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Goals: 

• Setting the stage: Foundational literacy skills 

• To recognize features of early literacy learning 

• To understand the centrality of language in 

learning and the needs of ELLs 

• To recognize features of academic literacy 

• To consider instructional implications for 

supporting continued language → literacy 

development ... 6 BIG ideas   
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Setting the stage: 

Some preliminary insights on early literacy achievement: 

 Broad patterns in early Grade 3 in Alberta 

 Almadina’s early Grade 3 SLA writing samples,  

 November 2015 (7 classes): A comparison 

 

– The 3 key predictors: printing, spelling, and the number of words 

on the page (The ideal school).  
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Spelling 
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Rubric for quality writing standards 
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What’s the BIG IDEA?????  

Those young writers who have spelling and printing under 

control, likely put more words on the page. 

These three variables predicted the quality writing standard 

at the end of Grade 2 or early Grade 3.  

 

THINK – PAIR – SHARE 

 

 Look at the following slides:  What do  you find 

 STRIKING???  
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Standard 4 
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Key indicators of Grade 2 literacy  

Roessingh & Elgie (2015).  
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Grade 2: Descriptive statistics 
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Number of words by Quality standard 
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Better vs weaker writing: End Grade 3 
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Setting the stage: 

1. Vocabulary measures are overall, about average for early Grade 3. (GE 3.3) 

2. The vast majority of young students achieve the acceptable standard on the 

written portion of the SLA ... this was a major focus of the Grade 3 team’s 

work in the fall (89%).  

3. Spelling is overall where it needs to be (91% accurate). 

4. Printing is mostly at a level 2 (‘neat and legible’). Be sure to maintain 

instructional focus throughout the Grade 3 year!    

5. Challenges:  

•  Enormous variability on all measures of early literacy learning 

•          Try to move those at Standard 1 up to a 2 ... try for 5 – 7% 

•           Try to move more into Standard 4  .... try for 14% 

•           Major focus needed on on-going vocabulary learning 

  

      

http://www.ucalgary.ca/


Ramping it ‘up’ 

Consider a greater focus on printing instruction by 

adopting a more structured, programmatic 

approach.  

Consider an explicit approach to teaching spelling 

patterns following a developmentally progressive 

program.  
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Options in early literacy learning: 

Handwriting Without Tears 

The Writing Road to Reading (Spalding) 

Graham, S. & Harris, K. (nd). CASL Handwriting 

program (grade 1). University of Maryland. 

http://peabody.vanderbilt.edu/docs/pdf/sped/CASL

%20Handwriting%20Program.pdf 
 

Words Their Way 
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Teaching manuscript  

From a neuromotor perspective, the second half of Grade 1 is the ‘sensitive period’ or 

critical window for teaching printing.  
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Vocabulary, vocabulary, vocabulary 

Keep working HARD on vocabulary learning ....  

 This is the focus of our morning across ALL    

 grades!  

 Academic language through .... 

•      Direct instruction 

•       Word study ... Root words  

•  Learning strategies 

•       Academic discussions 

•       Your reading program 
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Juicy words used in (end) Grade 3…  

Absolutely Activity Advance Amuse Altitude Approve Attach Balance 

Barrier Basics Basically Challenge Collapse Combine Compares 

Complain Connected Convince Consider Coordination Create Decline 

Depend Design Direction Disappointed Educational Entertain 

Environment Excellent Equipment Except Exercise Exhausted 

Expensive Expert Fascinating Hilarious Imagine Imagination Important 

Improve Include Involve Locate Maximum Mental Motion Natural 

Normal Objects Obstacle Original Perfect Platform Physical Popular 

Possible Prevent Pretend Protect protection protective Purpose 

Regular Related Recommend Recreation Safety Section Sense Similar 

Spiral Solution Source Stimulate Store storage Strategy Strengthen 

Structure Suggestion Surface Suspend Technically Various 
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Juicy words used …  

• There are 86 ‘juicy words’ in the total pool of words that 

appeared in the Grade 3 writing samples. 

• Fewer than 10% of these words are from Bands 1 -5, the 

‘tipping point’ for children who are weaker writers 

• Nearly 80% of these words are either Off-list known or 

‘off list unknown’. 

• It becomes important to use this list as a place to begin 

focused vocabulary instruction in Grades 2-3. 
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Juicy words by (end) Grade 4 
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Grade 3: The ‘tipping point’ from BICS to CALP 
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BICS - CALP 
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Language development 

• 1100 words at age 3 (Hart & Risley,2003). 

• 45,000,000 words of caregiver input. 

• Quantity AND quality of talk are important 
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Language development 

• The Matthew Effect: 

‘the rich get richer, the 

poor get poorer.’  

(Stanovich, 1986) 

• Word counts double and 

double again to 5000 words  

at age 5. ELLs might know  

500 words, and learn another 

500 – 1000 in K. The gap grows. 

Teachers must close  

this gap.  
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 Semantic categories of children’s vocabulary: 
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THINK-PAIR- SHARE: How do NS develop such BIG vocabularies? 
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How do NS develop such BIG vocabularies? 

Thanks to MUMS (and dads) who: 

Engage in elaborative and collaborative talk, talk, talk in: 

1) storybook reading→dialogic talk 

2) purposeful, structured play (puzzles, leggo, crafts)  

3) mealtime talk 

4) open ended, imaginative, creative play (post office, ‘house’,           

 supermarket, library, etc.) 
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How do NS develop such BIG vocabularies? Home literacy 

The home literacy environment accounts for the most variance in emergent 

literacy skills.  
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Cautions ...  
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Comprehensible input? 
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Through no fault of their own ... 

Immigrant children often do not have enough access to 

these opportunities and experiences in either L1 or L2.  

 

K – 3 classrooms do not provide language rich enough 

environments for youngsters to develop vocabulary 

knowledge. 
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ELLs have strengths …  

• Strong phonemic awareness skills, perhaps 

because of their exposure to bilingual 

experiences. 

• Rapid acquisition of the first 250 – 500 words of 

oral English.  This accounts for 85% coverage of 

what children have to say.  

• Often, willingness to learn through play, take 

risks and try things out on the playground and in 

the classroom. They ‘sound good.’ 
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Their strengths …  

• Strong decoding skills … can make the sound-

symbol connection associated with ‘learning to 

read’. 

• Often are good spellers. 

• Often print very neatly… many immigrant 

parents are drawn to school programs that 

emphasize ‘basic skills development’ and 

‘traditional teaching and learning’ approaches 

that include direct instruction, drill-repetition, 

practice and memorization.    
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ELLs have strengths:  

• In sum, ELLs fairly quickly can close the early 

literacy ‘gap’ and by Grade 2 achieve 

commensurate with their peers (Lesaux & 

Siegel, 2003; Roessingh & Elgie, 2009).   

 

• HOWEVER, a significant language ‘gap’ 

persists and grows over time.  
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:  
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Instructional implications: Best practices 

1) Direct and explicit instruction of ‘big bang for your buck’ words 

2) Word study: 

– Morphological analysis: (Nagy et al, 1989). More than 60% of new words in 

upper elementary have a transparent morphological structure.   
• Prefixes/suffixes/inflected endings →structural analysis of words 

• → Root words, Greek and Latin meanings 

– Polysemy (one word with many/ ‘poli’ meanings/ ‘semes’ ; 

homophones/homographs/homonyms (same spelling/sound, different meanings). 

These are common in English, and present difficulty for ELLs.    

3) Strategy instruction 

– Context clues→making inferences  

4) Academic discussions:  

– Teacher-led discussions around topics that are current and of high interest to 

children (e.g. RIPQuanto: Death of a service dog).  

http://www.ucalgary.ca/


Instructional implications: 

5) Teach thematically: Brain based learning!  

Making connections, recycling, spiraling ... 

 Grandma’s Soup ... 

www.duallanguageproject.com 

6) Your reading program ... Enough diversity 

across topics? Genres?  

http://www.ucalgary.ca/
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1. Direct and explicit instruction: 

• This involves: 

– Early, direct, sequential, early (Biemiller, 2001)  

– Definitional and contextual information about a word 

– Multiple exposures across modalities (recycling): hear 

it/see it/say it/ write it (Stahl, 2003). 12 times~!!  

– Deep engagement: opportunities to manipulate, 

transform, and practice → ‘push out’ tasks to move 

the word from receptive to productive vocabulary. 
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Direct and explicit instruction: Frayer model  

• The Frayer Model is a graphical organizer used for word analysis and 

vocabulary building. This four-square model prompts students to think about 

and describe the meaning of a word or concept by . . .  

• Defining the term,  

• Describing its essential characteristics,  

• Providing examples of the idea, and  

• Offering non-examples of the idea./concept.   
• http://www.readingeducator.com/strategies/frayer.htm 

 

• Useful instructional strategy across all grades,  

proficiency levels. 

 See: www.duallanguageproject.com  

 ‘Family Treasures’ 
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2. Word study: Prefixes and suffixes  

• Morphological analysis: 
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2. Word study: Root words, Latin meanings  

http://www.ucalgary.ca/


2. Word study: Do you know your Greek and Latin roots?  
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Word study: Do you know your Greek and Latin roots?  
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Latin, Greek roots, Key 
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2. Word study: Polysemy  

• Poly (many) semes (meanings). 

– ELLs often have difficulty with generating many 

meanings of the same (sounding) word.  

– Many of the meanings involve collocations, idioms/ 

metaphoric uses: 

• e.g. How many different meanings can you generate for the 

word ‘BREAK’?   
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Word study: BREAK  

• Break a leg, break a bone, lucky break, break a 

promise, break a record, break down in tears, 

pee/bio break, break the rules/law, break 

ground, break the cycle, he made a break for the 

door, break the silence … 

 

• And so on ….    
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3. Strategy Instruction 

• Using context clues to infer meanings: 

 - Direct definitions, synonyms, antonyms, 

 examples are often marked by punctuation, 

 or by discourse markers (in contrast, 

 similarly, such as .., for example …). 

   - Teach students to make inferences of 

 location, agent,  time, action, instrument, 

 cause-effect, object, category, problem-

 solution, feelings - attitude    
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3. Strategies: 5 step teaching  

1. Name the strategy and explain how it works.  

2. Teach, model, demonstrate, talk aloud protocol 

3.  Guided practice 

4. Independent work. 

5. Assess.  

 

Students need to be TAUGHT how to be strategic 

learners/readers.   
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4. Academic Discussions  
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Think – Pair – Share: 

• Tchr: Here’s a story about a woman who wants to know more about what breed of dog she has. The title of the story says it’s 

a mystery.  The woman, Danyael, adopted Jiboo when he was just a puppy from the Pound Rescue.  They take in dogs that 

have been abandoned and try to adopt them into new homes where they will be well cared for. Let’s have a look at the 

picture of Jiboo here. Does Jiboo remind you of a type or breed of dog you’ve heard about or know about? 

• I: He looks like a German Shepherd!  The kind of dog police use … (referring to the puppy naming contest the group had 

been involved in earlier for a litter of new born Shepherd puppies destined for service work with the RCMP).  

• Tchr: Good thinking … his coloration certainly makes me think of a German Shepherd, too. But … what do you think of his 

shape …  

• I: His ears are gigantic … too big for a German Shepherd. 

• Tchr: Yes … they’re oversized for a Shepherd, aren’t they?  

• I: I know! He kinda looks like a Husky …  

• Tchr: Hmmm …. Let’s see what Danyael has to say about this.  You know, everyone reading this article is invited to make a 

guess about what Jiboo’s composition might be. It’ll be fun to do a bit of our own research and then see what the newspaper 

tells us next week.  That’s when Danyael will have more information about Jiboo based on a sample of saliva she’ll send to a 

lab in Toronto that will analyze it and report back to her.    

•  Danyael sees the emergence of two distinct breeds in Jiboo.  The tan-black coat – his coloring – his loyalty and 

protectiveness is the German Shepherd side she sees. His ears, his curlicue tail, white underbelly and loner tendencies are 

more like a Husky. When she’s outside with Jiboo, he attracts a lot of attention from other people. Some say he’s part akita, 

others say part malamute, and still others think he might be part coyote. Do you know anything about akitas or malamutes? 

• I: No … but … how can he be part coyote anyway? I thought wild animals didn’t mix with pets.  

• Tchr: That’s a good question.  I don’t know the answer.  When we learned about Kate and Pippin, though … you’re right, we 

decided that the only way for Pippin to have off-spring would be to find a partner in the wild. And she did, remember? How 

about I give you 5 minutes to look for akita and malamute on your ipad, and then you report back to me? 
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Vocabulary profile of an academic discussion 
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Extending Academic Discussions 

• Be sure to extend these ‘story starters’ with flash 

card work, spelling, crossword puzzles, 

webquest assignments ...  
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Extending academic discussions…  
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4. Informational texts as story starters: 

• The newspaper: http://calgaryherald.com/news/local-news/a-fantastic-mom-both-parents-attentive-to-

calgary-zoos-new-baby-gorilla 

– Any given day there are stories in the paper that invite 

further discussion. A recent example is the story Kioja 

and Kakinga’s new baby in the Calgary Zoo, March 9, 

2016.  
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Informational texts as story starters: 

• Students can be read a summary or retelling of 

the newspaper article.  Key words might include: 

          Attentive, alert, fragile, nurse, adapt,         

depend, monitor, vocalize  

 

 

– Have a discussion with the students about their 

opinion related to ‘keeping wild animals in the zoo.’ 

Increasingly, this is controversial.  

http://www.ucalgary.ca/


Panda bears in the Toronto zoo, Oct. 13, 2015 

Youtube: First 100 days in the life of the pandas in 

the Toronto Zoo:  https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=7y67k1T2YP4 

The baby panda: 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=YYI1gnGXDd0 
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Informational texts as story starters: 

• Boo the grizzly:  
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Informational texts as story starters: 

• There are dozens of stories, videos, photos, etc. 

of Boo the bear.  These are good for 

conversation starters (endangered, orphaned, 

dangerous, habitat, etc.). These can lead to 

listening exercises, recounts, descriptions (Boo 

loves to eat corn: powerful jaws, etc.). Boo has 

lived for 10 years in the wildlife reserve in Banff 

National Park … this story has a good shelf life!    

http://www.ucalgary.ca/


5. A reading program for kids  

• Research tells us that children do not read 

enough, especially those who struggle. Through 

vast amounts of exposure to print, children can 

develop independent ways of learning new 

words.  Good readers do this!  

• Ideas for building a reading program?  

– Build for intrinsic motivation and pleasure of reading. 

– Breadth and depth of topic coverage and variation in 

genres.  The words they need to learn are principally 

in non-fiction/information texts.    
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6. Teach thematically: 

• Teach thematically: this allows for making 

connections, and exploiting the potential of 

incidental uptake of new words. 

• Allows for cross curricular integration of key 

concepts and vocabulary. 

• Allows for recycling of vocabulary across 

modalities. 

• Holds content/topic ‘steady’ to allow for study 

from a variety of perspectives.   
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Some conclusions …  

Data provide evidence of children’s performance. 

We can track for growth over time. 

We can plan for and evaluate instructional 

interventions. 

Teacher effects in the data are visible!  Better 

teachers produce better results. 

We can plan for teacher Professional Dvlp’ment. 

We can use data to access funding for ELLs. 
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Some conclusions …  

Direct instruction helps accelerate language 

learning. 

Rich input is required. 

Opportunities to practice, manipulate and 

transform new vocabulary across modalities are 

needed. 

Monitor children’s language growth! 

Many of these activities are good for ALL kids.  
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Some resources and references 
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August, D., Carlo, M., Dressler, C. & Snow, C. (2005). The critical role of vocabulary development for English language 

learners. Learning Disabilities Research and Practice, 20 (1), 50-57.  

Beck, I. L., McKeown, M. G., & Kucan, L. (2002). Bringing words to life: Robust vocabulary instruction. New York: 

Guilford. 

Biemiller, A. (2001). Teaching vocabulary: Early, direct and sequential. American Educator, Spring, 2001. 

http://www.aft.org/newspubs/periodicals/ae/spring2001/biemiller 

Calhoun, E. (1999). Describing the Picture Word Induction Model (PWIM). Ch 2 in Teaching Beginning Reading and 

Writing with the Picture Word Induction Model. ASCD. 

http://www.ascd.org/publications/books/199025/chapters/Describing-the-Picture-Word-Inductive-Model.aspx 

Duke, N.K. (2000). 3.6 minutes per day: The scarcity of informational texts in first grade. Reading Research Quarterly, 

35, 202-24.  

Gentry, R. (1982). An analysis of development spelling in GNYS AT WORK. The Reading Teacher, November, 192 – 

200. 

Gentry, R. (2002).The literacy map: Guiding Children to where they need to be (4 – 6). Mondo Books. (Buy it on 

amazon!) 

Gilbert, J.., Harte, H. & Patrick, C. (2011). Purposeful play leads to school readiness. Dimensions of Early Childhood, 

39(1), 29 – 35.  

Hart, B. & Risley, T. (2003). The Early Catastrophe: The 30 million word gap by age 3. American Educator, Spring 2003 

https://www.aft.org//sites/default/files/periodicals/TheEarlyCatastrophe.pdf 
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