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Foreword
Teaching Adolescent English Language Learners: Essential Strategies for Middle and High
School brings middle and high school English language learners alive. With evident respect and appreciation for these learners, the authors show teachers how to
learn about their students and how to implement practical, effective instruction
and program designs so the ELLs can be successful in school. The authors are bilingual and bicultural themselves and clearly demonstrate that they understand
adolescents and schooling. The book is not just a guide for second-language acquisition and academic achievement—it is also about the social dimension of
learning in secondary schools, of shaping one’s identity, and of bridging boundaries between school and home, school and work, native languages and English,
and in-school and out-of-school literacies.
This is a timely publication because many states and districts are currently
seeking research-based methods for helping these learners stay in school, meet
graduation requirements, and engage in productive postsecondary opportunities.
Current estimates reveal that on average only 70 percent of all high schoolers
graduate. As the Alliance for Excellent Education (2008) explains,
Only about one third of the students who enter ninth grade each year graduate four
years later with the knowledge and skills needed for postsecondary education. Another third graduate but . . . their diplomas do not mean they are academically prepared for the future. The final third simply drop out of high school before graduation
day. Between the students who drop out and the students who receive a diploma, but
lack critical skills, almost two thirds of each class of entering ninth graders leave high
school unprepared for success in college or work. (p. 5)

The graduation percent for English language learners is significantly lower
than the average in almost all states, according to the U.S. Department of Education. In cities with large populations of ELLs, such as New York and Houston, the
differences are striking. In 2008, 56% of all students graduated, whereas only 36%
of ELLs did. In Houston, the percent of all graduates was 68%, but for ELLs it was
23% (Zehr, 2009). This volume then is a welcome addition to the professional literature with its practitioner-based, classroom-tested material. The text goes beyond
instructional techniques and lesson planning to a whole school approach with
guidance for program design, professional development, and support services. It
embodies the philosophy that every student can learn and, as the authors express
it, “make it to graduation.”
It is easy for some teachers, administrators, policymakers, and parents to discount English language learners. They may lump ELLs into one group, namely,
students who do not know English; or they may decry the situation where they
have to teach these students before they know English. They may complain that
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ELLs bring down test scores rather than realize that No Child Left Behind requirements are inherently unfair when students are tested in English before they know
English (Wright, 2006). The authors of Teaching Adolescent English Language Learners acknowledge these challenges, but they do not let the obstacles stop their efforts. They understand the pressures of middle and high school, particularly in
this age of NCLB accountability, and they have taken positive steps toward creating a strong educational program for these learners.
The authors explain that in order to serve students, all students, well, teachers
have to know them. This book provides reasonable goals for teachers to become
familiar with their students, to understand their educational backgrounds, and to
learn about their personal experiences and background knowledge. The authors
carefully demonstrate how these students bring value to class and how the resources they hold can be tapped and further developed. Vignettes and interviews
with real middle and high school students offer windows into their lives, their
dreams, and their struggles in school and out. Samples of student work, from
poems to journal entries, provide evidence that ELLs can attain high standards.
By showcasing the diversity among English language learners, the authors
give teachers and administrators tools to plan better instruction and course scheduling. When teachers understand that some ELLs have been well educated in their
countries, some have gaps in their school backgrounds, some have no literacy
skills in any language, some are newcomers and others long-term ELLs, and still
others have been in U.S. schools but never received ESL services because parents
declined that option, the teachers can better differentiate instruction and design
their lesson plans. Yes, they have standards and established curricula to address,
but knowing more about the students sitting in the classroom can go a long way in
providing quality instruction.
We know that quality of instruction is a key factor in learning a new language
and learning content through that new language. Teaching Adolescent English Language Learners fortunately provides practical advice and field-tested strategies and
techniques for the classroom. The authors have also drawn from the research literature on the transfer of skills from the first language to a second and competently
explain how use of native language resources and respect for bilingualism can enhance student learning in Chapter 3. A plethora of instructional suggestions are
included in Chapters 5–8 that apply to multiple subjects and types of learners,
many with examples of student work, and all with steps for implementation. These
ideas have been utilized in real-life classrooms so teachers can be assured that
they work.
One topic not frequently discussed in the research literature is how to support
ELLs in regular English language arts classes. Particularly at the middle and high
school levels, these courses are quite different from the ESL language classes the
students have had. On the one hand, ESL classes focus more widely on the four
language domains of reading, writing, listening, and speaking and have a developmental goal. Students learn language frames to express themselves orally; they
practice reading comprehension strategies; they learn how to write sentences,
then paragraphs, then basic essays. On the other hand, ELA classes are the application of these learning objectives. Students are expected to know not just how to
read but how to think critically about text and analyze literature. In addition, they
must read faster and read more texts than most ESL classes require. Students in
ELA classes are expected to know how to write, and efforts are placed on refining
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student writing. Yes, increasingly there are students who need help with these academic literacy skills, not just ELLs, but the authors rightly point out that there is
an assumption in many ELA classes that the ELLs are former ELLs, meaning they
know enough English now to be successful. It is not always the case, however.
Many ELLs test out of the language-support program but struggle with general
education classes. They in fact need additional support even after they have exited
the ESL or bilingual program. Chapter 9 addresses this issue with concrete guidance for teachers of English language arts.
Moreover, this book is not just about who these learners are and how classroom instruction can improve. The book also addresses the broader programmatic
issues. It tackles ELL scheduling, for example, which is often a conundrum for secondary schools. It gives tips for securing graduation credits for students who have
been schooled in other countries or who can demonstrate proficiency in their native language. It discusses the professional development of guidance counselors,
a necessary task but not one that many schools regularly undertake. Excellent
guidelines for enhancing the knowledge base of counselors with regard to ELLs
are offered along with practical advice for doing their job better—covering a wide
range of issues from evaluating student transcripts to assigning ELLs to classes
with highly trained teachers to putting the ELLs on a track to their postsecondary
goals. Other support services, such as ways to extend learning time before and
after school, as well as fostering more family involvement, are addressed as well.
The authors recognize that schools need to identify and promote the “cultural brokers and language facilitators” among their staff.
A phrase in Chapter 9 sums up the perspective of the authors distinctly:
“learning does not take place in a sociocultural vacuum.” Indeed, that is a major
strength of this book. The authors recognize that learning a second language and
learning through a second language for secondary-level students is not just about
rote memorization, grammar drills, learning 3,000 words per year, or mastering
a five-paragraph essay. Learning a language—first or second or third—also involves social interaction, trial and error, motivation, and understanding of the cultural norms and nuances for using the language. For adolescents, identity is also
wrapped up with learning. What language you speak says much about who you
are and who you want to be. Students from linguistic and cultural backgrounds
that are not prevalent in their schools need to negotiate the differences and find
their place. Their teachers, guidance counselors, and administrators should help
them and can do so successfully with the strategies and resources delineated in
this book.
Deborah J. Short
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