Language and Writing Skills Acquisition

for Multilingual Learners

Researchers in a variety of disciplines agree that
the capacity for excellent oral and written com-
munication is one of the most important skills
students need and that it is a key component for
success in today’'s world (Partnership for 21st Cen-
tury Learning, 2002; Bates, 2006; Morreale & Pear-
son, 2008). In a recent corporate survey of 1,000
business leaders from all over the globe, “leader-
ship and communication were the top two skills
seen as most critical for business success.” (Hult /
EF, 2021, p. 4). As the digital age grows and devel-
ops, writing has become increasingly more
important. As Vacca et al. state, “Adolescents
entering the adult world in the 21Ist century will
read and write more than at any other time in
human history.

They will need advanced levels of literacy to
perform their jobs, run their households, act as
citizens and conduct their personal lives” (2021, p.
89). As teachers, we know how important excel-
lent oral and written communication skills are for
success in school. Writing is also critical to
students’ ability to express their understanding of
content and concepts and to help teachers assess
students’ understanding of what they have
learned. However, teaching writing continues to
be a challenge for many teachers, especially for
teachers of students who are multilingual learners
(Moses & Mohamad, 2019).
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Vista's English language and literacy develop-
ment programs Connect to Language, Literacy,
and Content (K-6), Bridges to Literature and
Content (6-8) and Engage with Literature and
Content (9-12) integrate research-based writing
practices for multiple purposes, including writing
to build writing stamina; writing to respond to
text; writing to build writing skills; writing to
inform, persuade, or narrate; and writing to learn
the writing process.

Research has shown three concepts to be consis-
tently helpful in successful writing instruction:

1) scaffolding instruction; 2) motivating student
writing through content; and 3) using collabora-
tion to create a community of writers.

“Teachers should keep in mind
the powerful ways that
scaffolding writing instruction,
using strong content as
motivators and supports for
emerging student writers, and
building a community of writers
in their classroom can make a
positive difference in every
student’s life and educational
experience.”
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Scaffolding Writing

Instruction

1) Scaffolding writing instruction

The benefits of helping students increase their
writing skill capacity and fluidity with scaffolded
support have been supported by research for
many years (Cunningham & Allington, 2003;
Fisher & Frey, 2007; Faraj, 2015; Graham, et. al 2016;
Spycher, 2017). Scaffolding helps students
succeed by making the component whole a bit
smaller and easier to digest. It can also allow
students the time they need to figure out new
and sometimes challenging ideas. In teaching
writing, scaffolding is especially important, as the
writing process is a complex and sometimes con-
fusing one for many students—especially for
those who are new to and still learning the basics
of the English language.

Connect, Bridges and Engage are built around
unit themes that include a Big Idea and Essential
Questions. In each unit, students build writing
skills and learn strategies through purposeful
scaffolding. Students work through the writing
process after developing rich content knowledge,
building graphic organizers, and focusing on writ-
ing skills. Models provide students with examples
of what excellent writing might look like.
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These models also give students examples to help
them learn how to write in a variety of writing
styles. Built-in  process writing steps guide
students to complete and present their writing
assignments in a systematic, step-by-step way
that helps break down and de-mystify the writing
process.

In Engage, each unit includes a section entitled
“Engage with Writing” where students learn and
practice essential tools for writing. Student
models and process writing steps are also includ-
ed to help guide students to complete and pres-
ent writing assignments. Engage also has a “Note
It!” feature that is introduced at the beginning of
the unit and is incorporated throughout the unit
to help students build a notebook of important
details, graphic organizers, thoughts, connec-
tions, short writing activities, etc. that will help
them with the final writing project.
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Using Engaging Content

to Support Writing Instruction

2) Using engaging content
to support writing instruction

In recent years, reading scholars and researchers
have argued that solid content instruction in the
elementary grades should not be ignored. Some
suggest that it can actually help increase reading
proficiency (Pondiscio, 2014; Shanahan, 2020;
Hwang et al, 2022). Research has shown that
students who are exposed to thoughtful, progres-
sive, grade-level-appropriate content instruction
show greater gains in vocabulary, comprehension,
and writing. (Snow, 2005).

Some have argued that student achievement
gains have also been seen on standardized tests
when, for example, more social studies content is
taught. (Tyner & Kabourek, 2020). English learners
can be especially positively impacted (August &
Shanahan, 2006; Fisher et al., 2008; Proctor, et al,
2011; Baker, et al., 2014). Weaving content and writ-
ing instruction together has also been argued as a
method for improving student capacity in both
understanding content and in writing. (Tardy,
2006; Wilcox, 2011; Hochman & Wexler, 2017).
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In  Vista’'s Connect, Bridges and Engage
programs, a consistent pattern of units built on
engaging and motivating content helps students
build knowledge. These engaging science and
social studies topics present students with a wide
variety of interesting, student-focused content
about which to practice their academic writing.
Students learn speaking and writing strategies
through meaningful content and apply the con-
tent to their ELA practice, thus marrying the goals
of ELA success, writing, and content learning.
Authentic texts and content-driven lessons are
offered through print and digital resources to
build capacity and address the proficiency needs
of each student.
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Collaboration

and Group Writing

3) Collaboration
and group writing

No one should go it alone. Students learning to
write need support and challenge from peers and
teachers. They also need to understand writing as
a public act—writing meant not only for them-
selves, but also for their readers. Much research on
writing in a variety of settings, both domestic and
international, has shown the practical benefits of
collaboration on student achievement and fluen-
cy in writing (Foley & Thompson, 2003; Lowry et al,,
2004; Yong, 2011, Talib & Cheung, 2017; Storch,
2019). Group writing and project-based writing
can have a positive effect on students’ writing
capacity across the grades. As recommended in
reports on teaching writing at the K-12 level from
the Institute of Education Science, US Depart-
ment of Education (Graham, et al, 2016;Graham,
et al., 2018), teachers should “create an engaged
community of writers” by using these steps:

1. Be a model to students and participate in the
community by writing and sharing their own
writing.

2. Give students writing choices.

3. Encourage students to collaborate as writers.

4. Provide students with opportunities to give and
receive feedback throughout the writing process.
5. Publish students’ writing and extend the
community beyond the classroom.

Vista begins this writing practice with encoding
and writing at a granular level in their K-12 new-
comer program, Get Ready! This progresses to
forming more complex sentences and building
longer pieces in Connect and then practice at
higher levels in Bridges and Engage.

In all Vista ELD programs, students and teachers
have access to a variety of tools to help build a
community of learners and a community of writ-
ers, which is especially important as students
learn the writing process. Scaffolds both within
and throughout the programs include both
teacher and student modeling, while explicit writ-
ing instruction gives students opportunities to
practice their oral and writing skills through com-
munication. For example, students can record
their answers, listen to playback, and then con-
nect them to writing. This type of practice ensures
that students who are taking extra steps to trans-
late have the scaffold they need to transfer
thoughts into writing.

Students develop both Tier Il and academic
vocabulary as they move through a thematic unit
and then use these new terms to develop writing
skills. An example of modeling and thought/writ-
ing development in Engage is a feature called
“Study Group.” These Study Group activities
encourage students to build a community
around a shared reading and then express their
own ideas about the text, using both oral
language and their writing skills.
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Students use these opportunities to learn and

apply new tools and then to practice their writ-
ing skills. Interactive tutorials and video virtual
chats found on the program’s digital media site
are another way that students see how a com-
munity of peers can support their writing capac-
ities and make them more comfortable about
writing in school and beyond.

In the Bridges and Engage programs, support
for a community of peers can be found through-
out each unit. At each unit's start, students are
challenged by both “What You Bring” and “From
Your Perspective” activities to share their
unique perspectives and listen to peer perspec-
tives which address students’ self-awareness
and activates their prior knowledge.

Bk Engage with the Theme

Waeh ke valk abiet ches

In This Unit

WIDED: ENGAGE WITH THE THEME

WHAT ¥EU BNG

FROM YOUR PERSPECTIVE

Engage A, Unit 1 i

Engage A, Teacher’s Guide, Unit 1

Building strong, confident writers is a goal we
share for all our students—especially those learn-
ing English. While the work can be challenging,
every teacher needs supports like those found in
Vista's high-quality materials. Teachers should
keep in mind the powerful ways that scaffolding
writing instruction, using strong content as moti-
vators and supports for emerging student writ-
ers, and building a community of writers in their
classroom can make a positive difference in every
student’s life and educational experience.

Dr. Kevin Colleary is an adjunct professor at
Fordham University's Graduate School of Educa-
tion in New York. His research and publications
focus on social studies education, knowledge
curricula, content area reading, critical thinking,
digital literacy, second-language learners, diver-
sity issues, best practices in teaching and learn-
ing, and helping teachers understand how to
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variety of educational texts and has been pub-
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Colleary received his BA in history from Siena
College, Albany NY. He also earned both his mas-
ter's and doctorate in education from Harvard
University, Cambridge, MA.




References

REFERENCES

August, D., & Shanahan, T. (Eds.). (2006). Developing literacy in second-language learners:
Report of the national literacy panel on language-minority children and youth. Lawrence
Erlbaum Associates.

Baker, S., Lesaux, N., Jayanthi, M., Dimino, J., Proctor, C.P., Morris, J.,, Newman-Gonchar, R. (2014).
Teaching academic content and literacy to English learners in elementary and middle school
(NCEE 2014-4012). National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assistance (NCEE),
Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/ww-
c/Docs/PracticeGuide/english_learners_pg_040114.pdf

Bates, S. (2006). How leaders communicate big ideas to drive business results. Employment
Relations Today, 33(3), 13-19.

Cunningham, P., & Allington, R. (2003). Classrooms that work. Pearson.

Faraj, A. K. (2015). Scaffolding EFL students’ writing through the writing process approach.
Journal of Education and Practice, 6(13), 131-141

Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2007). Scaffolded writing instruction: Teaching with a gradual release
framework. Scholastic.

Fisher, D., Frey, N., & Rothenberg, C., (2008). Content area conversations: How to plan discus-
sion-based lessons for diverse language learners. Association for Supervision and Curriculum
Development.

Foley, J., & Thompson, L. (2003). Learning language: A lifelong process. Routledge.

Gersten, R, Baker, S. K, Shanahan, T., LinanThompson, S., Collins, P., & Scarcella, R. (2007). Effec-
tive literacy and English language instruction for English learners in the elementary grades: A
practice guide (NCEE 2007-4011). National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional Assis-
tance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. https://ies.ed.gov/n-
cee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/20074011.pdf

Graham, S., Bollinger, A, Booth Olsen, C., D'Aoust, C., MacArthur, C., McCutchen, D., & Oling-
house, N. (2018 revised). Teaching elementary school students to be effective writers: An edu-
cator’s practice guide (NCEE 2012-4058). National Center for Education Evaluation and Region-
al Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. https://ies.ed.gov-
/ncee/wwc/Docs/PracticeGuide/WWC_Elem_Writing_PG_Dec182018.pdf




References

Graham, S., Bruch, J., Fitzgerald, J., Friedrich, L., Furgeson, J., Greene, K., Kim, J., Lyskawa, J.,
Olson, C.B., &amp; Smither Wulsin, C. (2016). Teaching secondary students to write effectively
(NCEE 2017-4002). Washington, DC: National Center for Education Evaluation and Regional
Assistance, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. http://what-
works.ed.gov

Hochman, J., & Wexler, N. (2017). The writing revolution: a guide to advancing thinking through
writing in all subjects and grades. Jossey-Bass.

Hult / EF Corporate Education. (2021). Upskilling for the new world of work: Critical skills devel-
opment to overcome the talent crisis and prepare for growth. https://www.hultef.com/en/in-
sights/research-thought-leadership/upskilling-for-the-new-world-of-work/

Hwang, H., Cabell, S. Q.,, & Joyner, R. E. (2022). Effects of integrated literacy and content-area
instruction on vocabulary and comprehension in the elementary years: A meta-analysis. Scien-
tific Studies of Reading, 26(3), 223-249.

Lowry, P., Curtis, A, & Lowry, M. (2004). Building a taxonomy and nomenclature of collaborative
writing to improve interdisciplinary research and practice. Journal of Business Communication,
41(1), 66-99.

Morreale, S.P. & Pearson, J.C. (2008). Why communication education is important: The centrality
of the discipline in the 21st century. Communication Education, 57(2), 224-240

Moses, R., & Mohamad, M. (2019) Challenges faced by students and teachers on writing skills in
ESL contexts: A literature review. Creative Education, 10(13), 3385-3391.

Partnership for 21st Century Learning. (2002). Learning and innovation skills 4Cs. [framework].
Battelle for Kids. https://www.battelleforkids.org/networks/p21/frameworks-resources

Pondiscio, R. (2014, Winter). Literacy is knowledge: Why teaching reading means teaching
content. The City Journal. https://www.city-journal.org/ntml/literacy-knowledge-13623.html|

Proctor, C. P,, Dalton, B., Uccelli, P., Biancarosa, G., Mo, E., Snow, C., & Neugebauer, S. (2011).
Improving comprehension online: Effects of deep vocabulary instruction with bilingual and
monolingual fifth graders. Reading and Writing, 24(5), 517-544.

Shanahan, T.. (2020 Summer). Limiting children to books they can already read: Why it reduces
their opportunity to learn. American Educator. https://www.aft.org/ae/summer2020/shanahan

Snow, M. A. (2005). A model of academic literacy for integrated language and content instruc-
tion. In E. Hinkel (Ed.), Handbook of research in second language learning (pp. 693-712).
Erlbaum.

Spycher, P. (2017). Scaffolding writing through the “teaching and learning cycle.” West Ed.

https://www.wested.org/wp-content/uploads/2017/11/re-
source-scaffolding-writing-through-the-teaching-and-learning-cycle.pdf

VISTA



References

Storch, N. (2019). Collaborative writing. Language Teaching, 52(1), 40-59.

Talib, T., & Cheung, V. L. (2017). Collaborative writing in classroom instruction: A synthesis of
recent research. The English Teacher, 46(2), 43-57.

Tardy, C. (2006). Researching first and second language genre learning: A comparative review
and a look ahead. Journal of Second Language Writing 15: 79-101.

Tyner, A, & Kabourek, S., (2020). Social studies instruction and reading comprehension:
Evidence from the early childhood longitudinal study. Thomas B. Fordham Institute. https://-
fordhaminstitute.org/national/resources/social-stud-
ies-instruction-and-reading-comprehension

Vacca, R. T,, Vacca, J.L.,, & Mraz, M. (2021). Content area reading: Literacy and learning across
the curriculum. Pearson.

Wilcox, K. C. (2011). Writing across the curriculum for secondary English language learners:
A case study. Writing &amp; Pedagogy 3(1): 79-112. DOI:10.1558/wap.v3il.79

Yong, M. (2011). Improving ESL learners’ academic text construction through a collaborative
task. Pertanika Journal of Social Science and Humanities, 19(2), 475-486.




