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CHAPTER 1
Introduction

It was the Fall of 2005 when a 9 year old boy met the man who would change his life.
This boy’s family life was, and had mostly been, in turmoil. His parents were divorced from one
another and each remarried. He had endured and witnessed far more violence and malevolence
than any child should at that age. The boy felt that his life was a constant game of tug-of-war
with his parents being the two competitors and himself being the rope between them. His dad did
everything and gave him everything in hopes of repairing their tumultuous relationship, and his
mom did everything she could as a remarried mother of 4, but also did everything she could to
tarnish his paternal ties.
In an effort to build their relationship, his dad often took him to sporting events,
specifically at the high school the boy would one day attend. They would go watch games
together, and would even spectate practices. One of those days, at a practice, one coach took an
interest in the boy and invited him to interact with the team. The coach would talk to the boy
about plays, strategies, goals, school, and life. In time, the boy was considered a regular part of
the program. He was the ball boy on Friday nights, and participated in their practices all week
long. This nine year old who had never felt he had a calm, safe, and loving place had found his
harbor.
As the years went on, the relationship that was built between the coach and the boy grew.
The boy started high school and the man became his coach. Oftentimes, motivation to learn and
participate in academics was difficult for the boy. There were always multiple outside forces that
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impacted his learning. But the coach helped him through it, taught him the importance of
education, and instilled in him work ethic. Without their relationship, the boy may not have
graduated in the top 10 of his class. Without their relationship, the boy may not have had the
opportunity to be a collegiate athlete at one of the most prestigious universities in the country.
Without their relationship, the boy may have not had the dream to become a teacher and a coach
himself so that he could make the same differences in students' lives that the coach made for him.
Their relationship changed the boy's life as an athlete, a student, and a person.

My Philosophy Explained

The story of the boy and the coach is integral to my philosophy of education because it is
my story. I was the 9 year old boy who met Troy Walker on that autumn day in 2005, and it was
my life that was forever changed because of our relationship. Teaching does not work without
relationships. They are the motor behind education. Without taking the time to connect with and
care about our students, no learning can truly take place, especially with our most challenging
students.
As educators it is our job to make sure our students understand our content and can put
into practice the skills, theories, and concepts we are teaching them. Oftentimes we are asking
students to exit their comfort zones to put these things into practice, and they are not going to do
that unless they feel comfortable and safe with their teacher.
We want to encourage our students to think critically and question the way things are
taught or the way our institutions have been run. Students need to feel comfortable enough with
their instructors to question them. When I teach my students I do not want them to just believe
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everything I say to them, I want them to ask questions, think critically, and compare what we are
learning to their own experiences.
When students are connecting our learning to their own experiences, they need to have
the freedom to talk openly about the things they have been through, seen, and learned without
having judgment from their instructor. Students need to feel safe enough to communicate their
experiences and thoughts so that we can work through them and build those connections to our
content.

How My Own Experience as a Student Has Shaped My Philosophy

In elementary school I disliked school. Because of my parents’ divorce, I went to three
different elementary schools over the course of six years. It was hard for me to connect, I got in
trouble often, and seldom felt successful in the classroom. In the third grade, I began to make a
connection with my teacher, Mrs. Crowe, and it was the first time I felt that a teacher saw me as
more than a troublemaker. My family ended up moving part way through the year, and I thought
that connection would be lost, but it was not. Mrs. Crowe even came to my birthday party that
year after I had moved, and we still speak to this day. That connection had a lasting impact on
me.
When I was old enough to start middle school, there was still a lot of movement in my
family. I went to three middle schools over three years. When I was in the 7th grade, my
step-father came home from Iraq and commited suicide due to his PTSD. At the time I had just
started at my third middle school and again was struggling to find my place. My math teacher
began to develop a relationship with me by talking about basketball. This was the first time I can
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remember really loving a class at school and feeling like I could be a successful student. At the
time, I wasn’t aware, but he knew my whole story and he made the conscious decision to support
me. Our relationship stayed strong as I finished middle school there.
I went to the high school right next to the last middle school I attended and I had been
going to school with the same people for three consecutive years for the first time ever. Thanks
to Coach Walker and the other football coaches, I finally felt like I had a place where I belonged
and was valued, both for my abilities and for the person I was. I attended North Salem High
School for my entire high school career, and the community there has shaped much of my
character and my beliefs. With the most diverse population of students in the city, it was amazing
the way the teachers in the building could make us all see our similarities and make each of us
feel like we belonged there. North Salem, as a community and a school, has always been very
relationship based. Each year we would have a competitive food drive in our school district and
North, the most economically disadvantaged school in Salem, always brought in the most food
and donations. We had a “student resource” closet put together by staff and students that had an
abundance of food, clothes, hygiene products, sports equipment, etc. and any student was
welcome to it. I know a few of my friends who had become homeless during high school were
taken in by teachers at our school and given a safe place to stay until their family got back on
their feet. The staff showed up for the students each day and it was evident that they really cared
for us. The relationships that I built with my teachers in high school is what made me want to
become a high school teacher, so I could impact students' lives the same way they impacted
mine.
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How I view teaching today

As already stated, my philosophy relies heavily on the relationships built between
teachers and students. Currently, with the global pandemic, the increase of technology in
classrooms, and an increase in student needs, I believe that teachers have to work harder than
ever before to meet their students where they are. The demands of the classroom have made it
increasingly clear how important it is for educators to continue their own learning and growth.
Teachers need to know how to transition their content from the classroom to an online format
and do so in a way that still challenges, engages, and allows students to think critically about the
content at hand. Technology has become an integral part of the classroom today, and there are
many ways that teachers can use this to their advantage if they are willing to commit to their
continued learning.
Students, now more than ever, are in need of hands-on experiences with learning so that
they can solidify concepts that were missed previously due to the pandemic. We need to give
students the opportunity to interact with one another, build discussion skills, work
collaboratively, think critically about concepts, and make connections to their other learning and
life experiences.

My beliefs on learning

It is my belief that learning is most successful when students can make a connection with
the content to their own life experiences. In social studies, when we are analyzing the way people
have interacted with one another throughout history, it is increasingly important, and there are
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several ways to effectively make these connections. When we focus on the whole student as a
learner and we make an effort to tie their learning in our classrooms to what they are learning in
other subjects, we can aid students' learning.
Teaching and learning should not merely be the pass of information from instructor to
student, it should be a collaborative process. Students bring their own life experiences to the
classroom, and with those experiences they can synthesize the content in a unique way. As an
educator, we should be seeking out opportunities for our students to make these connections. We
can do this by tailoring our content and our delivery in such a way that allows students to reflect
on what they have experienced and learned thus far. Upon reflection, students can take the
concept and apply it to their own life. It is the educators job to create these moments where deep
connection can happen within students' minds. Teachers must know their students, their stories,
and their knowledge or skill level so that they can help put these connections together.
I also believe that students learn best when they are participating in hands-on, real life
scenarios. Giving students the opportunity to practice skills that they will use throughout their
life is the best way to allow them to learn and grow in a content area. It is also much more
engaging for students to learn something that they believe is valuable to their future. By doing
things like asking students to create or teach, we are asking them to stretch their thinking and
practice using parts of their brain that are proven to be conducive to learning.
In social studies specifically, it is important for teachers to teach, model, and encourage
critical thinking. When looking at history, students should be questioning why things happened
or why they did not happen differently. Our goal in history is to teach students what has
happened so that as we progress through time, our citizens will grow to be better, more
compassionate, empathetic, and effective community members. Learning happens when students
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question the status quo. It is our goal as teachers to show students all sides of history so that they
can think critically and decide what they believe to be right versus wrong.

My Hope as an Educator

When students are in my classroom, it is my hope that they feel a sense of comfortability
that allows them to share their ideas and experiences with their classmates and myself. I hope to
have a classroom community that supports one another and can understand each other's
perspectives on various topics. I hope that students feel that they can come to me when they are
feeling that they need extra support academically and feel that I am someone who provides that
support for them.
As a teacher it is my hope that I can encourage students to continue their growth and
knowledge beyond my classroom. I truly believe every child who enters my classroom is a
learner and has the potential to make a difference in their own life and in others as well. It is my
goal to show students the impact they can have on their community and the individuals around
them. I hope that all of my students can think critically and make their own educated decisions
based on their beliefs and values. I hope that they can look at situations with a compassionate
lens. It is so important to be empathetic when dealing with situations in our day to day lives, and
I hope my students leave my class with skills of how to understand other human beings.
It is also my hope that students leave my classroom knowing their worth and that they are
loved. So many of our students do not get their basic needs met at home and in their personal
lives, just as I didn’t when I was a child. I hope that for those students who are in need of a little
extra support and love, that they find it within the walls of my classroom.
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It is my hope that I can make the difference in a student's life that Coach Walker made in
mine. I hope that I would be able to be thoughtful enough to take the time to connect with a
student who may not even be mine and support them through their endeavors both inside and
outside of the classroom. As a teacher, there is no better feeling than knowing that you have
made a difference in a child’s life, that is what we are in this profession for, to make a difference
and to help individuals grow to their full potential.

My Philosophy Aligned With InTASC Standards

My philosophy of education has stemmed from my own personal experiences both as a
student and in my first few years of working with students as a coach, substitute teacher, and
now licensed educator. Looking forward towards my career as an educator, it is imperative that I
continue progress towards living out my teaching philosophy by reflecting on my own teaching
and brainstorming ways to continue my growth. The Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support
Consortium (InTASC) provides clear standards which educators can use to evaluate their own
teaching practices.
There are two InTASC standards that align closely with my own philosophy of education;
Standard 2: Learning Differences, and Standard 3: Learning Environments. Standard 2 states,
“The teacher uses understanding of individual differences and diverse cultures and communities
to ensure inclusive learning environments that enable each learner to meet high standards.” This
standard aligns with my philosophy because it is my belief that developing relationships with
individual students and understanding each of their cultural backgrounds and capital is essential
to student success in the classroom. Standard 3 states, “The teacher works with others to create
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environments that support individual and collaborative learning, and that encourage positive
social interaction, active engagement in learning, and self motivation.” The third InTASC
standard aligns with my own philosophy in the encouragement of student collaboration, and the
belief that students who feel safe in their learning environment have a higher likelihood of
achieving to their fullest potential.
In my research, I will be looking at my social science classroom and analyzing which
supports and teaching strategies best support my English language learning students. I will begin
my research by looking at several scholarly journals and articles that discuss different teaching
strategies in relation to English language learners and differentiation of instruction, strategies for
teaching, and English language learners specifically in the social sciences. By diving into this
research, I can then analyze my own instruction to understand how it supports the large
population of ELs in my own classroom, and develop ways to enhance my instruction to support
all students.
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CHAPTER 2
LITERATURE REVIEW

Purposes and Objectives for the Literature Review

In my research, my main goal is to learn how to better support English Language
Learners in my social science classroom. According to the National Center for Educational
Statistics (NCES) 10% of public-school students in America are English Language Learners
(2021, Figure 2), and in my specific district we have 17% of students who are working to acquire
the English language at the same time as they are progressing through their K-12 learning
experience. In my own classroom, approximately 60% of my students are considered a part of
the Ever English Program, meaning that at some point in their schooling they have been qualified
as an ELL and been receiving additional services for their language. It is evident that this is an
enormous demographic of students that I serve each day and my instruction should be targeted
towards these kids. Our public schools have gone to great lengths to identify these students and
their language needs, but there is still a great need for resources and professional development
centered around how to best support these students.
One of the scholars that has done a great amount of research regarding English Language
Learners and strategies that best support them is Sonia Soltero. She states, “Despite important
advances over the past several decades in meeting the needs of linguistically diverse students,
educational changes and reforms have not been entirely successful in improving the
underachievement of many English language learners,” (Soltero, 2011). In her book Schoolwide
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Approaches to Educating ELLs, Soltero (2011) takes educators through critical issues that affect
second language acquisition . She discusses several myths that have come to fruition in
education regarding ELLs and their learning. There is information in her book about schoolwide
approaches and responses that support ELL education, curriculum support and design directed
towards ELLs, and strategies for effective teaching and learning for our students who are
working to learn English. I have used her book as the backbone to my literary review while also
using several different scholarly articles as supplemental material as well.
Through my research regarding ELLs and their learning, I have found several strategies
and approaches that can enhance my students' learning. These strategies include, ensuring that
curriculum is culturally relevant, explicitly teaching language skills across content areas, using
various modalities to teach information, and scaffolding content by using tools such as sentence
frames to encourage productive language in the classroom (Soltero, 2011). In this chapter I look
at approaches regarding planning and differentiating, as well as instructional strategies and how
implementing these practices can enhance my students' learning.

Procedures for Literature Review

To begin my literature review I wanted to make sure I had clear goals in mind for my
research project. Following the solidity of my goals, I began to use library databases to search for
scholarly articles using keywords like differentiation, English language learners, and culturally
responsive instruction. I soon found that these topics were much too broad and decided to narrow
down my search to topics by combining my previous searches, for example I searched
differentiation for English language learners, and culturally responsive teaching for English
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language learners. By combining my subtopics, it led me to be able to find articles that were
tailored to my goals of improving my instruction and content to better support ELLs in my
classroom.
I focused on three themes; 1) Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Differentiation for
English Language Learners, 2) Effective Instruction for Students who are English Language
Learners, 3) English Language Learners in the Social Sciences. In each of these themes I tie my
research back to my original goal of improving my instruction and strategies for my English
language learning students in order to best support their learning.

Culturally Responsive Pedagogy and Differentiation for English Language Learners

Before an educator can really delve into their practices and strategies for teaching, they
must first reflect on their own beliefs, biases, and approaches when it comes to our students. The
National Center for Culturally Responsive Educational Systems (NCCREST) defines cultural
responsiveness as the ability to learn from and relate respectfully with people of your own
culture as well as those from other cultures (Monte, 2019). Cultural responsiveness has been a
conversation topic that has been growing in popularity amongst the public education system in
recent years, although our schools have always been diverse, educators are focusing now more
than ever on strategies that can lead to academic success for all students. Geneva Gay (2002)
states, “Five essential elements of culturally responsive teaching are: developing a knowledge
base about cultural diversity, including ethnic and culturally diverse content in the curriculum,
demonstrating caring and building learning communities, communicating with ethnically diverse
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students, and responding to ethnic diversity in the delivery of instruction,” (p. 106). It is essential
that we get to know our students and where they come from to tailor our content to them.
When developing a cultural knowledge base teachers must be well versed in both their
content and of their student population,(Gay, 2002). Gay (2002) goes on to describe that before
content can even be taught, educators must take the time to get familiar with their students,
which can happen by becoming well versed in the different races, ethnicities, religions, and
cultures that are relevant in a school building in anticipation of those students entering the
classroom . Not only do these insights into students' lives help us to tailor our content to them,
but it can also help educators to understand how students communicate based on their cultural
communities. Some cultures rely heavily on communal living and conversation, while others
limit the amount of interaction between adolescents and adults (Ladson-Billings, 1995).
When designing curriculum for our courses it is important for educators to take students'
cultural capital into account (Yosso, 2005). Cultural capital is the notion that by learning about
our students’ cultural identities, we can make our classes more engaging, exciting, and applicable
for them. Although our content must be anchored to a state standard, there is still lenience in our
methods of teaching those standards. In some cases, teachers are also asked to use certain
curriculums, but as a critical consumer, it is an educator’s job to tailor that curriculum to their
students' linguistic and cultural needs (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Students' voices can even be very
powerful when allying against school policies revolving around required curriculums, and that
their opinions, experiences, and cultures should be used as an argument as to what curriculums
are used.
When planning for instruction that is tailored for our English language learners, it is
essential that educators create a caring and cooperative classroom environment. Ladson-Billings,
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Gay, and Soltero all agree that relationship building, both teacher-student and student-student,
are integral to the success of students in our classrooms. Soltero (2011) argues that these spaces
which are inclusive and conducive to student learning are places where everyone included in the
education process feels valued including students, educators, staff, and even parents . These
relationships can transcend from the classroom, into the school, and into the students’ familial
lives. When students feel comfortable, accepted, and valued in their cultural identities, they feel
more inclined to learn and grow (Yosso, 2005). By using these three strategies of developing a
cultural knowledge base, designing a culturally responsive curriculum, and creating a caring and
cooperative classroom environment, educators can work towards supporting their English
language learning students (Gay, 2002; Ladson-Billings, 1995; Soltero, 2011; Yosso, 2005).
The second piece of my preparational research is to plan differentiation for English
language learners in the classroom. Beacher, Artigliere, Patterson, and Spatzer (2012) discuss
that before differentiation for ELLs can occur, an educator must first know their students’
strengths and weaknesses, maintain a consistent content objective across ability levels while
differentiating language objectives, ensure learning is manageable for students, and create
flexible grouping. Differentiation takes intentional planning and constant monitoring of student
progress, but leads to increased success for our ELLs (Beacher, 2012).
After planning for differentiation has occurred, there are several different strategies and
tools that educators can use to support their English language learning students. One of the most
agreed upon strategies is to meet students with high expectations. Soltero argues the importance
for teachers to understand that their ELLs are competent, and that their limited English language
skills do not reflect on their intelligence or potential to succeed in a cours, and because of this
students should still be held to high standards. (2011). By holding students to high standards, and
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giving them clear expectations, teachers take the guessing out of learning when it comes to
procedures (Soltero, 2011).
Both Soltero (2011) and Lewis-Moreno (2007) agree to many other strategies that
support ELLs like making instructions visual . Instead of requiring that students audibly digest
instructions, visual cues, like pictures, can be used to show students routines and procedures
(Lewis-Moreno, 2007). Soltero suggests that another strategy is encouraging students to work in
groups which support ELLs by promoting conversational English, they go on to argue that these
conversations spark growth in students’ language development (2011). Another strategy
suggested by Lewis-Moreno is using sentence frames to scaffold students speaking and writing
(2007). Finally, and maybe most importantly, the teacher needs to communicate consistently with
the ELL teacher or case manager that works with each student (Kurth, 2020). Kurth uses an
article that delves deep into individual education plans and their uses to highlight the importance
of immersing students in a circle of people who are on a team that is working for their success
(2020). By working closely with the ELL teacher, educators can be sure that they are using
strategic and specific support for each student (Kurth, 2020).
Planning and preparing for instruction is vital in the success of supporting our English
language learning students (Soltero, 2011). When we are planning, teachers should be thoughtful
as to their students' cultural backgrounds, strategic in planning for their students' individual
needs, and explicit in their plans for instruction (Kurth, 2020; Soltero, 2011; Yosso, 2005). By
following these steps, educators can ensure that they are putting their best foot forward for their
ELL students.
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Effective Instruction for Students who are English Language Learners

Strategies and scaffolding

One way that we can use our practices to support English Language Learners in our
classrooms is by scaffolding our content. When we discuss scaffolding in terms of education we
often think of instructing a student on concepts or tasks that they are not yet capable of
completing or comprehending independently, and supporting them until they gain mastery
(Schall-Leckrone, 2018). This allows us to make our content more accessible to students and
help to guide them in their discussions and thought processes, (Keenan, 2004). In history
classrooms, this is increasingly important because of the breadth and depth required throughout
the curriculum. The language usage and complexity of concepts in our history texts and courses
can be challenging for all students, especially our English Language Learners, (Schall-Leckrone,
2018). Because of this intricacy, it is important that educators are using several strategies to
scaffold the information that they are teaching to their students.
There are a plethora of scaffolding strategies that educators can utilize, some are complex
and require in depth planning, while others are as simple as knowing when to ask students the
correct questions to support their thinking (Keenan, 2004). Schall-Leckrone (2018) discusses
how Pauline Gibbons puts these scaffolding strategies into two main categories; designed
scaffolds and interactional scaffolds. She goes on to explain that while designed scaffolds take
place during the planning of instruction, for example what types of activities students will
engage in and how content will be taught, while interactive scaffolds happen during instruction
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and include how teachers prompt and respond to students, engage them in conversations, and
encourage the use of language.
As educators it is important to scaffold for all students, especially ELLs, in each part of
our lessons. Students gain independence in their content area skills when they are questioned,
prompted, provided structures, and encouraged to collaborate in ways that are appropriate for
their stage of English acquisition (Meyer, 2000). It is imperative that instructors know their
students and their individual needs and experience with the English Language in order to
properly scaffold for them. Lois Meyer (2000), in explanation of barriers that our ELL students
face, uses the example of requiring students to orally brainstorm and how this is an advanced
skill for even our native English speakers . With the fast pace of the conversation, and the
amount of language that students are required to process while also being expected to generate
their own ideas, this often results in our ELL students remaining silent (Meyer, 2000). These
experiences can be intimidating for our students and will often result in them just giving up on
the learning opportunity all together. Meyer (2000) discusses how scaffolding for students by
first beginning with what she calls a “language bath,” where students are able to hear the
language they are expected to produce, see visuals and pictures that relate to the topic, and
allows English Language Learners to immerse themselves in the language before producing it
themselves (p. 234). A brainstorm, or asking students to call on their previous knowledge, is
often a preparatory activity used to begin a unit or lesson of study, it is important to scaffold
these activities for our language learners so that they can reap the benefits of being able to fully
participate in these experiences.
There are several ways for educators to scaffold instruction for their students. One of the
simplest, and most effective ways to scaffold instruction is to ensure the use of visuals instead of
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solely relying on oral instruction. Items can be used such as pictures, videos, graphs, charts,
PowerPoints, or visual cues. Schall-Leckrone (2018) gives several examples of when it is
appropriate to use these visuals explaining that they can be used to clarify instructions for an
assignment, to help students access prior knowledge and make connections to the content, or to
present new information to students. Using visuals, like videos, also allows students to see and
hear the content being taught in a variety of ways which helps all students, but especially English
Language Learners.
Another scaffold that educators can use to support their ELL students is graphic
organizers. These allow students to easily organize information and visualize the relationships
that can be made between different concepts throughout a unit or lesson. There are a variety of
graphic organizers; Venn diagrams, four squares, Cornell notes, concept webs, KWL charts, and
process grids, and each one has a specific purpose when organizing information
(Schall-Leckrone, 2018). These can be easily embedded in lessons when educators are using
strategic planning to enhance student understanding.

High Leverage Practices

In an effort to discover which strategies and practices work best to accelerate
achievement in students with disabilities, and also students who need extra support including
English Language Learners, the Council for Exceptional Children (CEC) put together a team of
scholars and educators to work together to identify which strategies our students respond best to
(Aftunion, 2020). In their research, CEC found 22 high leverage practices that promote the most
growth in our students and categorized them into four areas, one of which is effective
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instructional strategies (Aftunion, 2020). There were several instructional practices that the CEC
deemed as high leverage including explicit instruction, peer assisted learning, and quality
feedback.
Explicit instruction is often overlooked in a secondary setting in an effort to make
students think about and search for the correct answer or information, but oftentimes, this is not
conducive to student learning, especially for our ELLs. One area that it is imperative that
educators use the practice of explicit instruction is when they are teaching vocabulary to
students. Manyak and Bauer (2009) discuss how the focused and intentional instruction of
vocabulary can increase students' ability to decode and comprehend difficult texts. In history,
texts are cumbersome and confusing for even native English speakers to digest, but by
frontloading our students' learning with explicit vocabulary instruction we can help to accelerate
their understanding. Vocabulary instruction should be intentional and explicit, students should be
taught a variety of words ranging from basic everyday words to vocabulary that is complex and
content specific, and these vocabulary activities should be integrated throughout units of
instruction (Manyak, 2009)
When strategically planning for explicit vocabulary instruction, Aftunion (2020) suggests
the use of a step by step process for teachers to work through. These steps include breaking down
the task, setting clear expectations, providing a range of difficulty in tasks, providing practice
opportunities for students, and promoting independence as the unit progresses (Aftunion, 2020).
When applying these steps to explicit vocabulary instruction educators should chunk vocabulary
into manageable sections for students, meaning that teachers need to pick the most important
words in a unit and focus on those instead of overloading students with an abundance of new
vocabulary. Educators can provide clear expectations for students by beginning the unit by
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giving them the concise list of vocabulary words that they are expected to know by the end of the
unit. This list can be used as a reference point for students throughout the unit. By finding a
balance between commonly used vocabulary and content specific vocabulary, educators will be
able to give students a variety of challenges throughout their vocabulary instruction. While
teaching vocabulary students should have several opportunities to identify the words in text, use
them in writing, and use them orally as well, this in depth practice will promote independence
with students using the vocabulary.
Peer assisted learning is another high leverage practice that promotes learning for our
most vulnerable students. This type of learning can take place in activities that use flexible
grouping. Flexible grouping is often thought of as a strategy for language arts educators to use
when creating reading groups, or book clubs, for students to be a part of in the classroom, but it
is an important practice across content areas, especially now that our K-12 schools are turning
towards a more inclusive education model. In Klingner and Vaughn’s (1999) study, they discuss
how students who are heterogeneously grouped based on their abilities are asked to work
together when completing reading assignments. During their time in these flexible groups,
students work together to identify tricky words for them in the reading passage and help each
other to decode those vocabulary words (Klinger, 1999). This helps students who are still
acquiring English by giving them a resource who is learning alongside them, while
simultaneously helping native English speakers by allowing them the opportunity to teach what
they understand. Peer assisted learning and flexible grouping advantages all students.
Providing students with thoughtful and quality feedback is also a high leverage practice
that should be used by educators who are working with ELLs. Aftunion (2020) explains that this
is a strategy that should be coupled with explicit instruction and used after students have had the
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opportunity to practice a skill independently. They go on to explain that feedback should be
specific, constructive, timely, and positive (Aftunion, 2020). A “compliment sandwich” is an
effective form of feedback where a student is told something they did well, something they could
improve, and another thing they did well on, this format ensures that students are receiving
quality, positive feedback. Zhu and Wang (2019) discuss the importance of using corrective
feedback with English learners and the impact it plays on their language acquisition. They go on
to the different factors that go into corrective feedback including that it should take place in a
timely manner, educators and peers should have opportunities to provide feedback, and that
examples should be given during feedback (Zhu, 2019). There is much to consider when
providing feedback to students, but the goal is to allow them to reflect on their triumphs and
mistakes in a way that is conducive to learning and growth.

Evidence Based Practices

Evidence based practices are just that, educational practices that have been extensively
researched and there is an abundance of evidence to support them. These practices have proven
to be effective and conducive to student learning, especially when supporting English Language
Learners. Richards et al. (2016) describes the different evidence based practices that are most
effective with ELLs and includes; giving students the opportunity to practice academic language,
instructing vocabulary across content areas, and practicing culturally responsive instruction.
Promoting academic language is an important part of enhancing instruction for English
learners in the classroom. Bauer and Manyak (2008) discuss how language rich classrooms are
conducive to growth in ELLs, and put an emphasis on using visuals and social opportunities to
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promote academic language. Oftentimes, secondary teachers steer away from the use of picture
books, but when engaging our students in a language rich environment, visuals and hands on
opportunities are an important practice to promote language acquisition for language learners
(Bauer, 2008). There are an abundance of graphic novels and picture books that secondary
teachers can pull from across content areas. When considering academic language, social
interactions and discussions between classmates play a role as well and opportunities should be
given for students to engage in scaffolded and structured academic conversations with their
classmates. In these circumstances students can hear one another’s language usage while also
using academic language themselves.
Another evidence based practice that promotes learning for EL students is the strategic
instruction of vocabulary. The knowledge of vocabulary is essential for student success in our
school system, and for our ELLs, they are being required to work tenfold to acquire the same
vocabulary as native English speakers so teachers must require themselves to work just as hard
to support these students. Wessells (2011) explains that when students are acquiring new
vocabulary they must make connections between the new vocabulary and known language,
participate in meaningful use of the vocabulary, and have several opportunities to be exposed to
the vocabulary. Scaffolding and supporting new vocabulary for our students is arguably the most
important way ELLs can be supported.
One other evidence based practice to support English Language Learners is to ensure
culturally responsive instruction. Meyer (2000) touches on the importance of knowing students'
cultural backgrounds and how they carry their own cultural competencies into the classroom. As
classrooms grow in diversity, the interests and imp0rtant topics for students also evolve and as
educators it is important to be aware of those things when designing and carrying out instruction.
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As the achievement gap continues to grow between students of color and white students, it is
essential that educators look at their course content and whether or not it is meaningful for the
students in their classroom (Campos, 2008). Campos (2008) states, “When instruction is
meaningful and relevant to their lives, students are more likely to be motivated to learn,” (p. 26).
This is true of all students, but so often textbooks and content is Eurocentric and leaves no room
for students of color to make a connection to it other than the fact that it is not their history, but a
history that has consistently oppressed them. In order to engage our English language learners,
we must ensure that they feel they can relate to the content we are teaching them.

English Language Learners in the Social Sciences

Pre Teaching Strategies

With efforts to make social studies and science classes more inclusive to all types of
learners, Berg discusses the importance of the use of pre teaching strategies to allow our English
Language Learners the opportunity to succeed in these general education classroom settings
(2013). She goes on to discuss that many of our ELLs have missed portions of public schooling
in America and may not have the background knowledge that is expected of students in our
classrooms (Berg, 2013). Brown (2007) confirms that comprehending reading passages and
textbooks in content specific classes is one area that students, specifically English language
learners, consistently struggle . The difficulty of these texts stems from the use of academic
language, lack of background knowledge, and broad concepts (Brown, 2007). By using pre
teaching strategies including explicit vocabulary instruction, teaching background knowledge,
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and using graphic organizers to represent large themes students can begin to feel more confident
in their comprehension of content specific texts (Berg, 2013).
As already discussed, being explicit with vocabulary instruction is important for ELL
students in all content areas. When looking at social studies specifically, the vocabulary used is
much different and more comprehensive than everyday language, which requires educators to
provide additional support for students (Taboada, 2015). Brown gives an example of how the
advanced language and syntax in social studies text can easily overwhelm students who are
native English speakers, so the effect these unknown words have on ELLs is only magnified
(2007). There are many different strategies for teaching vocabulary, but Berg discusses how
asking students to draw connections between vocabulary words can be impactful in helping
ELLs create meaning for newly acquired language (2013). In the example provided, students are
first introduced to a new key concept or word and then asked to reflect on what they know about
it, if students believe they know the definition then they can record it, if not then the teacher
provides a definition for students to copy (Berg, 2013). After students have learned a condensed
list of vocabulary words for the unit, they can then predict what words will have a connection to
one another using a graphic organizer, Berg describes that this allows ELLs independence to use
their own knowledge, while still supporting them through their language acquisition (2013).
Throughout social studies, concepts build and grow off of one another, and this is another
area that our English language learners struggle with due to not having background knowledge of
historical events and ideas. Background knowledge specifically corresponds to success in
student comprehension when reading content specific texts (Brown, 2007). Prior to beginning a
unit of instruction, Berg suggests either explicitly teaching students prior information that has not
recently been covered in class, asking students to connect new concepts to their own prior
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knowledge, or a combination of both using graphic organizers (2013). Taboada discusses how
text features such as images and graphs can be important pre teaching tools that allow students to
visualize background information prior to reading on it (2015). Many times teachers use these
visuals throughout reading, but by leading with these important text features students will be able
to have a concrete picture to connect their thinking to while reading (Taboada, 2015).
The third pre teaching strategy to use to support English language learners in social
studies classrooms is the use of graphic organizers for students to organize their thoughts when
learning new information. Brown gives an example of a content map which can either be filled
out prior to students receiving it and explained by the teacher, or filled out collaboratively prior
to a unit of instruction to give students a clear picture of what is coming in the unit (2007). Berg
agrees that giving students a clear outline of what is to come in a unit of instruction takes away
from student confusion and allows them to focus specifically on the content being taught
opposed to having to guess at what is coming next (2013). Another graphic organizer that is
effective when teaching English language learners is the KWL (Know, Want to Know, Learned)
chart (Schall-Leckrone, 2018). Schall-Leckrone discusses how this chart is a versatile tool
because it can be used for large concepts, but can also be used to teach specific vocabulary to
students (2018). Berg (2013), Brown (2007), and Schall-Leckrone (2018) all emphasize the
importance of the use of graphic organizers both before instruction and throughout the unit to
assist students in their comprehension of complex social studies texts and allowing students to
draw connections between concepts throughout texts.
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Culturally Responsive Content

When working with students of color, specifically students who are newcomers to the
United States, it is important to consider their cultural backgrounds. Gloria Ladson Billings
describes that a huge stepping stone in educators successfully teaching students of color is
recognizing and working on their own biases towards those students and their families (2017).
When educators begin to focus on appreciating the cultural differences that students of color
have experienced, instead of viewing them as cultural deficits, then teachers can truly begin to
build a successful educational relationship with them (Ladson-Billings, 2017). In building
relationships with students in order to help them grow to be successful in the classroom,
Ladson-Billings has noticed that what teachers believe about their students of color and their
culture is much more important than the methods that are used to teach them (2017). She argues
that students who are encouraged by their teachers to learn and connect their learning with their
culture are more successful in learning new content (Ladson-Billings, 2017).
As an educator, it is our responsibility to find those moments where we can support
students' cultures and encourage them to embrace where they come from. Yasso discusses how
each student who comes to our classroom holds their own capital in the form of cultural
experiences that are unique to them, (2005). This cultural capital comes in linguistic capital,
familial capital, and social capital, along with several others (Yosso, 2005). Each of these
students brings their own knowledge, that we may not be able to draw from if we do not pay
close attention to who they are and get to know them outside of who they appear to be in our
classroom settings. Yosso (2005) and Ladson-Billings (2017) both touch on the fact that when
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educators only praise middle class white norms, our students of color feel the need to hide their
cultures because they feel as if they are expected to conform to these norms. Instead of praising
white norms, educators should be encouraging students to share their cultural experiences and
bring diverse voices of students into the classroom, not shut them out. By allowing the various
viewpoints from the cultures to permeate our classrooms, it is beneficial for all students to see
the diverse perspectives of the social studies concepts that are being taught.
It is no secret that over the decades of public education, social studies in America has
been taught from the perspective of the white man. Oftentimes our students of color see these
perspectives being taught in school and feel detached, and/or oppressed, by the content being
taught. With all students, especially our English language learners, they learn best when they feel
connected to the content (Ladson-Billings, 1995). Kea touches on the fact that historically,
students of color and language learners have felt disproportionately left out of social studies
content based on their cultures. It is unrealistic to expect these students to learn and be engaged
with the content being taught if they feel that they are unable to draw personal connections to the
content (Kea, 1998).
Overall, between Ladson-Billings (1995, 2017), Yosso (2005, and Kea (1998) the
message of how we can best engage our students in the social sciences is to get to know them
and their cultural backgrounds, encourage their connection to those backgrounds, and value who
they are as individuals. As important as methods and strategies are in the classroom,
relationships are the foundational structure which educators are able to work from to support
English language learners as they are navigating a new language, culture, and new content.
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CHAPTER 3
METHODOLOGY
The methods of inquiry for this study focused on the principles and practices of action
research, using self-study aligned with professional teacher standards, teacher artifacts, and
feedback from other professionals in the field as a means of data collection. I will begin with a
review of action research principles to establish the foundation for this study’s method of inquiry.
Second, I will review the choices and purposes of data collection that helped to highlight my
instruction and means for searching for improvement. Third, I will detail my context for the
study, methods of data collection protocols, maintaining credibility and trustworthiness of the
data, and acknowledge my limitations as a researcher. Finally, I will present the procedures used
for studying my practice, while providing data and analysis that speaks to adaptations and
adjustments made to my instruction as I implanted this study.
Research Questions

My focus for this research was to determine how I could actively engage English
Language Learners in their learning of Social Studies content. Specifically, I examined which
instructional strategies, environments, and tools cultivate the highest level of engagement of
English Language Learners in order to optimize my students' learning experiences, and retention
of content, in my Social Studies courses. This focus aligned with the following INTASC
Standards for teacher professional development; Standard 2: Learning Differences and Standard
3: Learning Environments. Additionally, I considered how studying my own practice in line with
INTASC Standards could improve my own instruction and therefore, student learning. My
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purpose of this study was to discover the most effective teaching strategies for English Language
Learners so that I could carry those findings into my own classroom and give the large
population of ELLs that I serve the quality of education that they deserve. The research question
for this study was:
1. Which teaching strategies, and tools, best support my English Language Learning
students? Through this research I hoped to learn how I could better engage the large
population of English Language Learners in my classroom. Data gathered from a
focus on this question was used to test how effective the strategies that I was already
implementing were in engaging my students and what new strategies I should be
exercising to increase student engagement.

INTASC Standards
The Interstate Teacher Assessment and Support Consortium (INTASC) standards are a set
of ten teaching standards that have been developed in order to ensure that teachers are using best
practices when both planning and carrying out instruction. The ten standards cover topics
specific to the learner, content, instructional practices, and professional responsibility as an
educator. These standards are important because of the support they provide educators, both
experienced and inexperienced, in the profession. Educators can use the INTASC standards to
evaluate their own tendencies when providing instruction and they can then use the standards to
be reflective and make adjustments to their practices. This is valuable for educators because it
encourages them to be reflective and to continue their depth of learning about the profession. As
I continue through my own teaching career, I plan to use the INTASC standards to ensure that I
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am practicing quality teaching strategies and to adjust my practices when I feel that they are not
the most effective.
In my own research I have chosen to focus on Standard 2: Learning Differences and
Standard 3: Learning Environment. Standard 2 states, “The teacher uses understanding of
individual differences and diverse cultures and communities to ensure inclusive learning
environments that enable each learner to meet high standards.” This standard connects to my
research because I am focusing on the learning of my ELL students. The language learning
students who I serve in my classroom come from a variety of backgrounds and cultures and each
of those students learns in a different way. This is specially important in the social science realm
because many of my students do not have a personal connection, or may even have a negative
connection, with American history. It is the goal of my research to find ways to connect my
students to their learning in order to better engage with them, and a large part of this is knowing
who my students are and what cultures they are bringing into the classroom.
Standard 3 states, “The teacher works with others to create environments that support
individual and collaborative learning, and that encourage positive social interaction, active
engagement in learning, and self motivation.” The third INTASC standard aligns with my
research because the goal of my research is to encourage student engagement and learning. Much
of my research looks at different strategies that engage English Language Learners, and those
strategies can also be implemented in the way the classroom is set up, the structure of the
classroom community, and the expectations for collaboration between students.
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Methods and Procedures

Because my purpose was to describe my own teaching practice as well as how I use data
to improve my own practice in line with the INTASC professional standards, it was important to
choose a method that could account for both what the standards are for teachers and how I was
paying attention to my own practice through data collection to improve it. Accordingly, this
study was designed as an action research study.
One of the most effective types of professional development that educators can engage in
is reflecting on their own teaching practices and evaluating how they can improve upon them.
One form of this reflective practice is action research. “Action research is a professional
development strategy that puts the teacher at the center of the professional development
process,” (Gould, 2008). As a form of professional development, this process proves to be
effective because educators can choose topics which they are passionate about. Gould describes
action research as a collaborative process where educators reflect on their own practices, raise
awareness around a certain theory or topic, or experiment with new strategies and share their
findings with other educators (2008). It is essential that educators participate in these types of
reflective practices so that we can evaluate what strategies are working well for our students and
what needs to be improved. Without being reflective, our teaching can become stagnant and our
students disengaged.
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Data Collection

The basic steps in action research are 1) identify a topic or issue to study, 2) collect data
related to the chosen topic or issue, 3) analyze and interpret the collected data, and 4) carry out
action planning, which represents the application of the action research results. Data collection in
an action research project typically is related to the topic or issues, and provides answers
pertinent to the research questions. As Padak and Padak observe, “Any information that can help
you answer your questions is data” (1994). Therefore, I used a variety of data collection tools
related to my topic to ensure the validity of my results. Furthermore, I adhered to the following
four characteristics in determining the data I would collect for my study, 1) anonymity of
students, 2) comparison in data collection was built in so that the results could be judged against
themselves both before and after the intervention period, 3) aspects of performance to be
examined were identified prior to data collection so that the information was relevant and
connected to the research questions, and 4) a variety of data was collected so that different
aspects of the topic could be brought to light (Padak and Padak, 1994). Finally, because I was
studying my own practice while I was in the middle of said practice, I acknowledge the
“spiraling nature” of data collection in action research (Padak and Padak, 1994). By focusing on
data in connection to my research questions, my attention tuned to other pieces of data that
emerged in relation to my questions. These emergent data pieces were included as part of the
study as they had relevance to my research questions.
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Because my research questions focus on which teaching strategies most effectively
engage my English Language Learning students, I chose to collect data that would provide
information about how my practice and the interventions I identified aligned with the research
topic. The types of data I chose to collect are described next.

Student Attendance

I will monitor student attendance as one form of data that I use to evaluate student
engagement in my courses. By looking at both the average attendance of the entire school, as
well as the attendance of my individual classes, I hope to be able to track patterns of student
participation in my courses starting at the very fundamental level of who is physically attending
class. Furthermore, by looking at specific subgroups of my students focusing largely on those
who are acquiring English as a second language and native English speakers to see what the
discrepancies in attendance are across language groups. I hope by gaining this baseline
information, I will be able to gain a better understanding of which students are least likely to be
engaged by the strategies that I am currently using and then I can alter my teaching strategies to
target those specific groups of students.
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ELPA Scores

I will investigate my students ELPA (English Language Proficiency Assessment) scores in order
to determine where they are at in their language acquisition. By examining the different language
abilities of my students, I will be able to better understand their proficiency in English language
and furthermore I will be able to choose the most appropriate strategies and tools to support
various students' needs. I will collaborate with my colleagues in my school who work closely
with the English Language Learners in my classes to best target their needs linguistically in my
social studies classroom.

Student Completion of Assignments

I will first look at the different types of assignments that I am asking students to complete
(lecture notes, posters, interactive notebook responses, graphic organizers) and then I will look at
what percentage of my students are completing these different types of assignments. I will also
look specifically at my students who are identified as English Language Learners and keep track
of which types of assignments they are most likely to complete and turn. In doing this research I
am hoping to see a pattern of which types of assignments my students are more or less likely to
engage in, and then I can alter my teaching strategies to implement more of the assignments that
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my ELL students are successfully completing. I will also look for ways to be able to support my
ELL students with the types of assignments that they are not regularly engaging in.

Feedback and Teaching Notes

Throughout my research I will be keeping a teaching journal that I will practice taking
notes in regarding the types of assignments my students are participating in for that particular
day as well as the overall impression of engagement that I am seeing from the class on that
particular day. I hope that these will show me a pattern of what activities are most effective at
engaging my English Language Learners.
I will also be using quotes from the feedback I receive from both my supervisors and my
coworkers after their observations of my teaching. I am hoping that they will notice that as I
implement different types of strategies to attempt to engage all types of learners, that I am able to
successfully engage ELL students in my classroom. I will also take into consideration the
constructive feedback that they provide me and analyze it along with the other types of data that
I will be collecting to better support students through the activities that they are less engaged in.
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Context of the Study

The school that I am conducting my study at is a large high school in the center of an urban
city in Oregon. We serve about 1,900 students who are in grades 9-12. The school receives Title
I funding with more than 95% of our population qualifying for free and reduced lunches. Within
the entire student population, 75% of our students identify as non-white, with 64% of students
identifying as Hispanic/Latino. We serve a large population of English Language Learners, with
60% of our students receiving a variety of language services from the school. Because of the
large population of English Language Learners, I feel drawn to conduct my research project on
the different teaching strategies that will impact the majority of the students that I interact with
on a daily basis.
Our Social Studies department is broken up into several PLC’s based on subject.
Currently I am in an Economics PLC with one other teacher. The main goal of our PLC is to
create an agreed upon curriculum that we will carry out for our Econ classes. We put a large
emphasis on staying at the same pace throughout the year because of the movement of students
between our classes throughout the term. In our PLC we also create common assessments that
we provide our students with to track their progress and proficiency in the course.
Students operate on a block schedule with eight classes. They attend four 90-minute
classes per day. The average class size at our school is approximately 32 students. Although I
teach both Youth & Law and Economics, I have chosen to focus my data on one of my
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Economics classes because this is a required course for graduation at this point, while Youth &
Law is an elective. The class which I am focusing on has 34 students enrolled in it. 75% of the
students in this class are receiving some sort of language support from the school. 8 of the 34
students are on an individualized education plan (IEP) and are receiving special education
services. One of the students in my class is on a modified diploma, meaning that as well as
receiving special education services, they are also completing a different set of graduation
requirements than their peers. These specialized requirements have been developed by the
students IEP team and are unique to them. I also have 3 students in this class who have been
identified as talented and gifted (TAG). The class that I have chosen to focus on consists of
students who identify as Hawiian/Pacific Islander, Black/African American, Hispanic, Biracial,
and White. The students in my class speak a variety of languages including Pohnpeian, Spanish,
Swahili, and English.

Participants

Because this study was designed using an action research approach, the main participant
in the study is myself, as the teacher. As my learning progressed throughout my student teaching
program, I became interested in a number of ideas that would help me to improve my instruction.
Ultimately, I decided to focus on the main research areas outlined in my research question. To
lend credibility to the results I will share from my self-study of my practice, it is important to
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describe my role in the classroom where I teach. In this section I will focus on describing my
own classroom and my role as the teacher.
This is my second year of full-time teaching in my own classroom. Due to the need of
teachers in the school district in which I am employed, I was hired on an emergency teaching
license during the pandemic. Prior to being hired in a full-time position, I was a substitute in the
school district for two years, primarily working at the same location that I am employed at now,
as well as another school with similar demographics. My first full year of teaching was almost
entirely online due to the pandemic. This is my first year of being in my own classroom for the
entirety of the year. I have a mentor teacher who works down the hall from me. We have
matching prep periods on one day of our block schedule so that we can easily meet to collaborate
and then on the opposite days we have differing prep periods so that we can observe one another.
In both subbing at my school and then being hired here, I have become aware of the need
for additional support for our large population of English Language Learners. I quickly became
interested in finding ways that I could more effectively engage my own students. Social science
is a subject that has a unique depth of language and contextualized information that can pose an
additional challenge for students who are not familiar with the culture and background of
different constructs surrounding American history, government, and social structures. In order
for my students to be successful in their social science studies, I feel there is a great need for
intentional and effective language instruction to scaffold student learning.
As I chose my focus class for my research project, I became even more interested in ways
that I can support my students with their learning. Economics is an important subject for students
to understand as they move forward into adulthood, and it is directly connected to so much of my
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students' lives already. There are many real life skills and situations that we walk through in this
economics class that will help my students tremendously in their future. I feel passionate about
taking away as many barriers for my students' learning as possible and finding the strategies,
tools, and activities that best support the English Language Learners in my classroom.

How I Studied My Teaching

In order to answer my research question of which teaching strategies are most effective at
engaging my English Language Learning students I will be planning a unit of instruction that
will be five lessons long. This unit will span about two and a half weeks and within this unit I
will intentionally be implementing different types of instructional strategies for my students to
engage in. As we move throughout the unit I will be observing my students' engagement based
upon attendance, assignment completion, and my own field notes on their overall engagement.
The lessons in my unit will provide students opportunities to demonstrate their
engagement by participating in activities in our interactive notebooks. Many of these activities
are highly scaffolded and involve vocabulary. I will be looking for which vocabulary
assignments (graphic organizers, creative practices, lecture notes) students are more likely to
engage in by collecting their interactive notebooks. I will use an excel sheet to keep track of how
many students are completing each different type of assignment.
I also want to analyze whether my English Language Learning students are more or less
likely to engage in activities where they are asked to work in a group. I will give students several
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opportunities to complete both independent and group assignments and will pay attention to
whether or not they are completing their assignments, and how well they are collaborating with
their peers.
By keeping track of which types of assignments my students are turning in, as well as
which type of activities they are participating in during my class, I am hoping to be able to
highlight which strategies work best for engaging my English Language Learning students.
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CHAPTER 4
DATA

Formation of Goals

Throughout my action research project, my main goal has been to find ways to best
support my English Language Learning students in my high school social science classroom
through increasing engagement and finding strategies that promote learning. For the past two
years I have been a licensed teacher at an urban school in Oregon. Mainly due to the location of
the school, the population of the students who we serve is one of the most diverse in the state,
and is the number one most diverse school in our district. While I grew up in this same area, and
attended the school that I am currently working at, being a white, English-speaking student, the
immense disadvantages that ELLs face in our current classrooms did not occur to me until I
started teaching here.
As we began discussing action research and what that would look like for us in a
professional setting, I immediately knew that I wanted to engage in some sort of learning that
was focused on supporting students who are ELLs. Throughout my teaching in the last two
years, I have noticed that engagement among students varies depending on the tasks that are
being completed. This spiked my interest and made me question if the student engagement was
directly related to the students ability to connect linguistically with the tasks at hand. The social
sciences consist of many difficult concepts and an abundance of dense vocabulary that is even
challenging for native English speakers. This train of thought led me to my research question
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which is, which teaching strategies, and tools, best support my English Language Learning
students?
While conducting my research, I focused on a few main areas of data collection. First I
wanted to track student attendance in order to see different patterns of engagement starting at the
very foundational idea of being present at school. I also planned to examine my students ELPA
scores in order to determine where my students are at in their English language acquisition. I
have a variety of language learners in my classroom, some who have transitioned out of the ELL
program that our district provides, and others who are newcomers to the United States and have
very limited proficiency in English at this point. The next area that I have chosen to focus my
research on is student completion of assignments. I want to pay specific attention to which types
of assignments students are more likely to engage in and complete and which assignments they
are less likely to complete. Finally, I will be reflecting on my own teaching notes and lesson
plans throughout the unit of instruction. In focusing on these few areas of my teaching, I am
hoping that I will be able to see clear patterns of how my students are engaging in different
modes of learning. This will allow me to reflect on which strategies are most effective in
engaging and supporting English language learners in my classroom.

Data Analysis

Throughout my research I will be keeping data in a variety of formats and locations. Our
school uses a database to keep track of student attendance, grades, and test scores. This database
will be used throughout my research as a location that data will be collected and pulled from.
During this unit of instruction, I kept teaching notes after each lesson that reflected on how
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engaged my students were, the types of activities we engaged in, and different moments that
stood out to me throughout the lesson. I will also be reflecting on my own lesson plans and the
different activities that I have planned for instruction throughout the unit. I will also be analyzing
and collecting data from national, state, city, district, and school demographics to compare them
to the demographics of my own classroom.
Upon collecting all of my data, I will synthesize it so that it is easily accessible and
comparable. I plan to do this using charts, graphs, and visuals so that patterns can easily be
detected. I will be analyzing these different data points at different times throughout my unit of
instruction. For example, I will compare and analyze the various demographics prior to teaching
the unit. For data such as looking at student completion of assignments and engagement in
various activities, I will compile this data throughout the unit and then analyze it at the end of the
unit in order to detect any patterns in my students' engagement.

Findings

Student Demographics

In order to set the stage for my research, I first wanted to analyze the demographics of the
students at my school in comparison to students in the nation, state, and across my school
district. This data is shown in Figure 1 below.
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Figure 1. Demographics of Students ( this data was collected from Education Week, The Oregon
Statewide Annual Report Card, Salem Keizer School District Report Card, North Salem High
School Report Card, and class data)

When looking at the data in Figure 1, which shows student demographics from various
places in 2021 in comparison with my own classroom, it is evident that the population of
students of color across the nation has surpassed white students. Although Oregon is considered
“behind” this trend, my own school district, school, and classroom are all showing that the
population of white students has become a minority in comparison to students of color. This data
validates me in my need to study various strategies for teaching English Language Learners,
especially when honing in on the data from my clinical school and my own classroom. If the
trend of these demographics continues in the way that it has been for years, schools will continue
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to grow more and more diverse and the need for evidence based instructional strategies will
become even greater as we attempt to support students who are coming from a variety of
linguistic backgrounds.

Student English Language Proficiency Assessment (ELPA) Scores

In my focus class, I have 13 students who have taken the ELPA at some point in their
K-12 academic career. These students have varying levels of proficiency in English, and their
proficiency also varies across the different areas tested; reading, writing, speaking, and listening.
The data below will be focused on these 13 students and their English proficiency at this time.
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Figure 2. Status of ELL Eligibility (Data taken from ELPA test scores and school district
database Synergy)

After taking the ELPA, there are several categories that students can fall into depending
on their English Proficiency. One of those areas is Tested but Not Eligible (EN). One of my
students falls into this category. This means that they have been exposed to different languages
throughout their life, but at the time of their first ELPA assessment, they demonstrated
proficiency in all areas of English Language for a child their age. If a student previously
received ELL services based on their initial ELPA assessment, but have since then tested
demonstrated proficiency across all ELPA categories, then they fall into the ELL Transition (ET)
category. Students who are in the ET category are still being monitored as they have recently
tested out of ELL services. One of my students is currently being monitored in the ET category.
After several years of being in the ET category and being monitored with their language skills,
students will be moved to the ELL Post Monitored (EP) category and are no longer monitored
for their language proficiency. Six of my students currently fall into the post-monitored category
and the majority of them tested out of ELL services in elementary school by demonstrating
proficiency with the ELPA.
Students who are currently receiving ELL services based on their ELPA fall into the ELL
Active (EY) category. By being in this category, students have shown that they are not yet
proficient in at least one of the areas of English Language that the ELPA assesses. To show
proficiency, students must score all 4’s and 5’s on the ELPA. Recently, a law has been passed that
makes it so students are not required to retest in areas where they have previously demonstrated
proficiency. Once a student demonstrates proficiency across all four areas; reading, writing,
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speaking, and listening, they will be moved to ET and be monitored. Five of the students in my
focus class are currently Active in the ELL program and have not yet demonstrated proficiency
across all domains of the ELPA. Below I have used data from my students ELPA scores to show
a breakdown of what areas they are proficient in and which they are still working towards
proficiency in.

Figure 3. ELPA Scores (Data taken from ELPA test scores and school district database Synergy)

When looking at the data from Figure 3, the first thing that stands out to me is that none
of my five students who are active in the ELL program have demonstrated proficiency in reading
or writing at this time, although some of them have demonstrated proficiency in other areas of
the ELPA. This shows me that although all students learn in different ways, each of these
students would benefit from additional support in reading and writing across subject areas. The
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students in my class specifically will benefit from having activities that are scaffolded in a way
to assist them with language. Another thing that stands out to me is that my students' proficiency
in speaking and listening is scattered. Often when thinking of supporting students with language
needs, my mind often goes to how I can help them read and write, but it is also important to pay
attention to how content is being delivered to students.

Student Attendance

The unit of instruction that I have chosen to focus on consists of 7 total class periods
spanning across a three week period of time due to our block schedule. Below I have compiled
the attendance of my five students who are active in the ELL program throughout the
instructional unit that I have chosen to focus on.
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Figure 4. Student Attendance (data collected from Salem Keizer attendance database Synergy)

The above data shows how many total class periods each of my five students, who are
actively receiving ELL services, were in attendance over the unit of instruction I have chosen to
focus on. Two students were in attendance for all seven days, one student was in attendance for
six of the seven days, while the other two students only attended class two or three days out of
the seven day unit. I will keep this in mind as I look at the assignments that they completed.

Lesson 1

Lesson 2

Lesson 3

Lesson 4

Lesson 5

Lesson 6

Lesson 7

Student 1
Student 2
Student 3
Student 4
Student 5

Figure 5. Student Attendance by Lesson (data collected from Salem Keizer attendance database
Synergy)
Above I have provided a chart that shows which lessons my five focus students were in
attendance for. The green values show that students were present for that lesson while the red
values show that students were absent. Again, with some of my students missing significant
chunks of content, although they still have access to the materials through our class Canvas page,
I anticipate that this will likely alter their participation and completion of activities.

53

SUPPORTING ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS THROUGH EFFECTIVE TEACHING
STRATEGIES

Figure 6. Whole Class Attendance (data collected from Salem Keizer attendance database
Synergy)
In the focus class that I have chosen, I have 25 students. Figure 6 shows a visual
of the attendance for each of the days of my seven lesson unit. This data is interesting to look at
in comparison to the attendance of my focus students who are currently enrolled in the English
Language Learner program at my school.

Student Completion of Assignments

The main data that I wanted to focus on was what types of assignments my students, in
particular my ELL students, were completing. The goal of my research is to tailor my teaching
and the assignments and strategies I use to best fit my students' needs. Throughout my unit of
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instruction I planned to implement several different assignment types and modes of instruction to
see which increased student engagement and which decreased student engagement. Upon
completion of my unit of instruction, I compiled a list of what assignments were taught, and used
our online database for grades to keep track of which students were completing assignments. The
results from this will be shown in the Figures below.

Figure 7. Percentage of Assignments Completed (data collected from Salem Keizer attendance
database Synergy)
In Figure 7 I have included the seven different types of assignments that were
incorporated throughout this instructional unit, as well as the percentage of completed
assignments that were turned in for each category. This data is from my entire, 25 student, class.
From the above data it is evident that students are participating the least in lecture notes and
answering response questions following a class discussion/video. The assignments with the most
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amount of participation are group assignments, vocabulary assignments, and graphic organizers.
Students also participated in creative individual projects and partner assignments at a higher rate
than response questions and lecture notes.

Figure 8. Assignments Completed - ELL Students (data collected from Salem Keizer attendance
database Synergy)

When analyzing the assignment completion of the 13 students who have received
language services at some point in their K-12 education, the trend of behaviors is similar to that
of my whole class. Vocabulary assignments and group/partner assignments still tend to engage
more students, while direct response questions and lecture notes engage the least amount of
participation from students.
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Figure 9. Assignment Completion - 5 Focus Students (data collected from Salem Keizer
attendance database Synergy)

Figure 9 gives a visual representation of my five focus students who are currently
receiving language services and their assignment completion. Although there are some variations
in the data when compared to all students in my class and the 13 students who have received
language services, there is still significant data showing that students are participating most in
group assignments and vocabulary assignments. It is still evident, as well, that students are least
likely to engage in responding to direct response questions and lecture notes.
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Teaching Notes

Throughout the instructional unit I kept notes after teaching each lesson regarding my
students' engagement in the different types of tasks that I asked students to complete each day. I
gauged student engagement by how many of them were actively listening by providing eye
contact, asking questions, and being on task by working on the tasks at hand. Throughout my
own teaching notes, I found that student participation and engagement varied from student to
student and based on the type of assignment at hand. In order to organize this information I will
discuss each type of assignment and what that looked like in this specific instructional unit, I will
also include any quotes or excerpts from my teaching notes that pertain to those specific
assignments.

Response Questions

Typically when asking students to complete response questions, I would ask them to
respond to some sort of media that we had just viewed. Oftentimes this would be a video or some
sort of infographic. We did this three times throughout the instructional unit and when reflecting
on my notes, overall there was low engagement in this type of assignment. “I showed students a
video that briefly described what economics is, students were asked to write one sentence
afterwards summarizing what economics is, many students struggled to come up with a
definition and did not complete this task independently which caused me to then switch gears
and discuss it as a whole group,” (Feskens, 2022). This was not the only instance that
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participation and engagement amongst my students was limited when being asked to write a
direct response throughout this unit.

Group Assignment

In this seven lesson unit, I provided several different opportunities for students to
work in groups to complete tasks. In some instances this would look like students completing a
reading together, in others they would be completing a collaborative project together. I have
previously found with my focus class that students are typically reluctant to form their own
groups, therefore I ask them to work with their table group in most cases. My table groups are
strategically created with a diverse makeup of students, some of who are achieving various levels
of success in my classroom. After introducing each group activity, I actively circulated the room
and paid attention to which students were engaging and which were not. Based on my notes, the
majority of my students were engaging in the group activities at hand. “As I walked around the
room today and listened to each group, I asked them questions about the reading to deepen their
thinking about the content and all but two students were actively engaging in conversations with
their groups,” (Feskens, 2022). In opportunities where students were engaging in reading
articles in a group setting, I did take note that many of my native English speakers would take
the lead on the reading, while English Language Learners would assume other roles in the group
work.
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Partner Assignment

When introducing a partner assignment, I typically allow students to choose to work with
a partner or to choose to work independently. In the two partner assignments that we participated
in throughout the unit, all but three students chose to work in partners. None of the three students
who chose to work independently were my 13 ELL students. With partner assignments, I saw
similar results to group assignments when it came to student engagement with the lesson. As I
circulated the room, many of my students were on task and working collaboratively on the task
at hand. In some instances, my students who are English Language Learners chose to work
together in pairs and in other cases a student who is an ELL would partner with a native English
speaker.

Individual Creative Project

For the creative project that students completed in this unit, students were asked to create
a one page business model for a business of their choice. Student engagement in this opportunity
during class was very high. “Today after introducing the business model project, many students
got excited about the different business ideas they had,” (Feskens, 2022). This project provided
an opportunity for students to use their artistic ability, as well as creative writing skills to
promote their business plan. It also incorporated economic thinking in asking them to include a
simple blueprint of the business and its factors of production.
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Vocabulary Assignment

Vocabulary assignments are completed in my students' interactive notebooks. For each
lesson, I introduce students to new vocabulary words in the unit. I never introduce them to more
than four for each lesson and I show them one at a time. Students are shown the definition of the
key term as well as a few examples. I ask students to split their notebook page into four
quadrants and use each quadrant for one of the vocab words. In each quadrant students are asked
to write the vocabulary word, a simple definition, and draw a simple illustration that will help
their own memorization of the word. “Many students were engaged in completing the vocabulary
page today, even if students leave off the written definition, almost all of them completed a
picture to represent each word,” (Feskens, 2022). I noticed this more, throughout the unit, with
the students who are receiving ELL services. This was the trend throughout most of my lessons
when we completed the vocabulary portion of the lesson.

Lecture Notes

I give students quite a bit of independence when it comes to completing lecture notes.
Students have access to each lesson's slide deck and can go back and review the information as
much as they want. I ask them to participate in taking some type of notes in their interactive
notebooks. Participation with this varied, but was typically about 50%. “As I went through the
slide deck today, participation varied around the room… many students looked as though they
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were actively listening, but were not completing any sort of notes in their notebook.” I would say
that this was typical throughout my unit.

Graphic Organizer

Students were asked to complete a few different graphic organizers in this unit. One of
these was a KWL chart, another was a T-Chart, and the last was a web that students used to
brainstorm their ideas for their business model. All of these graphic organizers were done in a
collaborative, whole class setting, and were asked to be completed in their interactive notebooks.
“Today when we filled out our KWL chart for running a business many students were engaged
and producing a large number of questions, or “Want to Learns”, about what goes into running a
business,” (Feskens, 2022). Based on looking at my teaching journal, student engagement
trended high for each of the graphic organizers we completed.

Summary of Findings

My goal in my research was to decipher which teaching strategies and tools were the
most useful in promoting the learning of English Language Learners. Specifically I wanted to
look at how students responded to different types of assignments and which teaching tools
piqued student interest and engagement as opposed to which assignments left students unable, or
uninspired, to complete. Upon the completion of my data collection, I was able to determine that
students were more likely to participate in activities where they could collaborate with their
peers, as well as assignments that allowed them a degree of creative autonomy. These findings,
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as well as all the data and research that I have collected throughout my project, have allowed me
to deeply reflect on my own teaching strategies and style and to ponder how I will better support
my students, specifically my English Language Learners, in the future.
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CHAPTER 5
DISCUSSION

Implications
Upon the completion of my research, I have found that students, including English
language learners, engagement does depend on what types of activities are assigned. Although I
had student participation throughout my unit, it increased when students were doing particular
tasks. This data was clear when I looked at my class as a whole, as well as when I looked at the
group of students who have received language services in their K-12 education, and when I
looked directly at my five focus students who are actively receiving language services. The
students in my class receiving language services were significantly more engaged in activities
that supported their English limitations and provided them with the support they needed as
opposed to more regularly adopted assignment opportunities that provide little-to-no language
support.
The data that I collected regarding the demographics of students across the country, my
state, my school district, and my own classroom all show that a significant amount of the student
population consists of students of color. This statistic became even more drastic as I narrowed
my research down to the smaller populations that I serve in as an educator. In my own specific
school district, clinical school, and classroom there are more students of color overall than there
are white students. With each of these different populations, there also comes different cultural
capitals, one of the most impactful of these is language. It is imperative that as educators, we are
adjusting our own teaching strategies to best support students who are acquiring English as a
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second language at the same time they are accessing different content area knowledge. When
looking at my students ELPA scores, it was evident to me that many of the areas where my
students are underperforming in my classroom are not due to their lack of content understanding,
but due to a lack of the language skills necessary to be successful in a social science classroom.
In order to promote student success for all students, including those who are English Language
Learners, we must adjust our teaching methods and strategies to those that best support students'
specific needs. Engaging in action research has provided me with the opportunity to reflect on
my own teaching practices and better understand the needs of my students.

Strengths and Limitations
Of all the data that I collected throughout my research, the most impactful for me was
seeing how engagement increased specifically for my students who are ELLs when completing
assignments that allowed them to either use their creativity or that allowed them to work
collaboratively with their peers. In my research I found that by providing students who are
acquiring English the opportunity to work with those who are more proficient in English,
whether that means they are native speakers or that they are non-native speakers who have
proved their proficiency in English, increased engagement and successful completion of
assignments for all students.
One of the limitations that I faced in my research was the amount of students in my
classes who are actively receiving language services. I teach primarily juniors and seniors, and
although I have many students in my classes who have received language services in their K-12
education experience, I do not have many who are still actively engaged in these services at this
point in their education. I chose my focus class based on the amount of students who were
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actively engaged receiving these services, but I do feel that it would be impactful to do a similar
study with students who are younger and therefore a larger group of students may still be
actively enrolled in the ELL program. Of the 13 students in my class who have been identified as
an ELL at some point in their education, only five of them are still receiving services at this point
in their education.
Another limitation I did not anticipate was the attendance of my students, specifically the
ELL students in my classes. At my clinical school, students who are receiving language services
are offered the opportunity to leave class to complete work with instructional assistants in our
Mentor Center. This allows them the opportunity to gain language support on all of their
assignments, but it does not allow them to work collaboratively with their peers, and although I
can analyze how many assignments students are completing, I can not monitor their engagement.
My unit was also at the beginning of a new grading period which I believe also impacted student
attendance and participation. If I was to complete this project again, I would likely look at a
bigger population of students and change the unit of instruction to one that was in the middle of
the term.

Concluding Statement

Action research has had a tremendous impact on the way that I view my students'
engagement patterns and my own teaching strategies. At the beginning of my research, it was my
goal to assess how I could actively engage English Language Learners in Social Studies content.
I specifically wanted to examine which instructional strategies, environments, and tools cultivate
the highest level of engagement of English Language Learners in order to optimize my students'
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learning experiences, and retention of content, in my Social Studies courses. The data that I
collected throughout my research suggests that English Language Learners are more likely to
engage in content that intentionally supports their language needs. Whether this be through
allowing students to complete activities in a way that encourages them to use different creative
skills, it provides them the opportunity to work with students who are proficient in English, or it
supports their language needs through explicit and differentiated language instruction. My
students were most engaged in group/partner activities, creative opportunities, and assignments
that supported language through vocabulary instruction or the use of a graphic organizer.
With the completion of this research, I would suggest action research to all educators.
There has been something profoundly impactful about being given the opportunity to collect data
and reflect on my own teaching practices. Oftentimes, educators are given the opportunity to
increase their educational experiences by participating in professional development
opportunities, but in many of these activities, there is little time for self reflection and instead
educators are looking at data for a large or foregin community from the one they teach in. By
diving deeper into my own teaching strategies and looking specifically at the students that I am
serving each day, I was able to gain a better understanding of the cultures my students are
coming from, the capital that they bring to my classroom, and what I can do to best support their
learning in the Social Sciences.
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