacy? Teach-
ers attain this goal by designing units connected with 
age and grade appropriate content. Rather than teach-
ing a unit on a vocabulary topic like food, students ex-
plore food through the lens of making healthy choices 
or examine food through the causes of famine identify-
ing where and why people are hungry. Such a thematic 
focus allows for deeper development of the literacy goals 
described in the Common Core State Standards. With 
this approach, language teachers will become valuable 
allies supporting literacy initiatives in their schools and 
early language learners will benefit.
ACTFL WEBINAR SERIES FALL 2012

•	 Linking Common Core and World Languages 
(Three Webinars)

•	 Building Literacy via Communication Strategies 
(Three Webinars)

•	 [ Link: https://live.blueskybroad-
cast.com/bsb/client/CL_DEFAULT.
asp?Client=562094&title=Home ]

•	 Language
•	 Conventions
•	 How language 

functions
•	 Vocabulary

•	 Writing
•	 Speaking

•	 Reading
•	 Listening

•	 speaking and 
listening

Interpersonal

Proficiency
levels

Interpretive

Presentational




CROSSWALK OF COMMON CORE STATE 
STANDARDS AND NATIONAL STANDARDS 
FOR LEARNING LANGUAGES:
Common Core State Standards for English 
Language Arts and Literacy in History/
Social Studies, Science and Technical 
Subjects

 Reading
 Writing
 Speaking and Listening
 Language

National Standards for Language Learning 
Three Modes of Communication

 Interpersonal
 Interpretive
 Presentational

ACTFL Proficiency Guidelines
 Novice
 Intermediate
 Advanced

USING THREE MODES OF COMMUNICATION 
TO DEFINE LITERACY IN LANGUAGE 
LEARNING

The three modes of communication pro-
vide us with a clear outline for designing 
assessment and instruction that will sup-
port and develop the skills described in the 
Common Core. The literacy that is de-
scribed in the Common Core ELA Stan-
dards needs to start being developed early, 
both in native language and in second lan-
guage. What does this look like in early lan-
guage learning?
Interpersonal

I often hear teachers say that their Nov-
ice level learners are not capable of dis-
cussing anything. It is all in how we define 
“discuss.” Novice level learners may rely 
more on key words and phrases, but they 
are very capable of asking questions and us-
ing sentence patterns when these are highly 
practiced and memorized. The key in the 
interpersonal mode is for learners to have 
a motivating reason to engage in conver-
sation, such as to find out some informa-
tion that one partner knows and the other 

doesn’t, identify how alike or different they 
are, or try to come to agreement on their 
preferences. Novice level learners func-
tion in personally relevant contexts, so they 
need to be themselves when engaging in in-
terpersonal exchanges. They are better able 
to negotiate meaning when they have a rep-
ertoire of memorized expressions to ask for 
clarification. Consider teaching early lan-
guage learners expressions to signal they 
didn’t understand something, expressions 
like “What do you mean?” or “Please re-
peat that.” or “An example, please.” With a 
few key expressions, Novicelevel language 
learners will be engaging in meaningful con-
versations and developing Common Core 
literacy skills described in the first standard 
under Speaking and Listening as “Prepare 
for and participate effectively in a range of 
conversations and collaborations with di-
verse partners, building on others’ ideas and 
expressing their own clearly and persua-
sively”.

What does this look like at the Novice 
level? Examples from the ACTFL Crosswalk 
document:

•	 Share likes and dislikes in conversa-
tion with others;

•	 Ask and answer questions about top-
ics, such as family, school events and 
celebrations in person or via email;

•	 Collaborate to solve simple real life 
problems.

Interpretive
Early language learners understand a lot 

of what they hear in the target language be-
cause of how the teacher provides compre-
hensible input, regular language patterns, 
and visual or graphic support. In reading, 
similar strategies need to be modeled and 
practiced so that learners begin to inter-
nalize how to make meaning. The teach-
er’s challenge is how to get learners to show 
what they understood. An important point 
for teachers of early language learners to 
keep in mind is to avoid making the learner 
demonstrate understanding through lan-
guage production (presentational). Strate-
gies to help novice language learners show 
what they understood, without produc-
ing language, include seeing a list of infor-
mation that logically could be in the text 
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Department of Public Instruction, heading 
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consultant for world languages. Paul taught 
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THROUGH 
CONTENT-RICH UNITS, 

TEACHERS ADD TO 
THE IMPACT OF 

LANGUAGE LEARNING 
AS STUDENTS LEARN 

NOT ONLY A NEW 
LANGUAGE, BUT 

ALSO LEARN, REVIEW, 
OR REINFORCE 

KNOWLEDGE AND 
SKILLS VALUABLE 

TO OTHER SUBJECT 
AREAS. 
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by Rosanne Zeppieri 
and Priscilla Russel

When I walked into the third grade 
French class, the children were seated in 
pairs on the carpet in front of their teacher 
who was reading aloud from the story “Une 
Sorcière dans le cartable” by Laurence 
Kleinberger and Roser Capedevila and en-
gaging the children in a conversation about 
the story. 

Regardez la photo. Nous voyons une 
fille, une sorcière, et beaucoup d’ar-
ticles. J’imagine que la fille va aller à 
l’école. Mais, que veut dire «le car-
table»? Tournez à votre partenaire et 
partagez vos idées. Si vous portez un 
cartable à l’école, qu’est-ce qu’il y a la 
dedans? 
(Look at the picture. We see a girl, a 
witch and many things. I imagine that 
the girl is going to go to school. But, 
what does «le cartable» mean? Turn 
to your partner and share your ideas. If 
you bring a book bag to school, what 
is inside?)

The next stop on my walk-through was 
another third grade class. Here again the 
children were seated in pairs on the car-
pet and the teacher was reading aloud. This 
time the book was entitled, Sacagawea by 
Liselotte Erdrich. 

Let’s take a look at the journey of 
Lewis and Clark and ways that Sa-
cagawea helped the explorers. She 
found edible plants for the explor-
ers; she interpreted for them when 

they tried to buy horses from the Sho-
shone. I wonder what that word “in-
terpret” means? Turn to your shoulder 
partner and talk about what an inter-
preter might do. 

The two lessons were indistinguishable. 
In both cases, students listened actively, pre-
dicted, made connections with their own 
lives and talked about unfamiliar vocabulary 
expressions while they learned content and 
cultural information. Their teachers were 
focused on building literacy in intentional 
ways as they explored interesting texts to-
gether. 

In elementary schools around the United 
States, these scenarios play out daily. Chil-

dren learn in text-rich environments with 
literacy a primary goal of instruction, and 
this is true, whether the instruction is in Ar-
abic, Chinese, English, French, Russian or 
Spanish. Nonetheless, second language in-
struction is often overlooked as a vehicle for 
building students’ reading, writing, speak-
ing, listening and viewing skills. 

One of the distinct differences in the 
world languages classroom is the focus on 
interpretive listening and interpersonal 
speaking before students begin to read and 
write formally in the language. Being able to 
discern the main ideas of messages, respond-
ing to questions and directions using move-
ment and signals, drawing what is heard, 
matching and categorizing ideas orally be-
fore producing them in writing, referencing 
ideas in the text to support answers—all ex-
amples of skill building tasks that lead to lit-
eracy in a second language and strengthen 
literacy in the learners’ first language.

In order for children to be able to accom-
plish these goals, the world language teacher 
first establishes a meaningful context that 
connects with children’s interests and expe-
riences; then, she surfaces prior knowledge 
so they might draw connections with this 
knowledge. Using texts written by and for 
native speakers of the target language aids 
in setting a cultural backdrop for learning. 
These stories, folktales, articles, paintings 
and video clips portray native speakers’ atti-
tudes and customs in authentic ways. 

Let’s examine an elementary thematic 
unit designed around the story by Klein-

berger and Capedevila. The teacher in-
troduces the theme of school life playing 
a PhotoStory presentation spotlighting 
the children in her class, their school sup-
plies and a typical school day. She describes 
the scene depicted in each slide, names 
the items pictured and a typical school day 
schedule. As she provides comprehensible 
input, the teacher intentionally highlights 
vocabulary expressions the children will en-
counter in the storybook. 

At this point, she and the children ex-
amine the book cover. She guides the class 
to describe the girl, define “cartable,” talk 
about what one might find inside a stu-
dent’s book bag and discuss the difference 
between a book bag and a backpack. Why is 
there a witch pictured? What items does the 
girl bring to school in her book bag? Chil-
dren turn and talk with a partner to share 
ideas and to predict what the book might be 
about. Who might be the main character, 
the girl or the witch? The teacher and the 
class then collect all ideas and record them 
on a chart as a reference during and after 
the reading.

Now it’s time to “walk” through the ma-
jor scenes of the story. The teacher and the 
children “read” together, meet the main 
characters, and begin to understand that the 
book is about a girl who does not like to do 
her homework. Further, they examine the 
text structures—bolded print, dialog mark-
ers, picture captions and the organization 
of the text. These activities build students’ 
confidence, interest, and engagement.

As the unit progresses, the teacher bal-
ances language, content and culture intro-
ducing children to a typical school day in 
a French-speaking country, the similarities 
and differences between their own school 
schedules and those of French-speaking 
children, all the while building vocabulary, 
practicing functional language, making pre-
dictions, and narrating.  Figure 1 shows the 
delicate balance that exists in a unit of this 
type.

The world language teacher, as do her 
colleagues who teach English language arts, 
employs pre-reading, during-reading, and 
post-reading strategies that make texts ac-
cessible to learners so that they might ac-
complish the targeted learning outcomes. 
An internet search will bring up tools and 
tasks that teachers are able to implement.
PRE-READING STRATEGIES
(adapted from http://www.studygs.net/pre-
read.htm)

1. Brainstorming: Examine the title 
and cover of the book/article you are 
about to read. Guide students to work 
together to recall all the vocabulary/
ideas/information that comes to mind 
about this title. Use this information 
to set a context for the story.

2. Concept or mind mapping: The 
teacher places the title/subject as the 
main idea and then, with student in-
put, develops a “mind map” around it. 
This can be effective either as a group 
tasks or as a whole group.

3. Vocabulary Previews: The teacher 

presents key words needed to access 
the text. New words, background in-
formation and comprehension im-
prove their comprehension and ability 
to manipulate the language. 

List all words in the story that may 
be important for students to under-
stand. Arrange words to show the 
relationships to the learning task. 
Add words students probably un-
derstand to connect relationships 
between what is known and un-
known. Share information with 
students. 

4. A Purpose for Reading: The teacher 
sets a purpose for the story or article 
in order to direct their reading to-
wards a goal and to focus attention on 
key ideas. The teacher may pose ques-
tions, lead a brainstorming activity, or 
invite ideas from individual students. 
Along with the question, it is a good 
idea to pose predictions of the out-
comes and problems, which need to 
be solved. 

STRATEGIES DURING READING
(adapted from http://www.slideshare.net/
pilibarrera/before-during-and-after-reading-
strategies)
 1. Mini lessons that focus on specific 
reading strategies

•	 Making connections – personal 
connections with the text, con-
nections to other texts that stu-
dents have read, connections to 
the world

• A TOOLKIT OF STRATEGIES •

Building Literacy 
in the 

World Languages 
Classroom

LANGUAGE 
FUNCTIONS

CONTENT CULTURE SUPPORTING 
GRAMMATICAL 
STRUCTURES

ASSESSMENT

•	 Name school supplies 
and their uses (I read 
a book; I write with a 
pencil)

•	 Identify and 
describe physical 
and personality 
characteristics of 
school friends and 
personnel

•	 Describe typical 
clothes students wear 
Compare and contrast 
school schedules in 
the United States and 
in French-speaking 
countries

•	 School supplies
•	 Color of hair and eyes, 

height, personality 
traits

•	 Clothing typically 
worn by students

•	 School subjects
•	 Time (24 hour clock)

•	 School subjects taught 
in French schools

•	 Typical school sched-
ules in French-speak-
ing countries

•	 Role of sports in 
schools in the United 
States and in French-
speaking schools

•	 Identification
•	 Description and nar-

ration
•	 Verbs “to have” and 

“to wear”
•	 Adjective agreement 

and placement

•	 Fill in a Venn diagram 
to show the similari-
ties and differences 
that exist between 
American and French 
school subjects and 
schedules.

•	 Re-tell a story about a 
French student with a 
“witch” in her school 
bag who steals her 
books and homework 
using visuals and props 
as support for oral lan-
guage production.

FIGURE 1
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•	 Using sticky notes to identify im-
portant sections of the book, un-
familiar vocabulary, ideas to share 
with a partner/class

•	 Focusing on strategies to use when 
the text is not comprehensible

•	 Using comprehension strategies
•	 Making inferences
•	 Recording personal responses to 

the text in a reader’s notebook
2. Re-reading to unravel misconceptions
3. Pause-Think-Retell to keep the story 

line/events/characters in mind as the 
story progresses

4. Story Maps to organize characters, 
plot, events, problems, solutions and 
to use when retelling the story in one’s 
own words

5. Anticipation Guide: The teacher 
makes general statements about the 
topic of the story/article. Students 
agree or disagree with the statements, 
encouraging critical thinking and 
building interest and content/cultural 
knowledge.

6. Back-to-Back: The teacher makes five 
to 10 statements about the story/ar-
ticle. Students standing back-to-back, 
agree or disagree with thumbs up and 
thumbs down. This can lead to a class 
discussion or a paired discussion in 
which students provide evidence from 
the test for their responses.

7. Small-Group Work: Students work in 

small groups to describe picture scenes 
that depict the story. They identify, 
describe, and retell the story from 
these prompts. In their groups, they 
decide how to divide up the work and 
help one another develop a complete 
narration.

8. World Splash: The teacher presents 
five to eight important vocabulary ex-
pressions from the reading. Students 
work in pairs to use these expressions 
to summarize/note key information 
from the story/article.

POST-READING STRATEGIES
1. Storyboards: Students draw a series 

of scenes showing the setting, major 
events/information from a story/arti-
cle. They use the pictures to retell the 
information in their own words.

2. Photo Captions: The teacher gives 
students four to eight visuals that cap-
ture the essence of the story/article. 
Working in pairs, students write “cap-
tions” to show their understanding. 
For elementary second language stu-
dents, the teacher might provide a 
series of statements from which the 
students match to the appropriate vi-
sual. Or students might work in pairs 
or small groups to “say” the captions.

3. Cinquain: The teacher guides stu-
dents to summarize the reading in a 
five line poem that follows the format 
listed below:

Line 1: one work/subject
Line 2: two adjectives that describe 

line one
Line 3: three action verbs that relate 

to line one
Line 4: four feelings or a four-word 

sentence that relates to line 
one

Line 5: one word that is a synonym of 
line one

With early language learners, this is 
most successful as an oral activity, fos-
tering children’s abilities to express 
themselves in the language in a way 
that makes their messages comprehen-
sible to others. 

4. “How-To” Guide: Students cre-
ate a series of directions (either us-
ing pictures, sentences provided by 
the teacher, or original sentences) 
to summarize the reading. i.e., “How 
to Break a Piñata” or “How to Invite 
Someone to Your Party.”

Examining the Common Core Standards 
for English Language Arts, we find that the 
same skills are highlighted with a contin-
uum of complexity and control over the tar-
geted processes. 

Adapted from http://www.corestandards.
org/the-standards

It is imperative that world language 
teachers highlight the work they do to de-
velop and expand students’ literacy. They 
might consider the following ideas:

•	 Organize a “World Language Lit-
eracy Festival” where students and 
teachers demonstrate skill develop-
ment and students’ ability to listen, 
speak, read and write in a second 
language. 

•	 Invite parents for “celebrations” fol-
lowing units of study. Students might 
tell and/or read their original stories 
to an audience of family members.

•	 Publish student work samples in an 
online site available to students, 
their families, and colleagues us-
ing wikispaces.com, ning.com and 
teacher web pages.

•	 Set up a Facebook page for students, 
parents and selected members of the 
school community as a “window” 
into the classroom and as a vehicle 
for sharing and celebrating student 
work.

•	 Host a “brown bag lunch” where par-
ents and students discuss the work 
they are doing and demonstrate their 
progress in developing strong literacy 

skills.
These ideas are starting points for em-

phasizing the overlap in first- and second-
language instruction and bringing to light 
the role that second-language learning 
plays in supporting and expanding liter-
acy. We are aware that children’s language 
ability is a strong indicator of learning in 
all areas as well as a predictor of success in 
school and in life. The elementary world 
language teacher who has the tools in her 
cartable/book bag to focus on receptive lan-
guage and productive language: identifying 
cognates, understanding the gist of mes-
sages, communicating appropriately in dif-
ferent contexts, understanding syntax and 
developing strong vocabulary knowledge 
also is developing literacy skills. Inten-
tionally highlighting these ties to literacy, 
not only strengthens students’ L2 literacy 
skills, but also draws attention to the role 
that world language instruction plays in 
the overall development of L1 literacy. 

Qu’est-ce qu’il y a la dedans votre car-
table ?
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GRADE 3 STUDENTS GRADE 4 STUDENTS GRADE 5 STUDENTS

Key ideas and details

1. ask and answer questions to demonstrate un-
derstanding of a text, referring explicitly to 
the text as the basis for the answers.

1. Refer to details and examples in a text when 
explaining what the text says explicity and 
when drawing inferences from the text.

1. Quote accurately from a text when explaining 
what the text says explicity and when draw-
ing inferences from the text.

2. Determine the main idea of a text; recount the 
key details and explain how they support the 
main idea.

2. Determine the main idea of a text and explain 
how it is supported by key details; summarize 
the text.

2. Determine two or more main ideas of a text 
and explain how they are supported by the 
key details; summarize the text.

3. Describe the relationship between a series of 
historical events, scientific ideas or concepts, 
or steps in technical procedures in a text, us-
ing language that pertains to time, sequence, 
and cause/effect.

3. Explain events, procedures, ideas, or concepts 
in a hostorical, scientific, or technical text, 
including what happened and why, based on 
specific information in the text.

3. Explain the relationships or interactions be-
tween two or more individuals, events, ideas, 
or concepts in a historical, scientific, or tech-
nical text based on specific information in the 
text.

Craft and structure

4. Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words and phrases in 
a text relevant to a grade 3 topic or subject 
area.

4. Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words or phrases in a text 
relevant to a grade 4 topic or subject area.

4. Determine the meaning of general academic 
and domain-specific words and phrases in 
a text relevant to a grade 5 topic or subject 
area.

5. Use text features and search tools (e.g. key 
words, sidebars, hyperlinks) to locate informa-
tion relevant to a given topic efficiently.

5. Describe the overall structure (e.g. chronology, 
comparison, cause/effect, problem/solution) 
of events, ideas, concepts, or information in a 
text or part of a text.

5. Compare and contrast the overall structure 
(e.g. chronology, comparison, cause/effect, 
problem/solution) of events, ideas, concepts 
or information in two or more texts.

6. Distinguish their own point of view from that 
of the author of a text.

6. Compare and contrast a firsthand account of 
the same event or topic; describe the differ-
ences in focus and the information provided.

6. Analyze multiple accounts of the same event 
or topic, noting important similarities and dif-
ferences in the point of view they represent.
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result, we focused 
heavily on oral lan-
guage, working to 
give our students 
the tools to commu-
nicate about every-
day topics important 
to them. 

Today, whatever 
form early language 
learning takes, many 
language profession-
als are introducing 
literacy early in the 
curriculum, report-
ing no negative im-
pact on students’ 
emerging literacy 
in English. In fact, 
there may be some 
mutual reinforce-
ment between Eng-
lish and the target language, particularly in 
the area of foundational skills such as aware-
ness of print, understanding of the alpha-
betic principle, and phonemic awareness. 
Just as they are expected to do in their Eng-
lish reading development, young second-
language readers learn to use their emerging 
reading abilities to make meaning from 
common environmental print and follow 
along in their own text or in a big book as 
the teacher reads aloud. As they become 
more skilled readers, both in their first and 
second languages, young learners identify 
the characters, setting, and problem/reso-
lution in narrative texts; they identify the 
beginning, middle, and end of a text; they 
must use reading as a tool for gaining infor-
mation, such as from grade level informa-
tional texts; and they are expected to retell 
stories or information (verbally or non-ver-
bally) using supporting details.

This mutual reinforcement has become 
particularly significant as we support stu-
dents in attaining the outcomes detailed 
in the Common Core standards, which of 
course include literacy. Fortunately for us, 
the Common Core outcomes align well with 
our own standards and expectations for lan-
guage learners across the K-12 grade span. 
The Common Core places heavy emphasis 
on reading informational texts. Students in 
immersion and other types of content-based 
programs can learn new reading strategies 
or apply those learned in English to gain ad-
ditional practice in an important aspect of 
their literacy development. Reading con-
temporary narratives can also expose stu-
dents to examples of how children in the 

target culture interact linguistically with 
one another—something often hard to do 
when direct contact with peers is limited or 
non-existent.

Although reading is what most often 
comes to mind when discussing literacy, 
writing is also a key literacy tool for improv-
ing language. Students use writing for a va-
riety of purposes that are both common to 
everyday life and also academically impor-
tant. Writing is a tool that helps us remem-
ber, whether we are making lists or taking 
notes. In schools, writing is often a way that 
we demonstrate our learning to teachers or 
others. Writing has also been shown to push 
learners to deeper and more precise con-
trol of knowledge or concepts. It isn’t until 
we try to express our ideas in words that we 

confront the gaps 
in our knowledge or 
where our thinking 
is fuzzy. In schools, 
whether writing for-
mally (such as re-
ports or papers) or 
informally (such as 
journals or complet-
ing graphic orga-
nizers), writing can 
improve academic 
knowledge. 

Writing can be 
used in language 
classrooms to scaf-
fold oral produc-
tion. Some teachers 
ask students com-

plete a graphic organizer prior to pair or 
group work. This kind of writing gives stu-
dents time to think about what they want to 
say and what language tools they will need. 
Similarly, using note cards can help students 
remember main ideas or key language when 
making a presentation. (Of course, there 
is a difference between reading from brief 
notes and reading aloud a prepared script.) 
Online chat has been shown to have many 
similarities with oral interaction. As a re-
sult, teachers can extend interpersonal com-
munication beyond the classroom. Students 
can continue to build their fluency and 
comfort using the target language through 
synchronous communication with the 
teacher or peers.

We know more about language devel-
opment than ever before. New research on 
how literacy promotes the growth of their 
native language for our English-speaking 
students can inform the decisions that we 
make for target language curriculum and in-
struction. It is now clear that oral language 
and literacy are interdependent. Oral lan-
guage helps students know the meanings of 
the words they encounter in print. Print, in 
turn, exposes students to far more language 
than they can meet in the classroom, or 
even in social interaction outside the class-
room. Print—student writing—can support 
the growth of fluency and push students to 
produce longer and/or more complex utter-
ances. Because we will never have enough 
time to move our students as far as we would 
like, we can use our knowledge of high le-
verage literacy practices to move our stu-
dents along the proficiency pathway.

by Mimi Met
Literacy is a powerful tool for learning 

new language. We frequently think of com-
prehensible input as language that we hear, 
but we can also access comprehensible input 
from print. 

Research has shown that reading has a 
powerful impact on language learning: much 
of the vocabulary that educated adults know 
has been developed over time through read-
ing. Reading also exposes language learners 
to a range of structures and forms that can 
lead to insights on how the language works 
and allow learners to have multiple expo-
sures in meaningful contexts—an important 
factor in language development. 

Moreover, there are aspects of language 
that are far more frequent in written text 
than in oral communication. Even books 
written for young children contain vocabu-
lary that is low frequency in oral language 
(e.g., porridge, thicket, duckling). Studies of 
the frequency of certain grammatical struc-

tures have shown that some are more likely 
to occur in print than in speech. For exam-
ple, native speakers of Spanish use double 
object pronouns far less frequently in speech 
than in writing. Similarly, the past tense 
tends to occur more frequently in print than 
in oral language. For students who need to 
become familiar with past tense forms, and 
in languages where there is more than one 
way of expressing events in the past, reading 
is a major contributor to developing recog-
nition of the forms used to express the past 
and also develops sensitivity to how differ-
ent past tenses are used to communicate in-
formation related to aspect.

When I was just starting my work in ele-
mentary school foreign languages, most pro-
grams offered either Spanish or French. It 
was commonly thought that we should not 
introduce reading and writing until our stu-
dents had a firm mastery of the sound/sym-
bol correspondences in English in order to 
avoid any possibility of interference. As a 

It is now clear that oral 
language and literacy 
are interdependent. 
Oral language helps 
students know the 

meanings of the words 
they encounter in print. 
Print, in turn, exposes 
students to far more 

language than they can 
meet in the classroom, 

or even in social 
interaction outside the 

classroom.
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•	 Is there horizontal articulation so that students experience 
similar instruction and have similar outcomes when they are 
studying at the same level but are placed with different teach-
ers?

•	 Does horizontal articulation lead to appropriate vertical artic-
ulation so that students continue to grow as they move from 
level to level?

•	 Is there a balance of languages being offered or is only one 
language being offered? 

•	 Is local funding available so that the program does not have to 
depend on the vagaries of grant funding?

•	 Are the instructional activities intrinsically interesting, cogni-
tively engaging and culturally connected?

•	 Is professional development for the teachers an ongoing part 
of the program?

In 2004, I asked myself these very questions as I assumed the role 
of World Language Coordinator of Memphis City Schools (MCS). 
In my reflection, I found we fell short in many areas. In 2004, 77 
of our 125 elementary schools offered a Foreign Language Explor-
atory (FLEX) language program. Of those 77 programs, the imple-
mentation ranged from some grades getting instruction to all grades 
receiving instruction. The program was started with a bottom-up 
strategy, adding a grade-level each year in each program. Mean-
while, only two middle schools offered any language instruction in 
their programs. Ultimately, I arrived at the understanding that the 
bottom-up strategy, while viable, was not yielding the results we 
wanted in our programs. 

In 2005, we began to restructure our program using a top-down 
approach and by 2006 all of our middle schools offered some sort 
of language offering and the 12 remaining elementary programs of-
fered FLEX instruction. Our programs were now organized in feeder 
patterns creating the opportunity for 12 years of continuous study. 
While this had been a major project, it quickly became apparent 
that while the structure of the programs made sense, the results were 
not coming within the current course design. Through an ambitious 
FLAP project, we went back to the drawing board to look for fur-
ther refinements to the program that would yield the proficiency we 
desired for our students. 

Today, we have strong feeder patterns across our programs. We 
have K-12 feeder patterns in Chinese, Japanese, Russian, and Span-
ish as well as AP feeder patterns that serve pre-AP middle school 
students. We continue to work on articulating curriculum and ma-
terials. What we have learned, to-date, is that managing a language 
program is a journey. You do not wake up one day and find that you 
have arrived at program perfection! In fact, in education today, you 
have to wake up every morning ready to reinvent yourself based on 
the latest research. If, at some point, you can embrace change as a 
means to providing world-class language instruction to a group of 
students, then change becomes easier. 

It only takes a few focused steps to create or reinvent a successful 
program. Schools and districts that are moving forward are setting 
targets, designing instructional pathways to meet those targets and 
testing internally and externally to ensure they are meeting those 

targets (Duncan 2012). I would add a fourth step: reflect and con-
nect to ensure the necessary reflection and following connections 
are explicit. Let’s walk through each step examining them more 
closely. 
STEP 1: SET PROFICIENCY TARGETS

In setting targets, you must consider two main things questions:
1. What are the exit targets for the entire program?

Then, beginning with the end target in mind, back map the tar-
gets to your program. 
2. What is the exit target for my program? Keep in mind that setting 
realistically rigorous targets depends on:

•	 the amount of time the students receive instruction weekly 
and 

•	 the frequency with which they receive instruction. 
Once you have set the exit target, decide on annual targets by 

grade level. 
It is important to remember to keep expectations high, but not 

unreachable. We often lower our expectations for younger chil-
dren unnecessarily. While they may be limited in what they can do 
in the grand scheme of proficiency, we must create age-appropriate 
ways for students to demonstrate what they know and can do. Last 
spring we tested a group of fifth grade students in Chinese who had 
studied Chinese for only two years. Using the Oral Proficiency In-
terview (OPI), in a bold move, two second grade students volun-
teered to participate in some openings. There was no difference in 
the performance of the second grade students. In fact, they left ex-
cited about what they had done while the fifth grade students were 
focused on what they could have done better. The second grade stu-
dents were fearless and excited by the opportunity. We learned from 
this that we must provide examples of performance that are realistic 
and still push students to grow linguistically. Just because they are 
young learners does not mean they cannot build proficiency. 
Teach your students about proficiency! 

One of my elementary Russian teachers, Keenan Sloan, devel-
oped a presentation for his classes (K-5) on proficiency using the 
language of video gaming. Now, all of our elementary students are 
focused on “leveling-up” in their 
modern language classes. Us-
ing cartoon characters to bring 
the idea of moving up the profi-
ciency scale, students now level up 
through the novice performance 
levels in order to fill their ice 
cream cone. To fill up your cone, 
you expand chunks of language to 
sentences and then add connect-
ing words to connect sentences. In-
troducing proficiency to students is 
critical for success because it makes 
students partners in the learning 
process. It gives them some control 
and rationale for buying in. It also 
provides the teachers a cue to push 

by Alyssa Villarreal 
In celebration of NNELL’s 25th anniversary, it is im-

portant to note how far we have come! Twenty-five 
years ago, early language programs were fighting for 
their place in the K-16 continuum. Just getting a pro-
gram started and sustained was the focus. Over time, the 
viability of the types of programs came under examina-
tion and we refined our practice. 

Today, we continue to refine our practice and im-
prove our worth with data. Our programs are now fo-
cused on being learner-centered, proficiency-focused, 
and intertwined with 21st Century Skills and the Com-
mon Core. We have made so many strides in early lan-
guage learning; in fact, it is no secret: any program can 
grow. Through the lens of one district’s journey of pro-
gram refinement, we will identify a blueprint for success 
by aligning our targets. 
REFLECTION ON CURRENT PROGRAM IMPLEMENTATION

Is your program where you want it to be? Is it produc-

ing the results that you desire? Are students yielding the 
greatest results possible or are they even outscoring the 
norms? Consider asking yourself the following questions:

•	 Are the goals of the program realistic? Have the 
goals been communicated to all the stakehold-
ers: parents, teachers, administrators, the school 
board, and the community?

•	 Does the program have enough time for sufficient 
language exposure to meet the targeted profi-
ciency levels? 

•	 Is the curriculum focused on meaningful, engaging 
activities that do not focus on language alone but 
also focus on integrating language and content 
from the regular curriculum so that the students 
are cognitively engaged the entire time? 

•	 Is the curriculum standards-based and themati-
cally organized?

•	 Does the curriculum make connections to the tar-
get culture? 

Aligning 
Our Targets: 
Proficiency, 
Learning, 
Assessment

Editor’s Note: 
Alyssa Villarreal 
and Helena Curtain 
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students for better output. For example, if a teacher asks 
a student what they wear to school and why they wear it 
and the student answers with a list, the teacher then is 
able to ask the student if it was a blue or purple item? Or 
he can encourage the student to level up to blue or pur-
ple based on the current performance target. These quick 
clues empower students to reflect on their performance 
with immediate feedback and demonstrate improvement, 
even when working with our youngest students, because 
the feedback is immediate and age-appropriate. 
STEP 2: DESIGN STANDARDS-BASED INSTRUCTIONAL 
PATHWAYS TO MEET THOSE TARGETS

The biggest “ah-ha” moment for my teachers occurred 
after OPI testing fifth grade students. When reflecting on 
what we had learned from the experience (not even the 
results) the teachers identified focusing on the function 
of language, focusing on what can students do with the 
language. With your targets in place and the functions 
of language identified, identify your unit themes. Be cau-
tious not to use topics, as they are too narrow in scope 
to get the robust theme you need to build linguistic pro-
ficiency. The degree to which you can support content-
based instruction is helpful in determining themes. We 
began by mining possible themes from core curriculum 
and state standards. Stories also help refine the theme of 
a unit. Stories are a part of every unit, implementing au-
thentic literature, such as Russian Folk tales, into every 
unit possible.

Once you have selected the unit themes its time to 
identify the desired unit outcomes. In MCS, we use can 
do statements. This allows us to write unit outcomes once 
and use them with a variety of audiences from students to 
administrators. The can do statements are used as the basis 
for creating daily lessons and allow students to monitor 
their own language growth and integrate metacognitive 
skill building in the language classroom. The unit can do 
statements then can be unpacked to create daily perfor-
mance indicators that students use to focus their learning 
and teachers use to guide their planning of the instruc-
tional pathways for a given lesson. Posting the learning 
target daily is critical to getting student buy-in and spark-
ing their motivation to participate fully in daily instruc-
tion. If you share the learning targets daily and have an 
agenda of learning experiences, even your most reluctant 
learners can begin to partner with you in the learning 
process. Learning targets announced and posted for the 
duration of the lesson, will create the comfort of knowing 
what to expect. Following the posted agenda promotes 
students’ success and the learning environment becomes 
a partnership for all students. 

For world language teachers, learning targets improve 
instruction and groom realistic expectations for language 

learning while breaking the notion that fluency is a destination. 
We are able to show students how they grow toward proficiency 
– they further their journey of proficiency. When we set our daily 
targets, prepare students to meet those targets, and allow them to 
demonstrate the target’s proficiency, we find success in our class-
rooms. This is one of the most impactful and critical type of ad-
vocacy for language learning, especially early language learning. 
STEP 3: TEST INTERNALLY AND    EXTERNALLY TO ENSURE 
STUDENTS ARE MEETING TARGETS

This has quickly become my favorite part of the process. 
While the creative process we must engage in to set targets and 
design learning experiences is enjoyable, assessment provides 
the feedback that makes it all worthwhile. I often ask my teach-
ers if we don’t know where we are, how do we get better? Suc-
cess is gratifying; therefore, we need honest feedback to continue 
our journey toward greater proficiency. In my opinion, language 
teachers are the models. Fluency is a lifelong learning process.  

Internal assessment is a hallmark in our elementary program. 
Teachers assess daily using the daily targets as the benchmark 
for gauging interpersonal skills and using SMART. I have never 
seen students ask to be assessed, but using a clicker system al-
lows students get the personal feedback immediately. From a pro-
grammatic standpoint we use common mid-unit assessments and 
end-of-unit assessments, as well as a common annual assessment. 
For end-of-unit and annual assessments, teachers switch classes 
to administer the assessments for a more objective approach to 
assessing. All teachers report student scores on a data collection 
form. The data is compiled at the district level and examined by 
elementary content leaders for feedback on everything from in-
struction to curriculum and assessment. Implications are vast and 
assist us in further refining skills. One question that internal as-
sessment does not answer is how well are we really doing? How 
do we know we are asking the right questions?

Twenty-five years ago, I am not sure there were many options 
for assessment other than internal measures. Today, we have op-
tions for assessment to give us the feedback we need to hone our 
programs and skills. Due to the size of our district and limited 
funds, we test samples of students, using OPI, Standards Based 
Measurement of Proficiency (STAMP), and this year ACTFL 
Assessment of Performance Toward Proficiency in Languages 
(AAPPL). We focus our external data collection on listening and 
speaking skills as this is only the third year of instruction for most 
of our programs and literacy is just now being explicitly taught. 
As our programs continue to articulate, reading and writing will 
be assessed in fifth grade as well. In the meantime, the external 
assessment has provided us with empowering feedback that has 
allowed us to focus our curriculum, assessment, and professional 
growth activities in a manner that deliberately grows our teach-
ers and programs. Whatever option(s) you choose for your pro-
gram—SOPA, ELLOPA, STAMP, AAPPL, OPI—it is important 
to get external feedback. 

The question I am asked the most is about logistics. How do 

we make it happen to interview every student, every unit? The 
answer was easy and right under our noses. We simply gave our-
selves permission to build assessment time into every unit. Each 
unit ends with two weeks of assessment so we can ensure that 
instruction proceeds appropriately. Using centers, the teachers 
set up an interview as one of the centers to keep every student 
highly engaged in a learning experience. Our teachers also in-
volve the students in the assessment process. Throughout each 
unit, students use can-do folios to track their progress so there are 
no surprises when the assessment comes. Students are then able 
to see what they should be working on in order to improve. This 
process helps the teacher have enough time to give feedback. 
Low levels of feedback, like what to work on and where stu-
dents can improve, are easily gleaned from the student responses. 
Teacher feedback can then be more focused and specific in help-
ing students progress linguistically. Additionally, using student 
self-assessment helps teachers keep their fingers on the pulse of 
the class progress toward attainment of the unit targets. Give 
yourself time to monitor and assess, it is one of the most impor-
tant things we can do to improve student learning. 
STEP 4: REFLECT AND CONNECT

Once you have targets, learning pathways, and data on how 
it is all working, the most important thing we can do is to reflect 
and connect. Reflect on the data. According to the data, what 
are we doing well? Where can we improve? Did anything surprise 
us? 

Use the reflections to reconnect with the targets and learn-
ing pathways to refine your work based on the data. Reflect in-
dividually and as a team. This is the best team-building exercise 
you can do. While it was not designed to be team-building, the 
results are remarkable. When teachers work together to their 
strengths, the students always win. 

We have learned a lot in the past 25 years. We have made un-
precedented growth in elementary programs as evidenced by the 
immersion movements nationally. We will continue to grow and 
excel because our students need us to continue the journey with 
them. This is just one example of how programs across the coun-
try are engaged in effective instruction and the dedicated profes-
sionals who make it all worthwhile for our students. 

Take small steps. Programs, like Rome, are not built in a day. 
Anyone can set targets. Anyone can reflect. Anyone can model 
best practices. The best part is you don’t have to do it alone or all 
at once. Take small steps each day, semester and year. Don’t for-
get to enjoy the journey. The best is yet to come! 
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by Helena Curtain
INTRODUCTION 

The Common Core State Standards 
(CCSS) and the National Standards for 
Foreign Language Education have several 
areas of commonality. First of all, both stan-
dards have the goal that all students, by the 
end of 12th grade, will have the skills they 
need to be successful world citizens. The in-
troduction to the Common Core document 
spells out the thinking behind it and shows 
the immediate connection to world lan-
guages.

“We are living in a world without bor-
ders. To meet the realities of the 21st 
century global economy and maintain 
America’s competitive edge into the fu-
ture, we need students who are prepared 
to compete, not only with their Ameri-
can peers, but with students from all 
across the globe for the jobs of tomor-
row.” (Benchmarking for Success: Ensur-
ing U.S. Students Receive a World-Class 
Education, 2008, p. 1)
Secondly, the CCSS and the National 

Standards for Foreign Language Learning 
contain similar strands. The Common Core 
document organizes the strands according to 
Reading, Writing, Speaking and Listening. 
These same four strands are found in the 
National Standards for Learning Languages 
document in the Communication standard 
which lists three types of communication 
ability: 

•	 Interpretive communication--listening, 
reading or viewing

•	 Interpersonal communication which 
mainly focuses on listening and speak-
ing (but could include reading and writ-
ing depending on the nature of the 
spontaneous communication task

•	 Presentational communication--speak-
ing or writing. 

The CCSS align outcomes with various 
grade levels while the National Standards 
for Learning Languages align outcomes with 
various proficiency levels. In short, as lan-
guage educators we are strongly connected 
to the CCSS since we share the goal of pre-
paring all of our students to be world ready 
with the high levels of proficiency and skills 
that they need in order to be successful. 

As we look at how the Common Core 
State Standards intersect with students in 
K-5 language programs, we must take into 
account the disparity in proficiency lev-
els since the CCSS are designed for native 
speakers of English who are functioning at 
much higher levels. Proficiency of students 
in world language classes varies according 

to the length of time that they have been 
learning the language, and the types of ac-
tivities in which they have been engaged. 
Students in K-5 programs, beginning in kin-
dergarten or first grade, that meet at least 
three times per week for at least 30 min-
utes would, at a minimum, reach the Nov-
ice High proficiency level by the end of fifth 
grade. According to ACTFL Proficiency 
Guidelines, here is what students at this 
level are able to do: 

Novice-level speakers can communicate 
short messages on highly predictable, ev-
eryday topics that affect them directly. 
They do so primarily through the use 
of isolated words and phrases that have 
been encountered, memorized, and re-
called. Novice-level speakers may be dif-
ficult to understand even by the most 
sympathetic interlocutors accustomed to 
non-native speech. (ACTFL, 2012, p.9) 
Even though students in world language 

classes are operating at much lower profi-
ciency levels, they are still able to work toward 
the same academic goals. The CCSS demand 
that all students have an engaging, mean-
ingful, and challenging learning experience. 
We must work to ensure that all learners in 
world language classes have the same types 
of experiences. Students at the novice pro-
ficiency range are able to benefit from cog-
nitively engaging activities that demand 
higher order thinking. 
THE COMMON CORE ENGLISH LANGUAGE 
ARTS STANDARDS

The Common Core English Language 
Arts Standards describe what students by 
the end of Grade 12 should look like: 

“They demonstrate independence. Stu-
dents can, without significant scaffold-
ing, comprehend and evaluate complex 
texts across a range of types and disci-
plines, and they can construct effective 
arguments and convey intricate or multi-
faceted information Students adapt their 
communication in relation to audience, 
task, purpose, and discipline. Likewise, 
students are able independently to dis-
cern a speaker’s key points, request clar-
ification, and ask relevant questions.. 
Without prompting, they demonstrate 
command of standard English and ac-
quire and use a wide-ranging vocabulary. 
More broadly, they become self-directed 
learners, effectively seeking out and using 
resources to assist them, including teach-
ers, peers, and print and digital reference 
materials.” (2010, p. 7)
Just as the National Standards for Lan-

guage Learning challenge our profession to 

focus on what students are able do with the 
language rather than what they know about 
the vocabulary and grammar of the lan-
guage, the CCSS present challenges to the 
way that literacy in English has traditionally 
been taught in that they focus on moving 
from a knowledge-driven curriculum to a 
skills-based curriculum. Billings and Roberts 
make the transition clear when they say: 
“ … the Common Core Standards assume 
that teachers are ultimately teaching stu-
dents to think—the most difficult and im-
portant literacy skill of all.” (2012, p. 72) 

The Common Core standards highlight 
three key areas of shift: (Alberti, 2012)

•	 Building knowledge through content-
rich non fiction

•	 Reading and writing grounded in evi-
dence

•	 Regular practice with complex texts 
and academic language

Teachers are being asked to focus on de-
veloping deep comprehension skills in addi-
tion to the focus on phonics and other basic 
skills that had been the hallmark of No 
Child Left Behind requirements. The new 
CCSS ask teachers to place greater empha-
sis on rich and varied texts so that students 
can be engaged in reading and learning at 
the same time. Listed below are the ten an-
chor standards for reading. These anchor 
standards have been aligned with the Na-
tional Standards for Learning Languages in 
a document entitled Alignment of the Na-
tional Standards for Learning Languages 
with the CCSS. (ACTFL, 2012). http://
www.actfl.org/sites/default/files/pdfs/Align-
ing_CCSS_Language_Standards_v6.pdf
COLLEGE AND CAREER READINESS ANCHOR 
STANDARDS FOR READING
Key ideas and details:
1. Read closely to determine what the text 

says explicitly and to make logical in-
ferences from it; cite specific textual 
evidence when writing or speaking to 
support conclusions drawn from the text. 

2. Determine central ideas or themes of a 
text and analyze their development; sum-
marize key supporting details and ideas. 

3. Analyze how and why individuals, events, 
and ideas develop and interact over the 
course of a text. 

Craft and structure
4. Interpret words and phrases as they are 

used in a text, including determining 
technical, connotative, and figurative 
meanings, and analyze how specific word 
choices shape meaning or tone. 

5. Analyze the structure of texts, including 
how specific sentences, paragraphs, and 

What Can 
We Learn 
from the 

Common Core 
Standards 

in the 
Early Language 

Learning 
Classroom?
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This implies that, for early language 
learning programs, we must be very careful 
to use stories, texts and activities that are 
not only interesting and engaging but that 
also can offer valuable content and cultural 
connections. If we are to contribute to the 
Common Core State Standards, we must 
take very seriously the need to use texts 
that are deep with emotional learning and/
or content from the regular curriculum and/
or universal cultural connections-- cultural 
connections not necessarily specific only 
to the culture of the language that is being 
taught. 

When language students are exploring 
topics that have curricular connections, 
they will be engaged in what is described as 
the first shift emphasized in the Common 
Core State Standards–- emphasis on infor-
mational texts. When students are exposed 
to learning beyond the vocabulary and func-
tions of the language itself, they are building 
knowledge through content-rich activi-
ties. One way to ensure that our activities 
are content-rich is to organize our instruc-
tion around thematic units. As we plan the-
matic units, we can use a brainstorming web 
such as the one below that includes other 
content area subjects. When we plan units 
in this way, it enables us to think of activi-
ties that might otherwise be overlooked and 
provides a rich source of ideas for the unit. 
Of course, webbing around subject content 
topics also provides valuable links to the 
regular curriculum and supports content-re-
lated instruction.

Thematic units are an engaging way to 
organize instruction for young learners. By 
their very nature, thematic units build the 
types of skills that are mandated in the Com-
mon Core State Standards. Here, according 
to Curtain and Dahlberg (2010), are some 
of the reasons why thematic units make a di-
rect connection to the Common Core: 

1. Thematic planning makes instruction 
more comprehensible because the theme 
creates a meaningful context.

2. Thematic planning changes the in-
structional focus from the language itself to 
the use of language to achieve meaningful 
goals. In thematic instruction, we focus on 
using the language to communicate some-
thing related to a theme, rather than repeat-
ing words in isolation with no connection 
to the classroom or the student. There is a 
reason to communicate a message. 

3. Thematic instruction involves the stu-
dents in real language use in a variety of sit-
uations, modes, and text types. Thematic 

instruction gives students the opportunity 
to use language in a variety of situations in-
cluding simulations of cultural experiences. 
A theme lends itself to all three of the com-
munication modes: interpersonal, interpre-
tive, and presentational. Text types, within 
a thematic unit, can range from preparing 
and reading poetry to reading headlines to 
creating or listening to a description to par-
ticipating in a conversation to listening to 
a play. 

4. Thematic instruction involves activi-
ties or tasks that engage the learner in com-
plex thinking and more sophisticated use of 
language. Even though learners may have 
very little language at their disposal, they 
are still capable of using that language in a 
complex and sophisticated way, if they have 
the opportunity and the interest. An en-
gaging theme built around endangered ani-
mals, for example, led one student to use 
simple vocabulary to make a very sophisti-
cated statement. On a picture of a leopard, 
the student wrote the caption “No soy un 
abrigo” (I am not a coat). This is a far more 
sophisticated and meaningful use of the 
verb “to be” than the obvious statement “I 
am a boy” or “I am a girl.” We are connect-
ing to the common core when we ask our 
students to deal with complex topics even 
though their language level may be simple.

5. The thematic unit provides many op-
portunities for students to hear and use lan-
guage in a variety of meaningful contexts. 
We have learned from brain research that 
manipulation of vocabulary and grammar in 
a drill setting is less efficient than the mean-
ingful use of language in rich contexts. Stu-

dents need contexts for extended listening, 
for conversations in which real informa-
tion is exchanged, and for oral and writ-
ten presentations of information and ideas. 
Fragmented language is not as memorable 
as language learned in context—and it cer-
tainly isn’t as usable.
Second Shift:  Reading and writing 

grounded in evidence
Question:  What do they do with what 

they read?
The second shift emphasizes develop-

ing students’ abilities to critically analyze 
both informational and literary texts at in-
creasing levels of complexity. This requires 
reading and writing to be grounded in using 
evidence from texts. The Common Core 
State Standards ask students to carefully an-
alyze and prioritize information from texts 
rather than simply answer questions from 
the perspective of their prior knowledge or 
experience. They also focus on evidence 
rather than student experience and opinion 
underlying speaking and writing. (Alberti 
2012, p .25)
Connections with Early Language 
Learning Programs

Calkins, Ehrenworth & Lehman (2012, 
p. 9) indicate that the Common Core State 
Standards emphasize much higher-level 
comprehension skills than previous stan-
dards. They state that many classrooms 
have coasted on low-level reading skills and 
quickly need to “get on board” with high-
level reading skills. In light of the increased 
complexity and the increased results that 
are being asked of literacy skills in the first 
language, it is important that we too look 

webbing 
by content 
disciplines

music, fine arts

physical 
education

mathematics

geography

social studies

science

language arts

LANGUAGE
infused 

throughout

CULTURE
infused 

throughout

larger portions of the text (e.g., a section, 
chapter, scene, or stanza) relate to each 
other and the whole. 

6. Assess how point of view or purpose 
shapes the content and style of a text. 

Integration of knowledge and ideas
7. Integrate and evaluate content presented 

in diverse media and formats, including 
visually, quantitatively, and in words.

8. Delineate and evaluate the argument and 
specific claims in a text, including the 
validity of the reasoning and the rele-
vance and sufficiency of the evidence. 

9. Analyze how two or more texts address 
similar themes or topics in order to build 
knowledge or to compare the approaches 
the authors take. 

Range of reading and level of text complexity
10. Read and comprehend complex literary 

and informational texts independently 
and proficiently.

HOW DO THE COMMON CORE STANDARDS 
CONNECT TO EARLY LANGUAGE LEARNING?

The literacy skills that are found in the 
common core are the same skills that can be 
practiced and reinforced in the world lan-
guage classroom. Young Learners (except for 
those in immersion programs) have already 
made the connection between meaning 
and written symbols in their first language 
and transfer the skills they have acquired in 
their first language to their new language. 

In classrooms for young learners, many 
teaching activities are oral activities focused 
on listening and speaking. We know that 
oral language provides the basis for both 
first and second-language reading and that 
meaningful reading experiences in both first 
and secondlanguage classrooms are depen-
dent on the student’s oral language compre-
hension in addition to the student’s existing 
background knowledge and experience. In 
first as well as second language classrooms, 
children’s listening comprehension outpaces 
their reading comprehension. As students 
develop their listening comprehension, they 
begin to make connections between oral 
language and the print that represents the 
words they know orally. 

While in classrooms with native Eng-
lish speakers, many of the activities related 
to the Common Core will be accomplished 
through reading and writing, language 
teachers must remember that some of the 
common core skills can also be developed 
through listening. For example, the teachers 
read to students before they are able to do 
independent reading in the new language.

The literacy skills that students acquire 
in their first language (Cloud, Genesee and 
Hamayan, 2000) are the same skills that un-

derlie the 10 Common Core Reading An-
chor Standards. Those skills are:
Decoding: 

•	 sounding out the word
•	 recognizing a sight word
•	 using context

Processing Text
•	 directionality of text (not always left to 

right, as in English)
•	 capitalizing at the start of a sentence
•	 skimming, scanning, and using other 

previewing techniques
•	 using the title and illustrations to un-

derstand a passage
Comprehending

•	 identifying the main idea and impor-
tant details

•	 predicting outcomes/anticipating events
•	 identifying story sequence
•	 summarizing and paraphrasing

Critically Reading 
•	 discriminating between fact and opinion
•	 recognizing cause and effect

Studying and Analyzing Literature
•	 recognizing important feelings and mo-

tivations of characters
•	 identifying the conflict

Unfortunately the skills listed above 
have not always been a part of instruction 
for young learners. Just as the CCSS are a 
call to first language literacy programs to en-
gage all students in cognitively engaging ac-
tivities that involve higher order thinking, 
they are also a call to world language teach-
ers of young learners to include and build on 
these skills. The article by Barnett and Mar-
tino (2012) elsewhere in this journal gives 
us a valuable blueprint of how we can work 
with some of these skills. 
WORKING WITH THE THREE KEY AREAS OF 
SHIFT IN THE COMMON CORE STANDARDS

The CCSS contain three key areas of 
shift that were mentioned earlier: 1) Build-
ing knowledge through content-rich non 
fiction, 2) Reading and writing grounded in 
evidence, and 3) Regular practice with com-
plex texts and academic language. 

These three shifts are exemplified by the 
three questions in the Fulton-Archer (2012) 
article elsewhere in this journal: 

•	 What do students read? 
•	 What do they do with what they read?
•	 At what level do they read? 
We will examine each area and how it 

relates to early language learning.
First Shift:  Building knowledge through 

content-rich non-fiction
Question:  What do students read?

According to the first shift, there needs 
to be a greater emphasis on informational 
texts at all levels. The reason for this is that 

if students are to become good readers, they 
must have background in the world that sur-
rounds them. They must build knowledge 
through reading both fiction and content-
rich non-fiction that touches on other ar-
eas of the curriculum such as social studies, 
and science. Studies have shown currently 
less than 10% of what is read in elemen-
tary school literacy programs is non-fiction. 
(Duke, 2004, cited in Alberti, 2012 p. 25) 

The CCSS recommendations for the per-
centage of fiction and non-fiction texts are: 
•	 50% literary texts and 50% informational 

texts at fourth grade 
•	 45% literary texts and 55% informational 

texts at eighth grade 
•	 30% literary texts and 70% informational 

texts at twelfth grade 
Currently, in many elementary school lit-

eracy programs the large amounts of time 
devoted to literacy blocks has often crowded 
out the time for science and social studies. 
In order to rectify this, the CCSS emphasize 
that the time devoted to literacy must now 
include connections to other subject areas. 
Connections with ELL Programs

The CCSS recommendations for work-
ing with high quality fiction and increased 
emphasis on non-fiction certainly apply 
to all language programs for young learn-
ers! First of all, we can find interesting and 
engaging stories that provide a meaning-
ful center and focus to our instruction. The 
Common Core standards suggest many types 
of texts fables, myths, folktales, poetry, sto-
ries and short plays as well as short articles 
and narratives. Appendix B in the CCSS 
document lists children’s books that could 
be used with younger readers. Some of the 
books listed in the Kindergarten and Grade 
One category:
Stories 

•	 Minarik, Else Holmelund. Little Bear
•	 Eastman, P. D. Are You My Mother? 
•	 Lobel, Arnold. Frog and Toad Together

Informational Texts
•	 Bulla, Clyde Robert. A Tree Is a Plant 
•	 Aliki. My Five Senses 
•	 Hurd, Edith Thacher. Starfish 
•	 “Garden Helpers.” National Geographic 

Young Explorers 
These stories were picked because, in ad-

dition to having interesting and engaging 
narratives, they also teach valuable lessons 
about life or the world we live in. Such sto-
ries, along with many others, can and should 
be used by K-5 language teachers because 
good fiction and non-fiction can function as 
the center of a thematic unit that enhances 
language proficiency and makes connections 
to universal culture and the curriculum. 
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Comparison and Contrast
One idea goes with or does not go with another idea. A third 

way concept organizers can clarify relationships is by showing com-
parisons and contrasts. These types of organizers help students to 
display similarities and differences. 

Cause and Effect
One idea causes another. This concept organizer shows the logi-

cal relationships between causes and effects. These organizers can be 
used to show relationships among events within a story, for exam-
ple, or steps in a process. The causes and effects must be specifically 
labeled “cause” or “effect” in order to make the relationship clear.

Working with Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy
Close reading of demanding texts is described in the Common 

Core State Standards as a skill that is needed in order to produce 
students who are college and career ready. We can put this concept 
to work in the young learner classroom by focusing on the thinking 
skills outlined in Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy. Most educators are fa-
miliar with Bloom’s Taxonomy of Educational Objectives, first es-
tablished in 1956. Anderson and Krathwohl revised and updated 
the taxonomy in 2001. The taxonomy was based on the idea that 
teachers need to prompt more complex thinking from their students 

by asking better and deeper questions. Figures 1 and 2 show how 
various aspects of the taxonomy could help teachers of young learn-
ers connect to the complex skills demanded by the Common Core 
State Standards. 

Figure 1 lists and defines the skills required at various levels of 
the taxonomy, and also delineates a series of questions that could be 
given to students in order to scaffold their thinking. As we look at 
the higher skills demanded by the top three levels—creating, evalu-
ating and analyzing— and the lower levels of the chart—applying, 
understanding and remembering—we must be sure that we are find-
ing ways to challenge our learners at the higher levels and not just 
at the lower levels. 

Figure 2 gives some simple examples of how students at the nov-
ice level of proficiency could still work with complexity along the 
continuum of thinking. This chart shows how the thinking of young 
learners can be scaffolded even as they work with some basic fairy 
tales. The activities outlined here all directly connect to the Com-
mon Core requirements. Teachers can use these questions as they 
are working with any story. 
CONCLUSION

We have examined the connection between the National Stan-
dards for Learning Languages and the Common Core State Stan-
dards. We have seen that there is overlap between the two standards 
in that the strands of both are related to listening, speaking, read-
ing and writing at various levels of proficiency. We have looked, in a 
very general way, at the learning demands outlined by the new  
standards. 

We have also seen several examples of how teachers of young 
learners can support the demands of the Common Core State Stan-
dards, and in doing so, increase the skills of their language students. 
If we are to truly produce students with 21st century world ready 
skills, we must be sure to challenge them with intrinsically interest-
ing, cognitively engaging activities that are connected to global cul-
tures. We must continue to strive to provide students with activities 
that will not only increase their language skills, but will also provide 
them with opportunities for complex learning.
APPENDIX
Questions To Consider As We Examine Our Lessons To See if 
They are Connecting to the Expectations of The Common Core 
State Standards.

•	 Are we working from high, clear and focused expectations?
•	 How can we build proficiency and carefully connect to what 

the students will be able to do and say as a result of the text or 
the activity that we are using?

•	 Are the materials we are using contributing, not only to profi-
ciency, but also to knowledge and skills from other disciplines? 

•	 Are our lessons and units deep and rich? 
•	 Are we working, not only on our students’ language skills, but 

also on their thinking skills? 
•	 Are we creating units of study with enduring understandings 

and essential questions that are interesting and engaging to 
students? 

•	 Are we organizing our instruction around themes that offer 
the possibility of cultural and curricular skill-building connec-
tions?

•	 Are we demanding language chunks and language connectors 
from our students so that they are building a foundation that 
will easily enable them to move from one proficiency level to 
another?

•	 baby
•	 no legs
•	 must live 

in water
•	 has gills

•	 adult
•	 four legs
•	 in or out of 

water
•	 breathes 

through 
lungs and 
skin

•	 swims
•	 must be 

wet

FROG TADPOLE

Item 1 Item 2
Attribute 1

Attribute 2

Attribute 3

CAUSE EFFECT

at the complexity of what we are offering in 
our early language learning programs. 

It is important to ask if we are “coast-
ing” on low-level skills rather than getting 
on board with high-level skills in our lan-
guage classes. At the simplest level, this can 
mean we must ask if we are focusing on iso-
lated words rather than chunks of language 
in phrases and sentences. It is extremely im-
portant that students are challenged to lis-
ten to and to produce chunks of language 
rather than being asked to produce discon-
nected and isolated words. We must ask 
ourselves if we are building sufficient profi-
ciency-oriented language skills according to 
the time that we have available to us. We 
must also ask if we are speaking the target 
language 90+ percent of the time and build-
ing students’ ability to use language rather 
than simply building their knowledge about 
the language.

We must examine our activities to see if 
they are demanding and engaging and will 
help students to process texts and to process 
their learning. The question that character-
izes the second shift, what do students do 
with what they read? is intertwined with the 
question that characterizes the third shift: 
At what level do they read? Outlined below 
in the next section are instructional sugges-
tions—working with concept organizers and 
working with thinking skills--that integrate 
the answer to both questions. 
Third Shift: Regular practice with com-

plex texts and academic 
knowledge

Question:  At what level do they read?
According to the third shift, students 

need regular practice with academic lan-
guage and complex texts. In order to under-
stand complex materials, students need help 
in developing key academic vocabulary and 
understanding narrative and informational 
structures. Shifting toward more complex 
text requires much practice with close read-
ing that, according to Boyles (2012, p 37), 
means “reading to uncover layers of mean-
ing that lead to deep comprehension,
Connections with Early Language 
Learning Programs

The standards emphasize developing stu-
dents’ abilities to analyze both informa-
tional and literary texts at increasing levels 
of complexity. All texts, both informational 
and narrative, are governed by text struc-
tures. In narrative texts, the overall struc-
ture consists of story structure or consists of 
an argument that the author proposes and 
supports. Texts also contain structures that 
indicate the basic relationships among ideas. 

Understanding these relationships can help students understand the structure of complex 
texts. Also, we can deal with texts and with any learning activity at various levels of com-
plexity. The first part of this section gives an example of working with concept organizers as 
a way to help students understand the relationship among ideas in many texts and the sec-
ond part suggests using Bloom’s Revised Taxonomy (Anderson. & Krathwohl, 2001) as way 
to increase the complexity of the lessons and activities we plan for students—a complexity 
that will enable them to meet the demands of the Common Core State Standards.
WORKING WITH CONCEPT ORGANIZERS

One way to support students in developing their skill with complex texts is to have them 
work with concept organizers showing the four basic relationships among ideas: 

•	 addition of ideas: simple listing/mapping/webbing/clustering
•	 time sequence/chronology
•	 compare and contrast
•	 process/cause and effect

Addition of Ideas: Simple Listing, Mapping, Webbing 
This type of relationship presents information or clarifies and categorizes information in 

a structured way. These organizers can be lin-
ear or non-linear depending on the relation-
ships being described. They can be used to 
describe and list attributes or patterns or to 
organize information about specific events, 
settings, or people. They can organize infor-
mation into general statements with support-
ing examples or clarify concepts relating to a 
word or phrase that represents entire classes 
of people, places, things, and events.

Sequence/Chronology 
One idea occurs before, during or after another idea. This type of concept organizer cat-

egorizes information according to some type of sequence or chronology, as in a time line or 
a flowchart. Flowcharts can be linear or cyclical. A cycle flowchart shows how a series of 
events can produce the same results again and again, as with the water cycle or the life cy-
cle of a butterfly or a frog

_________
_________
_________
_________
_________
_________

_________
_________
_________
_________
_________
_________

_________
_________
_________
_________
_________
_________
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_________
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_________
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_________
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CREATING EVALUATING ANALYZING APPLYING UNDERSTANDING REMEMBERING

Create another 
ending.

Predict what you 
think would have 

happened if they all 
had worked together

Compare the animals 
in the story.

Show with actions 
what Little Red Hen 
did with the wheat.

Explain why the 
others wouldn’t help 

Little Red Hen.

List all the animals in 
the story. Recall what 

they said when the 
Little Red Hen asked 

for help.

Create a different 
story called 

Goldilocks and the 
three dragons.

Judge whether 
Goldilocks was bad 

or good and tell why.

Compare the story to 
real life. What could 
not have happened?

Demonstrate what 
Goldilocks would use 
if she came into your 

house.

Explain why 
Goldilocks liked 
Baby Bear’s chair 

best.

Recall the items used 
by Goldilocks when 
she was in the bears’ 

house.

Create a new version 
of the story. Change 
the time to modern 

day.

Rank characters 
from best to worst, 

smartest to least 
smart, and most to 

least important.

Group the characters 
using according to 
good-bad, major-

minor, wise-foolish

Illustrate the main 
idea of the story.

Describe and se-
quence the main 

events of the story.

Draw the characters 
from the story.

Prepare a new ending 
to the story “Three 

Little Pigs.”

Choose the smartest 
pig. List three reasons 
why you chose that 

pig.

Classify the pigs’ 
houses from best to 
worst according to 
cost, building time 

and strength.

Use model to 
demonstrate which 
house stood up the 

best.

Describe what each 
of pig’s houses looks 

like.

Read the story and 
name all of the char-

acters.

Goldilocks and the Three Bears

Little Red Hen

Little Red Riding Hood

Three Little Pigs

FIGURE 2: CRITICAL THINKING IN STORIES AND STORYTELLING USING BLOOM’S REVISED TAXONOMY

SKILL SAMPLE PRODUCTS PURPOSE QUESTIONS

Creating Design, construct, plan, produce Combine elements into a new 
pattern or product.

What ideas could you predict or infer from…?
What ideas can you add to…?
How would you create/design a new…?
What might happen if you combined… with …?
What solutions would you suggest for…?

Evaluating Check, critique, judge, hypothe-
size, conclude, explain

Judge or decide according to a set 
of criteria

Do you agree…?
What do you think about…?
What is the most important…?
Prioritize…
How would you decide about…?
What criteria would you use to assess….?

Analyzing Compare, organize, cite differ-
ences, deconstruct

Break down or examine informa-
tion

What are the parts or features of …? 
Classify … according to…
Outline/diagram/web…
How does…compare/contrast with…? 
What evidence can you list for?

Applying Implement, carry out, use, apply, 
show, solve

Apply knowledge to new situa-
tions

How is … an example of….? 
How is … related to….? 

Why is … significant?

Understanding Describe, explain, name, esti-
mate, predict

Understand and interpret mean-
ing

Retell….. in your own words.

What is the main idea of ….?

Remembering Recognize, list, describe, identify, 
retrieve

Memorize and recall facts Who, what, when, how…?
Describe…

FIGURE 1: THINKING SKILLS AND ACTIVITIES IN BLOOM’S REVISED TAXONOMY
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by Jacque Bott Von Houton
The state of Utah is leading the nation 

in a surge of new elementary language 
immersion programs. Their unprecedented 
growth of programs, over a four-year span, 
has been both intentional and systemic, 
taking advantage of a supportive base 
and promoting language learning as a 
way to increase economic benefits for the 
state. While math and science are core 
content component, literacy, aligned to the 
Common Core English Language Arts, is 
also an important feature of their immersion 
curriculum. 

In this interview, Gregg Roberts, Utah’s 
Department of Education World language 
consultant and 2009 winner of the Pearson 
State Supervisor of the Year, answers 
questions about how the program began, 
what it looks like, how it builds literacy, and 
what is being done to sustain it. 
Q:  Gregg, Utah’s elementary immersion 

programs have been growing by leaps and 

bounds, can you tell us what spurred the 
growth in early language programs in Utah 
and how were they funded?

A: I was hired in 2006. At that time, former 
governor, John Huntsman (R) wanted 
to start an early language program. He 
formed a group of supporters and put 
me in touch with a state senator, who 
sponsored a funding bill in 2008 called 
the Dual Immersion Pilot Program. In 
this bill, the state provided a legislative 
line item for $975,000 per year. Since 
then, we’ve had additional money from 
the state, as well as a FLAP grant for 
Chinese, and a STARTALK grant for 
professional development for our Chinese 
immersion teachers. 

Q:  There are effective language learning 
programs in both the FLES and immersion 
styles. What made you decide to go with 
immersion programs? 

A: First, we researched program styles and 
spoke with several experts, such as Mimi 
Met. We wanted programs that were 

cost effective to implement and that 
produced a higher level of proficiency. 
From an economic standpoint, the way 
we build our dual immersion program 
in Utah, there are no extra costs for 
teacher hires. In a two-teacher model, 
a 50/50 program requires two teachers. 
One teacher becomes the English teacher 
and one teacher becomes the second 
language content teacher and you have 
two cohorts that switch back and forth 
50% of the time. There’s absolutely no 
additional cost for a teacher—when an 
opening occurs you’re merely replacing 
a regular teacher with an immersion 
teacher, so the program is built up year-
by-year K to 6 or 8. This is a much more 
cost-effective model, than with FLES, 
where “special” language teachers have 
to be hired to develop a program. As far 
as the proficiency outcome is concerned, 
research tells us that, because of the 
added time spent in the target language, 
children in immersion programs achieve 
higher levels of proficiency and literacy 

than their peers in FLES programs where less time is devoted to 
language learning.

 For us in Utah, it’s all about the money and proficiency. We 
think immersion is less expensive than FLES and we also think 
that it leads to a higher proficiency than FLES. That is why we 
chose immersion over FLES.

Q:  Can you describe how you designed and developed your program?
A: After we secured funding, we hired Mimi Met for outreach and 

professional development for administrators and teachers. We 
also worked with Tara Fortune, from CARLA, who had been 
working with Utah’s David School District. Before I was state 
supervisor, I worked in a school with a 50/50 immersion model 
program. This and another program in a school in northern 
Utah became the state model for immersion.

 We put out an RFP to schools offering to provide seed money 
for new immersion programs and promising that the state 
would provide all the professional development for teachers, all 
the curriculum development for content taught in the second 
language and professional development for administrators.

 In 2009-10 we launched the pilot. We were only supposed to 
start with 15 programs, however, we ended up starting with 
21 programs the first year. We already had four, which gave 
us 25 dual immersion programs. The districts were extremely 
enthusiastic. We picked three languages: French, Spanish and 
Chinese. (Utah has memoranda of agreement with countries 
where these languages are spoken, thus providing a source for 
teachers.) The legislation required that the program be a 50/50 
model and start in kindergarten or first grade. Those were the 
non-negotiables for dual immersion. 

 “Dual immersion” is the Utah umbrella term for both one-
way and two-way immersion. Our objective is to simplify the 
terminology, combining both one-way programs and two-way 
programs under the term dual immersion, because they all are 
50/50 instruction in Utah. We have no 90-10 programs. 

 One-way is when there are predominantly English speakers. 
Two-way is when there is a minimum of 1/3 native speakers 
of the other language. In Utah, that only happens in Spanish, 
so we have both one-way and two-way programs in Spanish. 
The classroom composition may be different, however, the 
instruction and curriculum is not.

 We find the 50/50 model to be much more effective in 
becoming a strand in a school and all of our programs in Utah 
are what we call “strands”.

 That means they co-exist with traditional instruction in 
the same school, and parents have a choice of placing their 
children in either a dual immersion program or one with 
traditional English instruction.

Q:  Some principals argue that you would have to eliminate regular 
classroom teachers over the course of time in order to build the 
vertical immersion program, even if you just add one teacher per 
year. How do you answer that concern?

A: Well, let me just say that we’re in 57 schools now and not one 
teacher has lost his or her job. We maybe have had to reassign 
some teachers, but due to retirement, leave, or relocation, 
almost every school has been able to hire one new teacher per 
year and that one new teacher has been a language teacher, 
and so we have not displaced any teachers. We have received 
negative reactions from teachers’ unions, fearing job lost, but 
that is an unfounded fear, because no teacher has lost a job over 
dual immersion. That’s the beauty of the two-teacher model, 
and why I prefer it over the 90-10 model, because you’re able to 
use the existing teachers already at the school to thus become 

an immersion teacher in English.
Q:  Can you describe the types of school districts choosing to implement 

immersion programs?
A: We have 57 dual immersion schools in Utah. Of those, 31 are 

Spanish immersion programs--16 two- way and 15 one-way 
programs. We have 17 Mandarin Chinese programs and we 
have 9 French programs, with a state model for each. We are in 
15 school districts across the state. Those range from the largest 
school district in the state with 70,000 students to one of our 
smallest school districts, with 4,000. We have a rural school 
district, with 3,500 students looking to add immersion strands 
in each of their two elementary schools. Park City School 
district, with 4,000 students, plans to have dual immersion in 
all four of their elementary schools next year, two Spanish and 
two French.

Q:  What role does Literacy play in the immersion programs?
A: Literacy is extremely important for us. We actually provide the 

content in grades 1-3, so we make sure all kids are grounded in 
English language arts and they know how to read and write in 
English first before they add a second language. We’re doing 
simultaneous literacy, so they are getting literacy in Chinese, 
Spanish, French, starting in first grade, but they’re getting 
grounded in English by an established English teacher already 
at the school. That teacher is actually the rock of the program. 
Specific proficiency goals for every dual language immersion 
language are set at each grade level in all areas: reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening.

Q:  What content is taught in the target language?
A: In grades 1-3, the majority of the literacy block is taught in 

English, in addition, there is reinforcement in English for 
math, social studies and science. In the second language block 
in grades 1-3, math is taught in the target language, as well 
as what we call integrated curriculum, which is social studies, 
science, health and art. We also have a literacy class taught in 
the target language.

 In grade 4 we have a major shift. The majority of math switches 
back to English and at this point the literacy is divided between 
the two languages. We move social studies in grades 4 and 5 
to the English side in order to teach Utah state history and 
U.S. history in English. Science continues to be in the second 
language. In the 6th grade, social studies (world history) returns 
to being taught in the second language and science switches to 
English. (see pie chart below)

 We do not require districts to use a specific basal reading 
program or math curriculum on the English side of the dual 
immersion, but they must use the curriculum that the state 
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provides for the content taught in the 
second language.

 This content is aligned to the Common 
Core math and English language arts.

 In regard to testing, our immersion kids 
are scoring on par or higher than their 
monolingual peers in the same school 
in the same school population. There’s 
no dip in our 50/50 immersion model, 
whereas in 90/10 students have been 
known to drop below their monolingual 
peers for a while, then catch up in 4th 
and 5th grades. 

 In math, in grades 1-3 we are doing 
constant benchmark testing in English 
to insure that those students are getting 
their math, as it is taught in the second 
language.

 Our model is a K-12 model. The middle 
school model will start this year, in 7th 
grade. The students will eventually be 
taking Advanced Placement courses in 
9th grade and doing advanced (3000 
level) college work in grades 10-12. 
Therefore when they enter our state 
universities, they will only be two 
courses short from receiving a minor 
in that language, which has never 
been done before. Our legislature, 
postsecondary groups and state board 
of education are all on board with this 
and state course codes are changing to 
reflect it, so that 7th graders will take 
level 3 honors language courses, in 8th 
grade they take level 4 honors, and in 
9th grade the AP course.

Q:  How did you convince principals that 
immersion was the approach to take and 
that it was doable?

A: That’s where Mimi Met played a 
key role. Back in 2008, we started 
having meetings with school district 
administrators across the state to 
explain what immersion education is 
and how dual immersion would work as 
a program. Then, we set up professional 
development for our administrators. 
We have a Utah School Immersion 
Advisory Council which meets five 
times a year and is made up of all 
the immersion principals, immersion 
instructional specialists and interested 
school district curriculum directors or 
administrators. This is where we share 
how things are going, answer questions, 
provide information, decide on next 
steps, etc. The benefit is really in the 
networking--principals can talk to each 
other and don’t feel isolated. We meet 
three times a year as a whole group 
and twice in language-specific cohorts, 
where we discuss issues specific to that 
language. 

Q:  Is teacher supply a problem?
A: No. Our teachers come through local 

routes and as international guest 
teachers through state-sponsored 
Memoranda of Understandings with 
China, Spain, Mexico, France and 
Taiwan. 

 Utah instituted a relatively new dual 
immersion endorsement and our 
universities are beginning to teach 
courses that lead to dual language 
certification. For example, if you’re a 
Spanish teacher you need the Spanish 
endorsement and a new dual immersion 
endorsement. We have a lot of 
elementary teachers in the pipeline who 
will eventually be certified for teaching 
in dual immersion programs.

 And, we’ve raised the bar for our 
teachers. We require that all language 
teachers pass the Praxis exam and 
demonstrate Advanced mid proficiency.

 English teachers must have an 
elementary teaching license, whereas 
the second language teacher may 
have either an elementary license or 
secondary license, but must have both 
the language specific endorsement and 
the dual immersion endorsement.

Q:  What professional development is provided?
A: Professional development is addressed 

in two ways. We have an Annual Utah 
Dual Language Institute (AUDI) in 
summer, a week-long institute required 
of all our immersion teachers and 
we also have on-going professional 
development, throughout the year, 
where dual immersion teachers meet 
together four times and once within the 
district.

Q:  How are students assessed and is data 
being collected?

A: Right now, students are being assessed 
by teacher observation checklists and 
formative assessments aligned to Can 
Do benchmarks. There will be common 
state-designed summative assessments 
at the end of 3rd grade. Of course, 
students take the usual state tests. We’re 
able to track their performance on the 
standardized state tests and compare 
their performance to monolingual 
peers, because of new state course codes 
designations, which allow us to gather 
data on dual immersion enrollment 
(i.e., 1st grade dual immersion, 2nd 
grade dual immersion, etc.) With 
all of this data coming in, there will 
be opportunities for research. The 
Utah Education Policy Center at the 
University of Utah will serve as a 
research clearing house to vet research 
projects from all of our universities.

Q:  How have parents and the community 
reacted to the program?

A: Honestly, they are asking, why didn’t 
we do this 20 years ago! They’ve been 
very positive about the programs. In 
fact, we’ve had a number of angry 
parents who aren’t able to get their 
children into an immersion program.

Q:  What about program sustainability?
A: I don’t anticipate funding being cut by 

the legislators any time in the future. 
The real beauty of immersion is that 
these programs, unlike FLES programs, 
don’t get cut because they become 
systemic. And, we have very strong 
support legislatively, economically and 
from parents who are tremendously 
supportive because of the results they’re 
seeing. The Governor, his office of 
economic development, the legislators, 
many of whom have children and 
grandchildren in the programs, are 
all behind it. And, we have a very 
aggressive expansion planned. One 
hundred programs by 2015 and we’re 
on track to add 15 to 20 programs each 
year. We want to add German, Japanese 
and Portuguese languages because 
business leaders tell us they need a 
workforce with these language skills, 
in addition to Chinese, French and 
Spanish.

Q:  Any last thoughts, Gregg?
A: I just encourage people to look hard 

at the benefits of immersion. I think it 
should be mainstream across America. 
Our goal is to make immersion 
education available to any parent who 
wants it, so that it becomes the norm 
rather than the exception and that’s 
truly our goal in Utah.

For more information on the Utah 
Dual Language Immersion programs, go 
to: http://www.schools.utah.gov/curr/
dualimmersion/

Jacque Bott Van 
Houten, president 
of NNELL and World 
Language and 
International Education 
Consultant for the 
Kentucky Department 
of Education, 
conducted a phone 
interview with Gregg 
Roberts, about his 
state’s immersion initiative and later attended 
one of the Annual Utah Dual Language 
Institutes (AUDII). Hers is one of several 
states with immersion program initiatives in 
a Utah-lead consortium that seeks to share 
information.
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