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Overview






Segment 1. Anyone familiar with the bilingual education
debates during the past 35 years knows that policy is much more
influenced by ideology than by research findings. Policy is equally
evidence-free today in at least three areas: (a) blind faith in
standardized tests, (b) assessment of bilingual/ELL students,
and (c) reading instruction.
Segment 2. The research evidence with respect to two key
variables has been neglected and/or misinterpreted not just by
policy-makers but also by many researchers: (a) literacy
engagment, (b) identity affirmation. Both are critical for
bilingual/ELL students’ academic success but are totally absent
from current policy discussions.
Segment 3. Educators, both individually and collectively, can
and must be agents of change in their own schools.

Segment 1

Current Policies:
Evidence-based
or

Evidence-free?




Standardarized tests?
Assessment of ELL students after 1 year?
Systematic phonics and reading comprehension?

Is there any research support for extensive and
intensive use of standardized tests?




The Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development (OECD)
(2010) reports an association between school achievement and
standards-based external examinations but their data do ‘not show the
prevalence of standardised tests to be systematically related to
performance’ (p. 50). Thus, the implementation of high-stakes
standardized testing on the scale mandated by NCLB can accurately be
described as evidence-free.
Ryan Monroe (2006), an ESL teacher in a Maryland public school,
calculated that during the 2004/2005 school year, ELL students in the
fifth grade classroom where he taught took five different
standardized tests, some of them more than once. He noted the
instructional consequences: ‘During the course of the year, my students
missed 33 days of ESL classes, or about 18% of their English
instruction, due to standardized testing’ (p. 1). This calculation does not
include the extensive time that many schools devote to preparing their
students to take these tests.

ELL Academic Trajectories and AYP




In the case of ELL students, the evidence-free approach to
policy-making is exacerbated by the failure to acknowledge the
time periods typically required for ELL students to catch up
academically to their peers. Numerous studies carried out in the
United States and elsewhere have shown that at least five years
(and frequently longer) are typically required for ELL students
to approach grade norms in reading achievement and other
academic areas that are dependent on language proficiency (e.g.,
Collier, 1987; Cummins, 1981; Hakuta, Butler & Witt, 2000;
Klesmer, 1993).
Thus, ELL students’ ‘underachievement’ on tests administered
during the period when they are on the normal catch-up
trajectory reveals nothing about the quality of instruction they
have received;

Evidence-free Policy Making: Reading (1)








The National Reading Panel (NRP) (2000) adopted a narrow focus
regarding what constituted legitimate research (only
experimental and quasi-experimental research was considered);
A major finding of the NRP was that there is “strong evidence
substantiating the impact of systematic phonics instruction on
learning to read” (p. 2-132);
The $6 billion Reading First program predominantly funded
programs that incorporated an intensive phonics focus in the
early grades;
The role of print access and literacy engagement was ignored
despite extensive research documenting its impact on reading
comprehension.

Evidence-free Policy Making: Reading (2)
What the NRP Actually Found



Policy-makers and many researchers ignored the fact that for normally
achieving and low achieving readers, systematic phonics instruction
showed no relationship to reading comprehension beyond Grade 1.
Ehri, Nunes, Stahl, and Willows (2001) acknowledge this pattern as
follows:
“Among the older students in 2nd through 6th grades . . . phonics
instruction was not effective for teaching spelling (d = 0.09) or
teaching reading comprehension (d = 0.12)” (p. 418).
“[R]eaders in 2nd through 6th grades classified as low achieving (LA)
revealed no overall effects of phonics instruction…” (p. 418).

Evidence-free Policy Making: Reading (3)
$6 Billion largely wasted because research was ignored

Reading First Impact Study: Final Report (November 2008)






“Reading First did not produce a statistically significant impact
on student reading comprehension test scores in grades one, two
or three.” (2008, p. xv)
“Reading First produced a positive and statistically significant
impact on decoding among first grade students tested in one
school year (spring 2007).” (2008, p. xvi)
“Reading First had no statistically significant impacts on student
engagement with print.” (p. xxii)

Segment 2

What does research say about the learning of English
and school achievement among bilingual/ELL
students? What do we know about effective
instruction for ELL students?



Research documenting the roles of literacy engagement and
identity affirmation

Understanding Literacy Development in Multilingual
School Contexts: What the Research Is Saying

Literacy Achievement

↑
Print Access/Literacy Engagement

↑
Scaffold
Meaning
(input and output)

↔

Connect to
students’ lives
(activate prior
knowledge)

↔

Affirm
identity

↔

Extend
language

Literacy Engagement

What Is It?


Amount and range of reading and writing;



Use of effective strategies for deep understanding of text;



Positive affect and identity investment in reading and writing;

Empirical Evidence
An extremely large number of research studies show strong
relationships between extensive reading and academic
achievement (See Krashen, 2004, The Power of Reading, for
a comprehensive review of these studies).
From The Power of Reading (pp. 4-5):
“Elley (1991) also showed that free reading had a profound effect on
second language acquirers in Singapore. In three studies involving a
total of approximately 3,000 children, ages six through nine, and lasting
from one to three years, children who followed the ‘Reading and English
Acquisition Program,’ a combination of shared book experience, language
experience, and free reading (‘book flood’), outperformed traditionally
taught students on tests of reading comprehension, vocabulary, oral
language, grammar, listening comprehension, and writing.”

Empirical Evidence
OECD’s PISA Study






Data on the reading attainment of 15-year olds in 27 countries showed
that “the level of a student’s reading engagement is a better predictor
of literacy performance than his or her socioeconomic background,
indicating that cultivating a student’s interest in reading can help
overcome home disadvantages” (OECD, 2004, p. 8).
The authors point out that “engagement in reading can be a
consequence, as well as a cause, of higher reading skill, but the evidence
suggests that these two factors are mutually reinforcing” (p. 8).
OECD (2010) – about one-third of the negative impact of SES is
mediated through reading engagement (or lack thereof). In other
words, schools can significantly reduce the effects of SES by strongly
promoting literacy engagement

Empirical Evidence

Drawing on both the 1998 NAEP data from the United States
and the results of the OECD’s PISA study of reading
achievement among 15-year olds in international contexts,
Guthrie (2004, p. 5) notes that students
“…whose family background was characterized by low income and
low education, but who were highly engaged readers,
substantially outscored students who came from backgrounds
with higher education and higher income, but who themselves
were less engaged readers. Based on a massive sample, this
finding suggests the stunning conclusion that engaged reading
can overcome traditional barriers to reading achievement,
including gender, parental education, and income.”

Brozo, Shiel, & Topping, K. (2007/2008). Engagement in reading:
Lessons learned from three PISA countries. Journal of Adolescent
and Adult Literacy, 51(4), 304-315.
“PISA youth from the lowest socioeconomic status (SES) who were highly
engaged readers performed as well on the assessment as highly engaged youth
from the middle SES group and youth with medium levels of engagement in the
high SES group (Kirsch et al., 2002).
Using regression analysis, it was found that engagement in reading was the
student factor with the third largest impact on performance (after grade and
immigration status). It accounted for twice as much of the difference

in performance as SES.
What this suggests is that highly motivated youth may compensate for low
family income and parents' limited educational attainment--two prominent risk
factors in the lives of adolescents. Keeping students engaged in reading and
learning might make it possible for them to overcome what might otherwise be
insuperable barriers to academic success.” (pp. 307-308)

Access to Print

results in

Higher Reading
Achievement

“Reports of studies that use rigorous
research designs show that
increasing children’s access to print
material generally does improve
children’s outcomes. … Increasing
children’s access to print
material appears to produce more
positive attitudes toward reading,
increases the amount of reading that
children do, increases children’s
emergent literacy skills, and improves
children’s reading achievement.
(Lindsay, 2010).

Social Studies Vocabulary
(Unit on the American Revolution grade 5)
amend
annexation
bombarded

boundary
colonist
cavalry

compromise
commerce
constitution

consultation
convention
convince

declaration
dissolved
dynasty

independence
induced
inference

perpetual
petition
preamble

ratify
rebellion
representatives

resolution
revolt
revolution

sentiments
siege
skirmish

statement
surveyor
sustain

traditions
treaty
tyrants

Issue #3
Devaluation of Identity Is a Cause of Underachievement
Extensive evidence from both the sociological/anthropological and
psychological research literature demonstrates the impact of societal
power relations on minority group achievement
Students who come from social groups whose identities (culture,
language, religion, etc.) have been devalued in the wider society tend to
experience disproportionate academic failure (Ogbu).
Gloria Ladson-Billings:
“The problem that African-American students face is the
constant devaluation of their culture both in school and in the
larger society” (1995, p. 485).

The Deeper Roots of Underachievement
Isidro Lucas (1981): Study of Puerto Rican drop-out students in
Chicago:
“All my dropout respondents spoke good understandable English.They
hadn’t learned math, or social sciences, or natural sciences,
unfortunately. But they had learned English…No dropout mentioned lack
of English as the reason for quitting. As it evolved through
questionnaires and interviews, theirs was a more subtle story—of
alienation, of not belonging, of being ‘push-outs’…
To my surprise, dropouts expressed more confidence in their ability to
speak English than did the stay-ins (seniors in high school). For their
part, stay-ins showed more confidence in their Spanish than did
dropouts…I had to conclude that identity, expressed in one’s confidence
and acceptance of the native culture was more a determinant of school
stay-in power than the mere acquisition of the coding-decoding skills
involved in a different language, English”. (p. 19)

Tomer’s Identity Text

Identity Texts: a tool for cognitive
engagement and identity investment


Identity texts refer to artifacts that students produce.

Students take ownership of these artifacts as a result of
having invested their identities in them.




Once produced, these texts (written, spoken, visual, musical,
or combinations in multimodal form) hold a mirror up to the
student in which his or her identity is reflected back in a
positive light.
Students invest their identities in these texts which then
become ambassadors of students’ identities. When students
share identity texts with multiple audiences (peers, teachers,
parents, grandparents, sister classes, the media, etc.) they
are likely to receive positive feedback and affirmation of self
in interaction with these audiences.

Segment 3

Empowering ourselves
Developing and implementing school-based language
policies
Educators as change agents

As soon as a visitor walks in the door of the school, she/he should be
able to see the extent to which this is a school that believes in the
importance of identity affirmation

Collaborative Pedagogical Inquiry
A. What Image of the Child Are We Sketching in Our Instruction?





Capable of becoming bilingual and biliterate?
Capable of higher-order thinking and intellectual
accomplishments?



Capable of creative and imaginative thinking?



Capable of creating literature and art?



Capable of generating new knowledge?



Capable of thinking about and finding solutions to social
issues?

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment

(a) Validating Home Language and Culture

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment

(a) Validating Home Language and Culture

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment
(a) Validating Home Language and Culture

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment
(a) Validating Home Language and Culture

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment
(b) Capable of thinking about and finding solutions to social

issues?
(c) Capable of higher-order thinking?

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment

(d) Linking Literacy Engagement with Identity Affirmation

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment
(d) Linking Literacy Engagement with Identity Affirmation

Creating an Identity-Affirming School Environment

(d) Linking Literacy Engagement with Identity Affirmation
Reading makes me powerful because…
When I grow up I can find a better job than people who
can’t read. Somebody can also trick you to do something that
will get you in trouble.
Reading gives you new words to learn. It gives my brain new
ideas. It helps your vocabulary so when you need to write
something you can use longer and harder words. In school
you can get a better mark using more words.
By Tasneem

Collaborative Pedagogical Inquiry
Literacy Engagement


To what extent are students immersed in a literacy-rich
environment throughout primary school?














Are they listening to and dramatizing stories from the earliest days of
schooling?
Do they have access to a well-stocked classroom library and the opportunity
to borrow books to take home to read with their parents?
Does the school library have books in the multiple languages of the school
and/or dual language books?
Does the school library encourage parents to come in and check out books
with their children (e.g., by staying open after school hours to accommodate
parents’ schedules)?
Are students discussing books they are reading on a regular basis within the
classroom?
Is technology being used in creative ways? For example, are students
uploading book reviews to appropriate web sites? Are they videotaping scenes
or adaptations from books they have read?
Has the school forged connections with the local public library to explore
ways of promoting literacy engagement? Etc. etc.

Collaborative Pedagogical Inquiry
Identity Affirmation


To what extent is the school enabling students to connect academic
work to their own developing identities with the result that students
develop a sense of pride in their linguistic talents and intellectual and
literary accomplishments?










To what extent do students and parents see signs and student work in
multiple languages displayed at the school entrance and other public spaces
(e.g., corridors) throughout the school?
To what extent are newcomer students encouraged to use their L1s for
completion of academic work and creative writing?
To what extent are students’ dual language books or projects displayed
publicly (e.g., on a school web site) and showcased in a positive manner (e.g.,
on parents’ nights etc.)?
To what extent are students enabled to engage in sister class projects with
multilingual speakers from other countries or regions using multiple languages
to carry out collaborative projects?
To what extent are students encouraged to compare their L1 with the school
language in order to develop greater language awareness?

Collaborative Professional Development:
Articulating Choices and Taking Collective Action
Instructional Options

Content
How do we adapt curriculum materials to link with students’ prior
knowledge and cultural background (e.g., purchase dual language
books) and also to promote critical thinking about texts and
issues (e.g., whose perspectives are represented in a text)?

Cognition
How can we modify instruction to evoke higher levels of literacy
engagement and critical thinking?

Tools
How can we use tools such as computers, digital cameras,
camcorders, web pages, etc?

Assessment
How can we complement mandated standardized assessments in
order to present to students, parents, and administrators a more
valid account of student progress? (e.g. a role for portfolio
assessment?)

Language/Culture
What messages are we giving students and parents about home
language and culture? How can we enable students to use their L1
as a powerful tool for learning? Can we increase students’
identity investment by means of bilingual instructional strategies
(teaching for transfer)?

Parental Involvement
How can we engage parents as co-educators in such a way that
their linguistic and cultural expertise is harnessed as fuel for
their children’s academic progress?

Current
Realities
Where Are
We?

Vision for the
Future
Where Do We
Want To Be?

Getting it Done
How Do We Get
There?

Resources






www.multiliteracies.ca (Multiliteracies project)

Negotiating Identities: Education for Empowerment in a Diverse
Society (Jim Cummins; California Association for Bilingual Education,
2001)
http://www.bilingualeducation.org/CABE_Store/index.php
Literacy, Technology and Diversity: Teaching for Success in Changing
Times (Jim Cummins, Kristin Brown, & Dennis Sayers; Allyn & Bacon

[Pearson Education], 2007)
(http://www.allynbaconmerrill.com/bookstore/product.asp?isbn=0205389
35X&rl=1)



IdentityTexts: The Collaborative Creation of Power in Multilingual
Schools (Edited by Jim Cummins and Margaret Early; Trentham Books,
2011)
http://trentham.styluspub.com/Books/BookDetail.aspx?productID=2417
27

