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Abstract

The purpose of this paper is to provide a review of the research that has been done to date on both motivation and effective reading instruction for English language learners (ELLs). An examination of motivation as a key component of achievement is included, followed by an analysis of some of the strategies for reading instruction that have been shown to be effective in fostering successful reading experiences for ELLs. Successful experiences are a crucial component of promoting motivation in all students, but there is a need for examining those practices that are tailored specifically for non-native English speakers. The focus on ELL students comes from the increasing diversity of schools in the United States, and a subsequent demand for identifying the effective practices for providing reading instruction to this particular population. The paper also includes the author’s attempt to put some of these practices into action through a literacy lesson with ELL students. The results of this lesson are discussed in terms of past research on motivation and the reading behaviors of ELLs. Educational implications and potential directions for future research are also identified.
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“Today’s students will need to become active participants in their own lifelong learning to meet the demands of an ever more rapidly changing landscape of knowledge and skills...The ways students engage in school learning have a great deal to do with how they experience the school context and how they fare in school, and the institutional culture of school is one important determinant of student engagement and student outcomes.”

~ C. Hudley & A.M. Daoud (2008)
Introduction

As Hudley and Daoud (2008) describe, a child’s education depends on a long list of factors from the affective, cognitive, physical, and social realms that are part of the child’s world. The educational setting, teaching styles, group size, resources, and of course, the individual characteristics of the child are just some of the many influences on how a child learns. The child is the central role around which the rest of the education act is played, and as such, children themselves are some of, if not the, most influential parts of education. Schools might serve little purpose without students, but it is the influence that the characteristics of children have on education that are the focus here. Everything from personality to socioeconomic status to birth order can affect how a child approaches their learning, and the differences from one child to the next are what make student learning so personalized.


Perhaps one of the greatest examples of the unique nature of learning is the diversity seen today in classrooms all across America. Over the last few decades, the rise in immigration to the United States has led to increased diversity in American schools (Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, & Christian, 2005; Maehr & Yamaguchi, 2001; Neufeld, Amendum, Fitzgerald, & Guthrie, 2006; Slavin & Cheung, 2005). It is necessary to note that this is not simply a matter of a variety of races being represented. Rather, it is a combination of races, ethnicities, languages, and cultures that are present in schools all across the country. In the classroom, these differences are exhibited by diverse learning styles, peer interactions, participation, and even the ways in which students complete academic tasks. As a result of these differences, teachers must shape instruction to match their students’ needs, and this can be a difficult task to accomplish.


Marked by an individualistic culture, schooling in the United States has typically focused on what each student can accomplish by him- or herself. Academic achievement is promoted as an independent affair, which is strikingly different from other countries around the world. As with learning, there are many factors that have the potential for influencing young children and their academic achievement. One such influence is motivation—the investment, direction, intensity, and persistence an individual demonstrates toward an activity (Maehr and Meyer, 1997). Wlodkowski (1977) describes motivation as any of the processes that can initiate a behavior, give it direction, allow it to continue, or terminate it. Simply put, motivation is the reason why people do what they do (Brophy, 2004). In the context of education, Brophy (2004) identifies motivation as the extent to which students spend their time, energy, and efforts engaged in particular learning activities.


The purpose of this paper is to examine the role that motivation can play in the reading education of English language learners (ELLs), as well as to review the specific instructional strategies that teachers can use to help ELL students become successful readers. It is the author’s intent that the use of these strategies for promoting high levels of motivation will enable ELL students to become strong readers and to engage in reading activities for the sake of reading itself. A review of the literature on both motivation and methods of reading instruction for ELLs will be presented, followed by a description of the author’s own attempt to provide a group of ELLs with a motivating context for engaging in literacy activities. Implications for instruction concerns for future research will also be discussed.

Rationale

Student motivation is an area of study that has recently received significant recognition in the field of education. This is because motivation has been shown to play a leading role in student effort and academic achievement and increasing motivation has been identified as an effective way to improve reading skills. For example, students who are motivated to read typically stay engaged in literacy-related activities and have more successful experiences than do their less motivated peers (Guthrie, Hoa, Wigfield, Tonks, and Perencevich, 2006; Guthrie, McRae, & Klauda, 2007; Morgan, Fuchs, Compton, Cordray, & Fuchs, 2008; Quirk and Schwanenflugel, 2004). This enhances their reading ability, making students more likely to engage in literacy-based activities. However, the converse of this is also true; students who are not motivated to read typically avoid reading and therefore do not experience much success in reading (Morgan et al., 2008). Here, the cyclical process of motivation toward reading can be seen, and its effects are long-lasting. As such an important component of school success, it is reasonable that research focuses on motivation as a way of promoting achievement in reading.


The close ties between reading motivation and achievement make it easy to see why this is an important area of study. “Educators at all levels need to know how to tap into the desires, wants and passions of students and channel them toward the pursuit of academic understanding” (Alexander, 2006, p. 192). Doing this can help teachers more effectively trigger students’ motivation for learning, which in turn will lead them to deeper understanding. Unfortunately, many teachers do not realize the importance of motivating their students toward this end, and both student motivation and achievement suffer. 


All children can potentially be frustrated by the challenge of learning to read, but ELL students in particular must overcome a number of other obstacles. It is important to identify these unique learning needs so that they may be addressed and met through appropriate instruction (Gersten & Jiménez, 1994). For example, in 2004, nearly 20 percent of all students in the United States spoke a language other than English at home (Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008). Because these students do not speak English at home (or do not speak it 100 percent of the time), they receive less practice in using English as their medium of oral communication. Therefore, they may be less skilled in communicating with others in English. Students who do not have full command of the English language are likely to struggle in school as a result of their limited English proficiency. It is more difficult for students to understand content material when they are being taught in a language with which they are not proficient, so they often fall behind in subject areas besides English. Furthermore, ELL students may experience difficulty trying to adjust to the social atmosphere of American schools (Hudley & Daoud, 2008), which can place them under added stress. All of these factors can potentially contribute to the lack of success that ELLs sometimes have in school. This in turn can decrease their motivation for learning and engaging in learning activities. As previously discussed, such low motivation can then produce diminished positive outcomes.


The huge over-identification of ELLs in special education classes is yet another reason that this is an area of education in need of greater attention. Non-native English speakers are often incorrectly diagnosed with learning or reading disabilities and put into special education classes to help remediate the issues they face in reading (Linan-Thompson, Vaughn, Prater, & Cirino, 2006). Receiving additional services and spending time in smaller classes are completely inappropriate and inadequate “solutions” for students who do not qualify for special education services. 


Students are often mislabeled as needing special education services when, in fact, they were simply assessed incorrectly. English language learners are often assessed as soon as they enter school, and the results of these assessments are often used to make important decisions about their education. Some assessments are explicitly biased, as is seen in the tests given in English to students who know little or no English. Other assessments are more subtly biased, perhaps in the content of the test or the way questions are asked. As a result of the over-identification in special education and lack of appropriate instruction for ELL students, this population is failing to achieve at the same level as their native English-speaking counterparts (Neufeld et al., 2006). English language learners are performing at a level significantly lower than their Caucasian peers (Genesee et al., 2005), and this is only contributing to the achievement gap that already exists among white, middle class students and those of different racial and linguistic backgrounds.


In summary, it is necessary to study the motivation students have (or lack) for reading. Because much of students’ sentiments surrounding motivation and their willingness to put effort into learning to read is related to how competent they feel, it is necessary to provide them with successful reading experiences. Without these, it is not likely that this group of students will be highly motivated to read, much less enjoy reading. Of particular importance are the methods specific to fostering success for ELL students, as this population has a specific set of needs that must be met if they are to become skilled and motivated readers.

Issues in Motivation


Little research has been done in the way of examining how schools can influence the levels of educational motivation exhibited by students. Instead, the research has largely focused on factors of motivation that concern the student and his or her individual characteristics (Maehr & Yamaguchi, 2001). But what if the responsibility were shifted to schools, giving them the responsibility of promoting high levels of motivation for learning? 


This is a daunting task, considering many schools are characterized by a “lockstep” framework of teaching. Long and Porter (1985) describe this method of teaching as one characterized by high levels of teacher talk and little opportunity for students to engage in meaningful, authentic conversations. As a result, students are given few chances to practice their use of productive language, which the research clearly identifies as a main component of second language acquisition (Genesee et al, 2005). A greater concern is that this method of teaching does not usually afford students a highly interactive or engaging context in which they learn. Instead, students are clearly directed by the teacher and have few opportunities for developing their own ways of learning or completing assignments. They are confined by the boundaries provided by the teacher, which does not make for a very captivating learning environment.


Salili, Chiu, and Lai (2001) and Warzon and Ginsburg-Block (2008) describe how an individual’s culture can largely affect how they participate and perform in a school setting. The lockstep model of instruction, aside from its lack of individualization and responsiveness, can also place additional social stresses on students from diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds. For example, much of the instruction that occurs in this model is whole-group, so students are required to interact with their teacher and peers in front of the entire class. This can create a great amount of anxiety for students who are not yet proficient in speaking English (Long and Porter, 1985). This stress is magnified when students are not accustomed to this type of whole-group instruction. In this case, students who are not familiar with an educational context provided by the lockstep approach are likely to feel uncomfortable and insecure about their learning.


The effects of culture and context on a student’s motivation are quite clearly explained as a way to inform teachers of their need to be culturally responsive (Ginsburg-Block et al., 2008; Hudley & Daoud, 2008; Salili, Chiu, & Lai, 2001; Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008). Depending on the culture of which a student is a part, he or she may be more or less motivated toward high performance in school. Salili, Chiu, and Lai (2001) note that Asian students, for example, are typically motivated by high expectations from their families. These expectations are common of many Asian cultures, and students are motivated by a desire to honor their families and by the value that has been culturally placed on education. However, this is just one of many examples of culture influencing motivation and achievement. Because ELLs come from diverse cultural backgrounds, it is important to consider how their culture may affect their sense of motivation in school. While it is helpful to know how different cultures view motivation and school success, it is even more important that teachers do not make vast generalizations and assume that students will be prescribed by them.


Fortunately for elementary educators, young children typically come to school with positive feelings about their abilities to achieve (Stipek, 2001; Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007). They often view their own abilities as greater than what they can actually do on their own, even after experiencing failure at completing a task. In fact, children in the early grades frequently exhibit high motivation for achieving academic goals and continue to persist even after they have failed numerous times (Stipek, 2001; Stipek & Greene, 2001). Students’ self-ratings of competence reflect high motivation at the start of school, but they begin to feel less confident about their abilities as they progress through the early grades, resulting in a diminished sense of motivation. According to Wigfield and Wentzel (2007), this decline in motivation is caused by the feedback students receive about their academic performance and comparison to other students. Furthermore, those authors claim that students begin to see school as a “workplace” (p. 193) as they have more and more assessments to complete. 


As students begin to encounter failure, competition, and negative forms of feedback, it is likely that their motivation will decrease. With the passage of time come decreases in motivation and subsequent increases of disengaged behavior (Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007). Even worse, by the time students reach the middle and high school level, students demonstrate an even greater unwillingness to read (Clarke, 2006).


That the stability of academic motivation increases during the adolescent years (Gottfried, Gottfried, Morris, & Cook, 2008) is even more disturbing and indicates a need to motivate students and maintain that motivation early in their schooling. While motivating strategies should be employed in all classrooms, distinctions between the types of strategies must be made. Intrinsically-based methods of motivation focus on helping students see the value of reading and reading for its own sake (Wiseman & Hunt, 2008). On the other hand, external incentives (such as prizes and tokens) can fuel motivation for reading, but typically only in the short-term. Internalized forms of motivation are more valuable for students to develop because they are long-lasting and can be applied across a number of contexts. If high intrinsic motivation is not fostered early on, students are likely to either have low motivation or develop extrinsic forms of motivation that require external incentives and rewards. These types of motivation are not only temporary but can become risk factors for adverse educational outcomes that last into adulthood (Gottfried et al., 2008; Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, & Ryan, 1991). To avoid this, it is imperative that educators of all students use motivation-promoting strategies that motivate students from an internal perspective rather than an external one. 

Strategies to Help ELLs Succeed in Reading

Much of the motivational research indicates that students who are successful in their educational endeavors are much more likely to be motivated to engage in academic activities (Gottfried et al., 2008; Morgan et al., 2008). Conversely, students who do not experience much success in school are typically not motivated to continue putting forth effort. Even more disturbing is the cyclical nature of motivation and success: Students who rarely experience success are usually not very motivated and students who are not very motivated often do not experience much success (Gottfried et al., 2008). Unfortunately, this cycle is extremely detrimental to student learning and can result in seriously adverse effects later in life. To combat such effects, it is necessary that teachers examine the ways in which they can increase motivation. This may occur through specific teaching methods, but it is also effective to use guiding principles and frameworks to support student motivation. Whether employing specific strategies or providing instruction under a broad framework, the goal is to help students thrive as learners. Shaping their reading experiences to be successful ones is not always an easy task, and when working with ELLs, teachers must also take on the challenges that are faced by this subgroup of students. This demands that teachers find ways to help ELL students be successful in reading, and the means to this end may differ from those taken with native English speakers.


Historically, research has supported the study of motivation as a characteristic of individual students, but has rarely looked to schools for their effects on motivation (Maehr & Yamaguchi, 2001). In other words, the research has focused on the relatively fixed characteristics of students (e.g., personality) and the implications that they have on motivation. For example, Salili, Chiu, and Lai (2001) explain that a student’s tendency to be task-oriented rather than performance-oriented can result in higher levels of motivation. In other words, it is better for students to be motivated by the task itself than by a desire to perform at a high level or out-perform other students. While this is important, it is even more crucial that educators focus on the less permanent influences on motivation that can be altered according to student needs. One way to do that is through changing the school environment to support high levels of motivation through its guiding principles and methods of teaching. This will be discussed in much greater depth later on.


In their longitudinal study, for example, Gottfried et al. (2008) describe the negative outcomes of low motivation from early childhood to adulthood. They show that students who are already at risk for academic failure are unmotivated. In turn, that low motivation is also associated with low achievement, decreased school engagement, school retention, and dropout rates. Again, the cyclical nature of motivation and school success is evident, with each one reciprocally affecting the other. In considering reading motivation specifically, Morgan et al. (2008) identify lack of motivation as a factor in the status of struggling readers. They explain that students who are not motivated to engage in reading activities tend to avoid those activities, which provides them with significantly less practice than is needed for them to become skilled readers. The challenges these students face in reading then comes full circle, carrying over to their decreased sense of motivation for reading (Morgan et al., 2008).


To encourage students to engage in literacy purposes for their own sake (as opposed to assignments’ sake or for prizes), they must first be motivated to do so. When students experience success in reading, they are more likely to be motivated to read (Morgan et al., 2008; Taboada, Tonks, Wigfield, & Guthrie, 2009). It reasonably follows, then, that to help promote a love of reading with students, they must have successful reading experiences. The following section serves to identify those frameworks and strategies that teachers can use to promote high levels of motivation in reading for English language learners. The promotion of self-efficacy will be discussed first, followed by the use of student-centered teaching. Culturally responsive teaching will also be a point of focus, and the section will conclude with some more specific strategies for providing ELLs with successful experiences to increase motivation.


Many, many practices have been identified as motivation-enhancing methods that help get students excited about learning. These methods have both intrinsic and extrinsic approaches, but it is the intrinsic motivators that will be closely examined here. Although external reinforcements have been shown to provide some motivation to students (Marinak & Gambrell, 2008; Yadegari & Ryan, 2002), the intrinsic forms are much more instrumental in fostering a lifelong interest in reading and learning (Deci et al., 1991). As such, these forms are important to instill in young children because they provide a motivation that students can carry with them throughout their academic careers. It would be virtually useless to motivate students solely for the purpose of getting them to complete a task during one lesson or even during one year of school. Instead, teachers must focus on promoting motivation through a broader framework that shapes their everyday teaching (Alexander, 2006). The following is a review of the effective teaching practices that help to promote intrinsic forms of reading motivation and help provide ELL students with successful reading experiences that will provide a catalyst for higher levels of motivation.


Deci, Vallerand, Pelletier, and Ryan (1991) have focused on this internalized form of motivation, coining it self-determination. Their theory surrounding intrinsic motivation is “concerned primarily with promoting in students an interest in learning, a value of education, and a confidence in their own capacities and attributes” (p. 325). It is this intrinsic perspective that has shaped the following examination of educational motivation.


Self-efficacy, as defined by McCrudden, Perkins, and Putney (2005), is an individual’s feelings about their ability to successfully complete a task. Self-efficacy in reading, then, would demonstrate how confident a student feels in their ability to complete a reading task and is closely tied with the feelings of success that they have experienced with reading in the past. Wigfield and Wentzel (2007) describe the “efficacious student” (p.191) as one who is more likely to take on challenges and succeed in future endeavors, making them more likely to approach challenging books and literacy activities. Promoting self-efficacy in students is beneficial in creating and developing their motivation to read. Teachers can accomplish this by encouraging students to read frequently and by promoting the feelings of confidence that students have about reading. 


Self-confidence in reading (and learning in general) can be immensely dependent upon how comfortable a student feels in his or her school environment. This can be defined, in large part, by the continuity between the school and home environments, where students spend nearly all of their time. Cultural continuity is the extent to which the home and school settings are the same in their beliefs and practices (Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008). For some children, their home environment may support what they learn in school, perhaps by placing value on the literacy practices established by the teacher or by providing assistance with homework. However, Hudley and Daoud (2008) also caution against the negative outcomes that can result from major inconsistencies between these two different contexts. They explain that the culture of the school is “driven by the beliefs, values, and goals that members of the school community bring with them into the setting, and these cultural values have substantive consequences for school practice and organization” (p. 189). School culture is essentially defined by the administrators, faculty, and staff of the school, and if their values or beliefs differ from those held by students and their families, a sense of discontinuity is likely to arise. Furthermore, the school culture can present a challenge especially to language minority students because they are trying to function in a new social environment much different from their own, with many unknown and implicit rules and expectations placed upon them (Echevarría, Short, & Powers, 2006). They must face potential rejection from their classmates, but also must overcome the differences in the two cultures in order to be viewed as accomplished students (Hudley & Daoud, 2008).


To help decrease the discontinuity between home and school environments, strong family-school relationships must be established (Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008; Hudley & Daoud, 2008). Although this requires a lot of time and planning for both teachers and families, it is worthwhile if it meets the end goal of helping students be more successful readers. Both families and teachers should encourage intrinsic student motivation by instilling in children the value of reading and learning early on. Rather than using external incentives to do this, teachers and families can provide meaningful environments that are characterized by autonomy, challenge, and positive feedback (Gottfried et al., 2008). Specific to reading motivation, students should be encouraged to read extensively both at home and in school. To the extent possible, they should be provided with texts that are both interesting and challenging for them, but with which they can also be successful.


Another approach to helping ELL students achieve success in school is through sheltered instruction (SI). This approach makes content area knowledge more accessible for ELLs by using strategies that accommodate their language needs and development (Echevarría, Short, & Powers, 2006; Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2004). Echevarría, Vogt, and Short (2004) identify SI as an approach that seeks to help ELLs achieve academic success, which theoretically makes this approach inherently motivating for students. The SI model is characterized by social interactions that help shape a student’s English language development. This takes place through oral communication, whether with teachers or other students. 


The SI approach also incorporates abundant use of teacher scaffolding that aims to improve a student’s ability to communicate with others. For example, teachers often slow down their speech and simplify it when talking to ELLs in order to provide them with more comprehensible input (Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2004). Teachers may also make instructional accommodations that allow students to use what they do know to succeed in content areas. For instance, teachers may pre-teach vocabulary before having students read a selected text in order to help them better understand the content of that text. Visuals such as graphic organizers can also be helpful to ELL students because they usually do not contain much text and are organized in a way that is easier for non-fluent speakers of English to understand. 


One of the benefits of sheltered instruction is that it is not just for ESL programs; it can be part of a number of  types of programs, such as newcomer programs and bilingual immersion programs (Echevarría, Vogt, & Short, 2004). Using SI in the context of a bilingual program is rather consistent with the findings presented in Slavin and Cheung’s (2005) review of reading instruction, which concludes that bilingual education may be the best solution for teaching ELL students. This is because the student’s first language is used to help learn content while the student simultaneously acquires English listening and speaking skills. The intended result is that students will not fall behind as much, or at all, because they are receiving instruction in both English and other content areas. Although many believe that instruction in two languages will confuse children, Slavin and Cheung (2005) call bilingual education a “bridge to success” (p. 274), with students receiving the implicit message that their first language is still valued in their education.



In agreement with these conclusions about bilingual education, teachers may elect to permit the use of students’ first language (L1). Students may be able to use their L1 as the medium of communication, depending on the purpose of the reading activities and the grouping of students. This is an important instructional practice for many reasons. Affectively, it demonstrates the value placed on the student’s first language and their culture. It sends the message that the knowledge they already possess is valuable and that it can be capitalized upon for learning purposes (Pérez & Torres-Guzmán, 2002). The cognitive effects of using the L1 are also evident; students who continue to develop their L1 skills while learning English are generally more successful readers than those who do not (Genesee et al., 2005). Students should be encouraged to use their L2 when it will be reasonably effective in helping them achieve the learning goals defined by the lesson.


These broad frameworks are useful in promoting motivation, but English language learners do need more specific instruction in areas that will help further support their acquisition of the English language. Whether students feel confident about their abilities also depends on how competent they feel in relation to their peers. Even from a young age, students are aware of their performance compared to others’ (Wigfield & Wentzel, 2007) and teachers must work to not make this a focal point of the social environment of the classroom. Developing a set of guidelines for showing respect and accepting others is an important part of this, and students can provide their input as well. In a safe environment, students are more likely to share their ideas and not feel as inhibited. As a result, their learning is less confined by feelings of stress or anxiety over socially participating in a classroom. This “mindset,” as Theobald (2006, p. 6) calls it, provides a general approach to teaching that will help motivate students to read. Creating a safe learning environment for all students is one of the most important things a teacher can accomplish within the first few weeks of school. This can be achieved through a learning community approach, much like the ones Maehr and Meyer (1997) and Karolides (1997) advocate. They emphasize the social nature of reading and learning, allowing students to engage with one another across reading activities to construct meaning together. Learning communities like these are motivational because they develop a social network that supports the learner (Guthrie & Cox, 2001).

The collaborative work that is naturally built-in to learning communities is one that  has been well-researched (Genesee et al., 2005; Guthrie & Cox, 2001; Long & Porter, 1985; Maehr & Meyer, 1997). Allowing students to work together is often avoided by teachers because of the fear that students will not accomplish the assignment and will socialize instead. However, if behavior expectations are established early on in the context of the learning community, social collaboration can be an incredibly effective way of promoting a desire to learn. Social collaboration is unique in that it encourages learning from motivational, cognitive, and social “channels” (Ginsburg-Block, Rohrbeck, Lavigne, & Fantuzzo, 2008, p. 247), rather than from just one direction. 


Even more importantly, social collaboration has been shown to be particularly effective for at-risk students (Haynes & Gebreyesus, 1992, as cited in Ginsburg-Block et al., 2008). This includes English language learners because they are often at-risk for failure due to the cultural and linguistic barriers that they must overcome. Long and Porter (1985) emphasize a need for ELL students to engage in group work, and give a number of reasons to support this view. First, and perhaps most importantly, they note that group work significantly increases the opportunities that ELLs have for practicing language use. In contrast with the less-motivating lockstep approach discussed earlier, group work gives students time to engage in extended conversation with each other. ELL students need time to practice speaking and listening, and this practice can lead to a higher quality of student talk (Long & Porter, 1985). This is because students are engaged in authentic, face-to-face conversation, much like what occurs in normal social settings. In group collaboration, students are not just talking, but engaging in authentic and meaningful conversation.


Group work directly motivates students by providing them with variety (Long & Porter, 1985). Students are not always allowed to work together, but this is an important part of the education of ELLs. When students are permitted to collaborate, the activities in which they engage can be differentiated depending on the needs of students, which can also promote high levels of engagement. Rather than teaching to the middle group with the greatest amount of students, teachers can tailor instruction to meet the needs of each individual student through the way they structure the learning activities. Group work is also motivating for ELL students because it does not focus as much on their less successful experiences. Students are able to make mistakes in the context of a smaller group of people who can help support them (Long & Porter, 1985). In small groups or pairs, English language learners do not need to be as concerned about their speaking imperfections and do not need to worry about how they will look or sound to a large group of students.


Another specific strategy that accommodates the needs of ELLs is vocabulary instruction. Vocabulary knowledge is a major predictor of comprehension and is an especially troublesome area for ELLs (Carlo et al., 2004). This is because ELLs are still learning the language in which they are trying to read, so they may not be familiar with the meanings of all the words in a given text. Although teaching vocabulary to ELLs is much like vocabulary instruction for native English speakers, there are some differences that should be noted. In both cases, students should be provided with direct instruction of new vocabulary, as incidental learning is not enough for students to truly learn word meanings effectively (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002; Carlo et al., 2004). Additionally, students should be given numerous opportunities to use new vocabulary in meaningful contexts (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002). This can take place in their reading, writing, and conversations, but the experiences with words must be meaningful for students to develop an understanding of the word’s meaning. 

From Theory to Practice

While all of these strategies have been shown effective in previous years of research, it is not enough to just view them theoretically. They must continuously be tested by putting them into practice in real educational settings. I attempted to do this by using small group work as the context for reading instruction with a group of fourth grade ELL students. This grouping was chosen because of the research that has been done in previous years to demonstrate the benefits of collaborative work (Long & Porter, 1985). The group was comprised of two males and two females from various cultural and linguistic backgrounds. (One male and one female are from Egypt, one male is from Mexico, and one female is from El Salvador). Linguistically, there were only two first languages spoken by these four students—Arabic and Spanish. The students in the group varied in their levels of ELP, with their listening and speaking skills ranging from levels two through four and levels three through five, respectively. All of the students exhibit low levels of comprehension as well, with nearly all of the students in the group performing at a level one. (This information was obtained from the scores they received on the English Language Development Assessment given by the state of Tennessee in the previous school year.)


As mentioned above, the context of reading instruction was a small group that was taught within the general classroom. Lessons were taught twice a week, for approximately 45 minutes each day. Instruction took place over the course of a graduate practicum placement this spring, beginning in January and continuing to the present. Various methods of formal and informal assessment were taken during these lessons, but only one lesson in particular will be discussed at length here. This lesson was videotaped for the purpose of being able to retrospectively examine students’ motivation during the lesson and their success in completing the academic tasks required. (One student was not included in the videotaping as his parent requested that he not be taped.)


Originally, the video was to be used to code the behavior of a case study student that had been selected by the author for a separate project. However, that student was the same student whose parent requested that he not be videotaped. A significant amount of time had been spent specifically with this student prior to videotaping, as he had been identified by his classroom teacher as needing some additional instruction and assessment to determine potential causes for his lack of progress. Because more time was spent with this student, less time was available for the same types of assessment and one-on-one instruction as was allotted for that student. I was not as familiar with all of these students as I was with the original case study student, so I decided to videotape all of the students and examine their behavior more collectively. 


To provide some context for the lesson, a brief description will now be given. (A more detailed account of the lesson can be seen in the lesson plan in the appendix.) The students had been reading Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan for the week leading up to the videotaped session. This lesson was a continuation of the previous one, in which students had used a graphic organizer to write down their notes about the physical characteristics of prairies and the seaside. During the current lesson being discussed, students used their graphic organizers to collaboratively create a Venn diagram comparing the two types of environments. Students were encouraged to interact with each other verbally and talk their way through the construction of the Venn diagram. Students were allowed and encouraged to use their first language (L1) to communicate with one another when possible, but were then required to verbally translate for the rest of the group. 


The videotape was examined for the following teacher behaviors: type of discourse (i.e., questioning, giving directions, elaboration, providing assistance), wait time, and type of feedback (i.e., positive or negative). The resulting student behaviors that were analyzed are: off-task activity (i.e., talking about other topics, inattention to the task at hand), use of L1, and verbal exchanges with other group members about the task. Teacher behaviors and speech were examined to see if they provided a stimulus for student behavior. Providing feedback, for example, could potentially promote or diminish motivation, depending on the type of feedback. The student behaviors were chosen for analysis because of their relation to motivation; levels of engagement can be a good indicator of how motivated students are to participate in their learning activities (Guthrie, 2004). If students spend a lot of time off-task, it is likely that they are not being appropriately engaged and are not highly motivated. The use of L1 by English language learners has been shown to be motivating for this population of students. I also wanted to measure the amount of time spent talking to other members of the group because it provided information about the practice students were getting in speaking English. 


After retrospectively examining the videotaped lesson, a number of conclusions could be made about the students’ levels of motivation and success in meeting the goals of the lesson. The most noticeable indication of high motivation was that all of the students remained engaged and on-task throughout the lesson. Consistent with Guthrie’s (2004) ideas about engagement being a predictor of motivation, I think this showed how involved students were in participating. I did not have to remind any of the students to stay focused or on-task and they all contributed to the assignment in different ways (albeit in varying amounts). 


In analyzing my own behaviors, the most prevalent type of discourse that I used was questioning. In planning, the intent was to have these questions serve as a scaffold to students and to help them better meet the lesson goals by using a greater amount of language than they would on their own. Many of the questions were clarification questions to help students better understand how to effectively complete their task, but I also asked a lot of questions that I thought would help spur student thinking and language use. Additionally, I tried to wait a few seconds before assisting students or asking more questions in order to give them sufficient time to think about my question and formulate a response. The resulting behaviors from the students were that they would often speak directly to me rather than to their group, but they also were able to use their own responses and my subsequent elaborations of their responses as a way to help their group complete the task.


In looking at the type of feedback that I provided to the students, I observed that I employed almost exclusive use of positive, but subtle feedback. I typically used phrases like, “That’s a good idea,” to show that I appreciated the way students were thinking, and I tried to encourage them with affirmative statements like, “Keep working together.” I did not use statements that sent the message that students were wrong, but instead tried to redirect their thought processes in order to help them meet the lesson’s goals. As a result, the students seemed to maintain a positive attitude throughout the lesson because they were not receiving negative feedback.


In addition to focusing on positive verbal feedback, I frequently encouraged students to talk with one another to complete the assignment. At first, they were interacting very little with one another and trying to complete the activity in individual parts by themselves. However, once I encouraged them a few times to talk to each other and work together as a group, they were much more frequent and extensive in their use of verbal exchanges. It should be noted that, although encouraged to do so, the students did not communicate in their L1 but spoke entirely in English when they were completing their Venn diagram. The only time I observed use of the L1 was after the video had stopped and one student was explaining the results of the activity to the student who was not able to be videotaped. She tried at first to explain in English, but then switched to Spanish after I prompted her to do so if she felt it would be easier. 


Overall, the results of this lesson are supportive of the research that has been done to date on motivation and providing successful experiences in reading. The context of a small, collaborative group is consistent with the work of Long and Porter (1985), who identify group work as a highly motivating way to promote language use and decrease the stress that students face in a whole-group lockstep approach. Although they did not use their first language to talk within the group, allowing the students to do so is part of a culturally responsive approach that reflects the value placed on students’ diverse backgrounds. This is supportive of the research done on cultural continuity (e.g., Salili, Chiu, & Lai, 2001; Warzon & Ginsburg-Block, 2008). It is my hope and intent that the success students had with this lesson will help to promote their feelings of self-confidence in reading and reading-related activities. While one lesson is clearly not enough to maintain feelings of self-efficacy, it can certainly help if students are provided with other experiences in which they can succeed.

Implications


The decline of student motivation upon entering school is one that must be fought passionately by teachers. This is especially important for teachers of ELL students, who may be more likely to encounter difficulty or failure in reading as a result of their cultural or linguistic differences. Students who come to school with very little or no knowledge of English often struggle to become good readers because they face the additional challenge of having to learn another language simultaneously with learning how to read.


It should be noted that the strategies that reflect a broader framework often take a significant amount of time to establish. Collaborative group work, such as peer-assisted learning, for instance, requires that teachers instruct students in how to work together to achieve learning goals (Ginsburg-Block et al., 2008). It also requires that teachers begin creating a safe social environment that permits and encourages students to work together, starting at the beginning of the school year. Stipek (2001) echoes this sentiment, explaining that even very young children are not “completely invulnerable” (p. 279) to the competition and comparison to other students that can occur in the classroom. To prevent this, teachers must work with students to create an environment that encourages cooperative efforts to meet learning goals, rather than competition.


Moreover, many teachers are currently ill-trained and unequipped for effectively instructing English language learners. These students may not be receiving the instruction they need to succeed in an English-speaking and reading society because their teachers are not able to make use of strategies effective specifically with ELLs. Given the high numbers of ELLs entering schools today, it is unfortunate that so many of their teachers are inadequately prepared to teach them. Pre-service teachers need to complete more extensive coursework in multicultural education and current teachers need to participate in long-term professional development that will keep them updated on best practices in the education of English language learners. 

Directions for Future Research


The research focusing on English language learners is still relatively recent in comparison with other areas of education. Although it is off to a good start, much more research needs to be conducted in order to provide this student population with effective instructional practices. Slavin and Cheung (2005) emphasize the need for high-quality longitudinal studies that follow students from early childhood through the completion of their education and into the workplace. Such studies would enable educators to examine the effects of ELL-specific strategy use in promoting motivation. Teaching methods specific to ELLs must be researched in greater depth to determine which methods are most effective in supporting these students in both reading and motivation. The diverse nature of today’s classrooms requires teacher responsiveness and high-quality instruction to provide ELLs with a context for learning that promotes their success.

Conclusion 


The diversity of students in American classrooms necessarily requires an equal diversification of instructional methods, materials, and attitudes. Providing English language learners with successful reading experiences is key to fostering motivation and promoting a lifelong love of reading. If educators are to successfully instruct ELLs in reading, they must be aware of the methods that are most effective with this group of students. Although many methods have been described here, this list is certainly not exhaustive. Furthermore, teachers must provide learning experiences with which ELLs can be successful if high motivation is to be fostered and maintained. This is the ultimate goal, as high levels of motivation have been shown to be good predictors of achievement and educational success.

Appendix A: Lesson Plan

Sarah, Plain and Tall (Lesson 4)
Context: 

Glenview Elementary School is a public school in the Metropolitan Nashville Public School district. The vast majority of the student population is comprised of English Language Learners (ELLs), and many of the school’s classrooms are designated as ELL classes. As such, teachers need to focus on developing students’ proficiency in the English language while still teaching content. Glenview is also a Reading First Title I school, so it receives additional funding to help support the population of students coming from low socioeconomic backgrounds. The school was recently ranked as the most effective school in Metro and reported some of the highest TCAP scores in the district.

Planning and Implementation

Academic Content Standards

· 4.1.01 Continue to develop oral language and listening skills
· Listen attentively be facing the speaker, asking questions, and paraphrasing what is said
· 4.1.06 Expand reading vocabulary
· Build vocabulary by listening to literature, participating in discussions, and reading self-selected and assigned text.
· 4.1.10 Develop skills to facilitate reading to learn in a variety of content areas
· Locate information using available text features (e.g., maps, charts, graphics, appendices, and tables of contents).
Tennessee ELD Standards 

· 4.S.6 Ask and respond to questions intended to provide information on a grade-level school-based topic.
· 4.R.14 Demonstrate an understanding of comparisons and contrasts.
· 4.R.17  Use reading strategies to make predictions, draw conclusions, and distinguish 
· between fact and opinion, fiction and non-fiction.
· 4.R.21 Find and interpret information in grade-appropriate graphic material (e.g., graphs, 
maps, charts,  timelines, and diagrams).   
Instructional Objectives

· Students will review their graphic organizers from the previous lesson in pairs, reading over each section together.
· Students will then work as an entire group to create a Venn diagram that compares/contrasts the seaside (where Sarah is from) and the prairie (where Anna and Caleb live).
· Finally, students will write about what the differences between the two settings might mean 
Language Objectives (for English Language Learners):

· Students will review the salient features/characteristics of prairies and seasides.
· As a group, students will discuss the aspects they think are most important for including in the Venn diagram. They will need to use comparison (i.e., the same, similar, different) words to do this.
Background Knowledge

What is the connection of this lesson to previous learning? 

· Students have read about and completed a graphic organizer about either the prairie or the seaside in the previous lesson. They have also previously discussed the characteristics of prairies on numerous occasions.
What is the connection of this lesson to students’ lived experiences? 

· Students will need to be able to compare and contrast the prairie setting (where Anna and Caleb live) with the seaside setting (where Sarah lives) so that they will be able to have a better understanding of why Sarah is homesick later in the story. 
Key vocabulary
· Range in vocabulary.
· This lesson provides for a lot of paired interaction and conversation, with students working together to complete the Venn diagram. Students will need to discuss the similarities and differences among prairies and the seaside.
· Students will need to use words like “similar,” “the same as,” “like,” and “different” when they are comparing the two settings.
Grouping of students

Students will work in pairs to review their graphic organizers. Students will then work together as a group to compare and contrast the prairie with the seaside in the Venn diagram task.

Materials and resources
· Sarah, Plain and Tall by Patricia MacLachlan (one per student)
· Completed graphic organizer from previous lesson
· Chart paper and markers
· All materials are developmentally appropriate and useful for diverse learners. The graphic organizer has been created specifically with ELL students in mind, as it helps them organize their ideas without having to write extensively.
Procedures

1. Introduction (1 minute) 
· Explain purpose of lesson and state objectives.
2. Review (2 minutes)
· Remind students that in the previous lesson, they read about either prairies or seasides. Explain that the two settings are different in many ways, but might be similar in some ways.
· Review purpose of Venn diagram and the purpose of each section (for comparing and contrasting)
3. Partner Review (5-7 minutes)
· Have students review their graphic organizer and the one that the other team (pair) completed. Give students time to read over them independently, then have students read together as a pair.
· In pairs, have students discuss similarities and differences among the two settings.
4. Group Collaboration (10-15 minutes)
· Have students complete the Venn diagram template, reminding them to label each section. Encourage students to discuss the similarities and differences before completing the diagram. Provide assistance as necessary.
4. Small Group Discussion (3-5 minutes)
· Have students read what they wrote in each section of the Venn diagram. Ask students to justify their reasoning for each item.
5. Independent Writing (5-10 minutes)
· Have students write in their reading journals what they think all of this means by making predictions about what will happen next in the story:
· Why do you think Sarah likes living by the seaside so much?
· Do you think Sarah will like living on the prairie? (Why/why not?)
· If there is time, have students read their entries aloud to you or a partner.
6. Closing (1 minute)
· Great work! Those predictions you made really sound like you’re thinking about what we’ve read so far. When we get back from spring break, we’ll find out if we were right!
Assessment

· Informal assessment: notes taken during discussion
· Formal assessment: Venn diagram, journal entries
______________________________________________________________________

Appendix B: Video of Lesson Plan
Note: This video has been converted to a DVD and submitted prior to the electronic submission of the Capstone paper.
Appendix C: Revision Statement

Note: This revision statement is being attached as per instructions from my advisor. It reflects the changes that were made after my Capstone proposal was submitted and accepted.


In conducting research to complete the capstone assignment, I decided to change the direction of my research. At the beginning, I had planned to conduct a review of the literature on motivational strategies for English language learners (ELLs). The purpose behind this was to gain background knowledge in the specific teaching methods used to motivate a group of ELL students in reading. Unfortunately, I found little research that addressed such a specific question, so I decided to work around this issue by taking a different approach. Rather than looking for methods of motivation for teaching ELL students how to read, I began to research motivation in general. From there, I determined that there are a number of strategies used with the general population of students (both ELL and native English speakers) that motivates them in reading. It was through this research that I learned that students tend to become less motivated as they experience failure throughout their schooling experiences. To prevent these negative feelings toward reading, students must have positive and successful experiences in reading. Thus, it naturally follows that providing successful reading experiences for students can contribute to their feelings of motivation and positive affect toward reading.


From there, I began to research the variety of methods that are typically used when teaching ELL students. For example, a number of studies showed that non-native English speakers often benefit from working in pairs or small groups (Genesee, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders, & Christian, 2005; Long & Porter, 1985). This collaborative type of work allows ELLs to talk in their native language, practice their use of the English language, and feel less pressure than they might in a whole-group setting (Long & Porter, 2005). Among many other methods, group work is one way to provide ELL students with positive reading experiences. As a result, they are more likely to be successful in reading, which tends to increase motivation (Morgan, Fuchs, Compton, Cordray, & Fuchs, 2008). 


Another change in my methods of research occurred when I began thinking about what I would observe and how I would observe it. Originally, I had planned to observe a general education teacher and a reading specialist to compare their use of motivational strategies during small group lessons with ELLs. However, I then realized that it might be more useful to determine whether or not the strategies I had found in the literature were effective with the small group that I have been teaching this semester. After examining the literature, I decided to use a small group lesson as the context for my own videotaped teaching experience. Small groupings of students have been shown to be successful contexts for ELL students (Long & Porter, 1985), particularly those who are hesitant to speak in English, as some of the students in my group were.


Having the students work together supported the collaborative work context that Long and Porter (1985) advocate. I encouraged students to use their native language when working partners as Slavin and Cheung (2005) suggest, and then further encouraged them to practice their oral language skills in English by having the entire group discuss their decisions in the lesson in English. The use of two graphic organizers served to provide the students with a visual representation of the information they had gathered. It also did not require them to write extensively, but allowed for more discussion time among students.


In making these changes, I hope to find a better research base that identifies the effective methods of providing reading instruction for ELLs. It is my intent that these strategies will help ELL students to be successful in reading so that their motivation for reading may increase. Because of the cyclical nature of motivation and achievement (Morgan et al., 2008), the desired outcome is that this increase in motivation will cause them to have success in reading and engage in reading-related activities in the future.
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