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Promising Practices from the Field

Separado o Together? Reflecting on the
Separation of Languages of Instruction
by Else Hamayan—Cordoba, Argentina

Since the inception of the most prominent dual Reasons for keeping the languages
language programs in North America—French
of instruction separate
immersion programs in Canada—there has
One of the most compelling reasons for
been a perceived need for clear and sustained
separating the languages of instruction is
separation of languages during instruction
the fear that encouraging the use of both
(Fortune & Tedick,
languages is going
2009). Adherence to
to favor the more
the separation rule
proficient language,
still has a stronghold
typically the home
on teachers, making
language. This is
many of us feel
especially true when
guilty or inadequate
the home language
when we switch to
is the language of
the students’ more
the majority and the
proficient language in
language of power
the classroom (Cook,
in the larger society
2001). These feelings
(for example, English
may be especially
Students build fluency when a familiar chant in the US). Research
strong among teachers
develops syntax in the target language.
does show more
who are non-native
English language use
speakers of the target language (Tang, 2008).
by learners in French immersion programs
I must confess: I am a code-switching addict.
in later grades and shows a decrease in
Whenever I know that I share more than one
the accuracy of pronunciation and correct
language with my communication partner(s),
usage of French around fourth grade
I mix those languages—with
(LaVan, 2001; Tarone & Swain, 1995).
abandon in social settings,
but much more carefully, and
A related reason for adhering to the
Inside this issue...
sometimes with a little guilt, in
assigned language of instruction is the
instructional contexts.
Educación física:
fact that the patterns of language use in
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The answer to the question of
whether to separate or integrate
the two languages of instruction
is: yes and no. The explanation
for this seemingly contradictory
statement is that there are
compelling reasons both for
adhering to the language of
instruction and for explicitly
planning for language transfer
within a particular lesson.

the classroom affect the linguistic goals of
a dual language program. When we use a
language more frequently, we encourage
the development of that language. Also,
when we use a language for certain
purposes and not others (for example,
switching to English for comforting, or
switching to Spanish when reprimanding),
we implicitly assign a certain status to that
language. We must be especially careful in
the United States, for example, when we
switch to English for the more “important”
—continued on page 8—
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Strengthening Academic Language Development in
Secondary Classrooms—Re-thinking the Role of Questioning
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by Ruth Kriteman and Dee McMann
peers—a much more authentic use of language than rote
There doesn’t seem to be much question anymore
question and response between teachers and students.
that helping students develop the specific academic
language required for success in secondary content
So what kinds of activities are easy to plan and
classrooms is an instructional priority. What we
still struggle with is the best way to accomplish that, design but require students’ deep thinking and clear
understanding of the material? The common thread
given the multiple demands on classroom time and
for Zwiers is the focus on linguistic “bricks and mortar”
the wide range of language, literacy, and content
(Dutro & Moran, 2003). Bricks are those terms that
backgrounds that students bring to class.
we often think of as content area vocabulary, specific
to a discipline and bold in a text. Mortar, on the other
In Building Academic Language: Essential Practices
hand, generally refers to words and phrases that hold
for Content Classrooms, Jeff Zwiers, one of the
keynote speakers at La Cosecha 2010, proposes that the bricks together. In social studies, for example, brick
we rethink the use of questions as a tool for content words might be revolution, emancipation, immigrate,
and language learning. Though questions have long federalism... while related mortar words and phrases
had a central role in classroom life and we see them might include therefore, as a result of, these conditions
led to, on the other hand, others argue that, and so on.
as a way to promote deeper understanding, Zwiers
Carefully crafted activities focused on this language
nudges us to think about our own questioning
help students develop content knowledge while
practices. He suggests that there may be more
effective strategies to deepen students’ thinking and acquiring and practicing the language of the discipline.
provide opportunities for the academic language
Here are three types of classroom tasks (Zwiers,
development that feeds and reflects that thinking.
2008)—adaptable to different content and
classroom contexts—that get students talking and
Here are some of his suggestions for reducing the
amount of classroom questions and perhaps shifting thinking in ways that deepen both language and
conceptual understanding.
their purpose and nature (Zwiers, 2008, p.110):
• “Ask fewer questions and give more time for
thoughtful answers.
• Make the questions that you do ask more interesting
and relevant to real-world applications…
• Ask questions of students that you would ask of
yourself.
• Train students to ask their own questions (that get
them to learn what they really need to learn)…
• Invite students to elaborate on their answers and
reword their own responses.
• Create learning tasks and assessments that are not
so dependent on questions.

Sample Word Networks
We often focus on academic vocabulary in our
instruction, but we may not provide students with the
language and syntax they need to use that vocabulary
in context. One use of “bricks and mortar” language
is the creation of a “word network,” which shows how
content words are related. Students choose several
bricks (or key content words) to put into connecting
circles on a paper. With a partner or small group, they
discuss and then write a sentence that describes the
connection or relationship between each pair of words
(see below).

...Questions should be a means to learning,
not the end.”

Insulator

This really requires a different stance on the part
of students— more engaged in their learning and
encouraged to think about their own ideas and their
ability to articulate and defend them. Fostering and
supporting that engagement means creating regular
classroom opportunities for students to practice
and negotiate academic content and language with

A conductor has low
resistance, and an insulator
has high resistance.

Conductor

Insulator electrons are tightly
bound to their atoms, so
electrons don’t flow well.

Electrons

Conductor electrons are loosely bound to

atoms so electrons flow easily.

Zwiers, 2008, p.148
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Sample Word Networks, cont.—
Longitude
Longitude and latitude
express distance
in degrees.

Latitude
Classroom example

Longitude pinpoints location
in degrees east and west of the
prime meridian.

Location
Latitude pinpoints location in degrees
north and south of the equator.

2.Interview Grids and Mixers—
Grid and mixer activities require students to get up
and talk to each other, exchanging notes or ideas,
synthesizing and reviewing content, and hearing
similar language and information many times. The
language of the “mixing” will be elevated if students are
supported in using target “bricks and mortar” language.
For example, to introduce the book Esperanza
Rising, teachers might have students talking to each
other to fill in an interview grid that reflects one of
the big ideas explored in the novel, beginning to
build background knowledge, consider personal
connections, and anticipate significant themes in the
novel (see example below).
Name

Describe a time in
your life when you
had to start over
in some way...

Explain the
steps you
took in your
new start...

What would
you do
differently if
you could?

In Prediction Café, another pre-reading mixer, the
teacher identifies important headings or quotations,
puts them on cards, and hands them out to students,
who circulate and talk together. The end goal is to
consider the potential topic of a reading and get
some initial exposure to the text’s language. This talk
generates prior knowledge and connections, asking
that students begin to consider, “What could this text
be about? What do I/we know about it?”

We’ve used a variation of this activity before reading
content area texts, using chapter sub-headings as
categories and asking students (in groups) to predict
under which heading particular topics might be
found (see above). This talk draws on personal
experience, content information, and linguistic
knowledge—helping students use their shared
information to make intentional, logical predictions.
3.Information Gap Activities
As teachers and students, we often spend class time
working in small groups, but each person frequently
does the same task/activity. In information gap
activities, each partner/participant or group has
information that the others need. Their work is to fill
in the gaps for each other so that the task or learning
can be completed or deepened.
A jigsaw activity exemplifies an information gap,
with students reading text segments and then taking
responsibility for teaching their information to the
team. An information gap eliminates the tendency
among students to disengage from report-outs that
repeat information and creates a real-world reason
to listen and understand what others present. A
teacher can support the sharing of information by
requiring that students complete a related graphic
organizer with the information reported.
As an example, Pauline Gibbons (2002) describes
a teacher’s five science experiements designed
to deepen students’ understanding of magnetic
attraction. Instead of having all student complete
every activity, each group did just one and then
became the experts on that particular information
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In other content areas, a similar matrix might hold
content area topics and tasks (compare___ and ___;
explain how____) that students would discuss as they
mingle, serving as either introduction, clarification,
or review of the concepts. The discussion topics are
weighted toward functions such as “explain, describe,
defend, compare...” rather than discrete questions.

Sorting chapter headings and topics allows students
to share language and content background, negotiate
meaning, and make predictions before reading.

—continued on page 5—
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Educación física: apoyando y aumentado
el español de mis estudiantes
por Cynthia Grajeda-James
Maestra de educación física y de salud—Escuela primaria East San José, Albuquerque
“Ningún soñador es jamás demasiado pequeño;
las palabras. Utilizo el nuevo vocabulario al inicio
ningún sueño es jamás demasiado grande”.
de la lección y durante las diferentes actividades
Hace tres años mi sueño era algún día dar a
que he preparado. Después de la lección, pego
los estudiantes auto estima y confianza en sí
el nuevo vocabulario en la pared del gimnasio.
mismo. Puedo decir que he tenido éxito. Enseño
Como maestra, es necesario utilizar el vocabulario
educación física en la
diariamente para que los
Escuela Primaria East
estudiantes puedan retener
San José en Albuquerque,
la información,
NM. Este es mi tercer
año como maestra de
Los maestros a veces me
educación física. Durante
piden ayuda para integrar
ocho años, fui maestra
lectura y matemáticas en
de salón y sentí que
mis lecciones de educación
necesitaba un cambio.
física. Con ese fin, he
¡Lo mejor de mi nueva
planeado lecciones donde
posición es que enseño
los estudiantes utilizan las
educación física en
matemáticas durante las
español! Mi trabajo como
clases de educación físicas
maestra de educación
(sumas, multiplicación).
física es más que enseñar
A veces, les he leído una
acerca del buen estar
cuento a los estudiantes
y promover una vida
para que comprendan
Sra. Grajeda-James revisa vocabulario con
saludable. También me
sus alumnos antes de empezar la actividad. acera de la lección de
aplico para aumentar
educación física. Por
y apoyar el español de
ejemplo, los estudiantes de
todos los estudiantes; tanto los hispanohablantes
la clase preescolar aprendieron a lanzar una pelota.
como los que hablan inglés.
Primero empecé leyendo la historia “La vaca saltó
por encima de la luna”. Les expliqué a
Cuando los niños llegan a mi clase, saben
los estudiantes que el cuento era de fantasía.
que yo les hablaré sólo en español. Como una
Después de leer el cuento, les expliqué que
maestra nueva de educación física necesito
estaríamos utilizando un aro como la luna y una
investigar la terminología para estar segura
vaca de peluche como el personaje en el cuento.
de darles información y vocabulario correcta.
Los estudiantes entonces tuvieron que lanzar la
¡Nunca paro de aprender! Escribo por la
vaca sobre la luna. ¡Los estudiantes se divirtieron
computadora las palabras de vocabulario para
con la actividad y también la pudieron relacionar
los estudiantes y las cuelgo en la pared del
al cuento!
gimnasio. Cada vez que los estudiantes vienen
a educación física, hablamos sobre las normas
¡Adoro mi trabajo y mi escuela! Mi trabajo como
de la semana y el nuevo vocabulario. Introduzco
maestra de educación física es siempre una
el nuevo vocabulario y modelo las palabras.
experiencia de aprendizaje! ¡Siempre les digo a
También les enseño imágenes o les muestro
mis estudiantes, “ningún sueño es jamás
físicamente a los estudiantes el significado de
demasiado grande”!
—continúa en la página 5—
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From a Program
Persp ective…
On the most immediate level, being
able to provide specials classes like PE
art, library, or music in Spanish helps
to balance minutes to align with the
school’s curriculum articulation plan
and dual language program goals.
Specials classes have to be included in
the minute count, so when specials are
all in English, it becomes necessary to
reduce English literacy time or other
content support in English. When
specials can be provided in either
language, 60% of the day in Spanish
really means 60% of the day in Spanish.
A thoughtful focus on language
development during specials
contributes to students’ academic
achievement and on-going language
development. These settings are
inherently sheltered and are prime
opportunities for contextualized
language learning. In specials, as in
any other classroom, it’s important to
explicitly teach the particular language
of the discipline and plan for the
different needs of language learners in
the class.

—continued from page 3—

and perspective. This created an authentic purpose for the
report-out and a need for students to be clear, precise, and
comprehensible so their peers could learn from them.
Conclusion
Open-ended questions have long been a tool teachers use to
prompt students to analyze, synthesize and apply information
learned. But the real world expects us to be prepared to
think about our thinking, articulate ideas, and defend and
adjust them to others. By alternating questioning strategies
with those that push students to engage with others around
knowledge and ideas, we prepare them better for the world
beyond school.

Promising practices...

—continuación de la página 4—

Watch for the new book by Jeff Zwiers and Stenhouse Publishers
—Academic Conversations: Developing language, thinking, and
content understandings through talk—to be released this winter!
References
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From a different perspective, the
opportunity for students to experience
language in various contexts in the
school and community—physical
education class, cafeteria, the office,
field trips—exposes them to all
domains of language across many
different registers. But a specific focus
on language support and development
in specials classes also means that
students’ language is continually
nurtured throughout the day…
there are never any “down times” for
language development! 		
Lori Stuit, Assistant Principal,
East San José Elementary School
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Academic Rigor in the Dual Language Classroom
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Observing Rigor in the Dual Language Classrooom
by Edward Tabet-Cubero, Director of ELL and Migrant Education,
Hillsboro School District, Oregon
With calls to increase the the level of rigor in
home in specifically on student discourse, attending
classrooms across the country, a well implemented
to how students communicate their thinking, and
dual language program should be the ideal place
whether or not they are being challenged to think
to see evidence of academic rigor. Dual language
at high levels (Bloom’s Taxonomy). Next, I look for
educators challenge students to think beyond basic
evidence of the necessary scaffolding for students to
content and apply their knowledge and skills in more access the content, and more importantly, scaffolding
than one language while developing a metacognitive of the academic discourse so that students can
awareness of their own learning. The challenge is to
produce language that effectively communicates their
develop observation strategies that not only capture
thinking. Finally, I scan the room for posted learning
the essence of rigor in the classroom, but actually
objectives to see if they match the task at hand and
cause that level to increase.
whether or not students can articulate the objectives.
With so many observation tools available, narrowing
our focus to the highest-leverage elements of dual
language instruction most likely to ensure academic
rigor can be difficult. Over the years, my classroom
walk-through “look-fors” have evolved with my
understanding of best instructional practices.
Environmental elements such as posted learning
targets, access to academic language via print on
the walls and classroom libraries, and cooperative
learning structures are all important in helping
second language learners access content. But the
key question for dual language educators is, “Are
there certain instructional elements that, if given
proper focus, can create the need for all of the
other elements to be in place?” In response, I would
suggest three possible areas of focus.

Soleado—Winter 2010

“Look-For” #1: What are the students doing?

6

A couple of years ago, a teacher stretched my
thinking about looking for posted learning targets
by asking, “When are we going to look to see if what
the students are doing even matches up to the targets
on the board?” Looking at what students are doing
seems obvious but, especially in a language-rich,
sheltered environment, there can be many elements
calling for our attention. The first and sometimes
only focus I now have in a walk-through is the task
in which the students are engaged.
This approach emphasizes student learning as the
top priority over any of the peripheral elements of
an instructional setting that can distract an observer.
I initially note whether the students are engaged in
linguistic input or output, with the expectation that
rigorous learning emphasizes student production. I

“Look-For” #2: What is the level of metacognition
on the part of the students?

During classroom observations, attention has
typically been given to evidence of teacher strategies
that scaffold new learning for students through
sheltered instruction—key to accessing rigor for
second language learners. However, in the end,
students must develop their own strategies to learn
and independently demonstrate their knowledge
and skills. As described by Marzano (1988) and
contextualized for second language learners by
Chamot and O’Malley (1994), the most influential
skill for successful learners is metacognition, the
ability to analyze their own learning. If students
develop the ability to transfer problem-solving
strategies from one context to another and an
awareness of the strategies with which they are most
successful, they can take ownership of their learning.
These students will have a higher sense of self-efficacy
and willingness to tackle challenging material.
Learning a second language, and moreover, learning
in a second language provide the ideal venue for
students to hone their metacognitive skills. As
Cummins’ Linguistic Interdependence Hypothesis
plays out in dual language classroom, students realize
that knowledge they possess in one language, they
also possess in the other. Strategies that teachers
and students may take for granted, such as looking
for cognates, are actually high-level metacognitive
processes. While conducting classroom walkthroughs, I look for evidence that students are
applying those cross-over skills to both content and
language. For instance, teachers understand the
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—continued on page 7—

key role of vocabulary development for second
language content learners. A common vocabulary
strategy teachers employ is to have students
draw a picture associated with the word, which
requires the ability to visualize the word/concept.
The strategy of visualization is also important
for mathematics problem solving as well as
expository writing, among other things. Teachers
must provide students the instruction and the
opportunity to transfer these metacognitve skills
across content areas as well as languages.

but still provides student-to-student support. The
final stage has students completing an academic
task independently. Just as the teacher removes the
“human” scaffolds of teacher and peer, I look for
evidence that she/he eventually also removes other
instructional scaffolds to see if students can complete
the task independently.
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—continued from page 6—

Teacher	
  Responsibility	
  
“I	
  do	
  it”	
  

“Look-For” #3: The Gradual Release of
Responsibility:

“We	
  do	
  it”	
  

One of the strengths of dual language teachers
is the ability to apply sheltered instructional
strategies. We often associate these strategies with
linguistic input rather than output, providing
second language learners equal access to grade
level content by ensuring comprehensible input.
Although that is important, the other, sometimes
overlooked purpose is to shelter students’ linguistic
output or production. Especially during the
early proficiency levels, students need access to
vocabulary and language structures to effectively
communicate what they know and are able to do.

Another way to conceptualize the gradual release
of responsibility is to acknowledge that the first
stages are truly scaffolds a teacher provides to
assist student comprehension and production
(the teacher models and guides). The middle
stage involves removing the teacher scaffold,

Student	
  Responsibility	
  

To illustrate this point, a common discussion between
teachers and administrators focuses on the state
writing assessments. As the assessment approaches,
teachers ask what environmental print they need to
remove from the walls. Often, teachers have posted
such things as “transition words” that students
refer to when writing—an appropriate scaffold to
be encouraged in a sheltered instructional setting.
However, it can be disconcerting for both the teacher
and students to remove such a resource during the
“formal” state assessment. Well in advance of the
high-stakes assessment, my question would be, “Is
there a plan for students to be ‘released’ and given
the opportunity to utilize such words on their own
without the scaffolding?” Sheltering techniques are
vital to second language learners, but the purpose of
those techniques is to get students to the point where
they can demonstrate proficiency on their own.
Conclusion

With so many important processes occurring
simultaneously, finding an entry point to a dual
language classroom observation can be daunting.
Focusing an observer’s attention on what the students
are actually doing, what they think about what
they are doing, and whether or not they can do it
independently seems to lead observers and teachers
to the highest-leverage instructional strategies
that ensure a rigorous academic challenge for dual
language students.
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Whether using sheltering strategies to scaffold
linguistic input or output, even the most effective
teachers sometimes neglect the importance of
eventually removing that scaffolding. With the
best of intentions, teachers may remain so focused
on providing the scaffolding students need
that they forget it is only a temporary support.
Administrators can unknowingly perpetuate this
habit by focusing observations on the evidence
of sheltered instruction, rather than looking
for evidence that there is a plan to remove the
scaffolding. When conducting observations, I now
hold a clear expectation of the gradual release of
responsibility, transfering the responsibility for
learning from the teacher to the student during the
course of a lesson and/or unit of instruction.

“You	
  do	
  it”	
  

7

Promising practices...

—continued from page 1—

or crucial communications because English already
has a higher status in the larger society. If anything,
it is the other language that must be elevated. Even
unintentional use of a language outside of its allotted
period can have a significant effect on the overall
proportion of time that each language receives.
Patterns of language use can sabotage a program’s
language allocation goals by changing the amount
of time learners are exposed to or use each language
(Hamayan & Hilliard, 2003).
Reasons for integrating the two
languages in the classroom

v The time allocation model: In 90/10 or 80/20 models,

switching to the dominant language (English in Englishspeaking communities) once in a while still leaves enough
“legroom” for the other language. But in 50/50 models,
any movement away from the non-dominant language
can result in insufficient support in that language.

How do we do it?

The primary reason for integrating the two languages
is that moving between languages helps learning.
When the teacher plans and guides this movement, it
becomes possible for learners to access the full range
of resources they have available to them in their two
languages (Beeman & Urow, in press; Cloud, Genesee
& Hamayan, 2009; Cummins, 2000; Mora, in press).
This movement between languages has been called
“cross-linguistic transfer” and happens when specific
knowledge and skills in one language are used in
another language and when general strategies from
one language are used to figure out the meanings
of new words or text in the other. Engaging in this
transfer not only helps comprehension, but it also
develops metalinguistic awareness, a valuable skill
that contributes to the development of literacy.
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speaking countries or the dominant language of the
country in other settings), and increasing its usage.
There is a tendency for the language of power to take
over and for use of the less dominant language to erode
within the school community.

We solve this contradiction by treating the language of
instruction differently from the language of learning.
We let the languages of learning (used by the learner)
rely on and feed one another, but we keep the languages
of instruction (used by the teacher) separate. Sticking
to the language of instruction 100% of the time is not
easy, especially for those of us who are used to codeswitching. Even the best teachers slip sometimes when
students aren’t understanding a concept or when we are
simply tired or lacking patience at the end of the day.
The important thing is to be aware of our switching
when it happens, to monitor it as best as we can, and to
weigh its consequences (see Figure 1).

Keeping our own languages separate, however, does not
mean keeping the students from switching languages.
Teachers need to feel comfortable letting students use
their language of choice in cooperative group activities,
What determines whether we switch
but they must require the final product to be in the
languages or not?
language of instruction. Thus, while allowing students
Given that there are good reasons for both separating to use their more proficient language with each other
and to process their own knowledge, we must try
the languages of instruction and for allowing
whatever strategies work for us to compel students to
both to enter the classroom at the same time, the
use their non-proficient language (see LaVan, 2001).
question is: “What to do?” We need to proceed with
We must be strategic about this code-switching rather
premeditation by considering the following factors:
than letting it be a matter of convenience (Cook, 2001).
v The social context of the conversation: Code-switching In fact, we must go one step further and plan for crossis a rich form of communication that allows us to say linguistic transfer by incorporating specific crossthings quickly and colorfully in social settings. We
linguistic transfer objectives into instructional plans
code-switch with adults and children who are more or and set aside a specific time for that transfer to happen.
less equally proficient in their two languages. In other
words, when informal communication is the primary
goal of a conversation, there is little reason for keeping The bridge
the languages separate.
Beeman and Urow (in press) refer to this set-aside

v Which language we are switching to or away from:

time as “The Bridge,” where strategic use of the two

Because of the status and power that the language
languages is planned for the student. The bridge is
of the larger society holds, we must be especially
the period during the lesson or unit where students
careful switching to that language (English in English-

—continued on page 9—
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instruction, creating the need to practice and prepare
before submitting a product orally or in writing.

v Write cross-linguistic transfer objectives for each

• How frequently are you
switching?
• For how long?
• Why do you switch when you do?
• How are you intentionally planning
your own language use?
• Is this a social setting or an
instructional one?
• Did you switch into the dominant
language or the other one?
• How is this affecting the
language allocation plan of the
program?

lesson or unit.

v Set aside a short amount of time in each lesson for
that transfer.

As adults, we use all of our resources to enhance
our chances of succeeding. We must allow students
the same opportunities. For those learners who
naturally rely on their stronger language, we must
value their efforts. For those who, for whatever
reason, do not naturally cross linguistic barriers
to make their learning easier, we must show them
ways to do so. And we must resist the temptation of
switching from one language to the other ourselves,
porque simplemente, no sirve. ¡Ay caramba!
References

Figure
Figure

1—Monitoring our use of
two languages in the classroom

are instructed in how to transfer what they have
learned and stored in one language into the other
language. While elements such as cognates and word
endings may be part of the bridge, the specific focus is
determined by the lesson’s content. After a lesson on
photosynthesis, for example, the bridge activity would
highlight the cognates dealing with photosynthesis
in English and the target language. In a lesson on
community helpers, on the other hand, the teacher
would draw attention to the fact that while nouns in
Spanish have gender, English nouns do not.

Conclusion
To ensure both separation and integration of the two
languages of instruction:
v Develop an awareness of and monitor your own
language use in the classroom.

v Keep your own languages separate as much as possible.
v Encourage students to work in their preferred language,
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This planned set-aside time allows the teacher to
guide the cross-linguistic transfer in a way that
is most helpful to the student for the particular
academic content being studied. In addition, not all
students seem to access their more proficient language
effectively (Tang, 2008). By dedicating classroom time
to this cross-linguistic activity explicitly and regularly,
all students gain from their language resources.

but require the product to be in the language of

Promising practices...
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Tarone, E. & Swain, M. (1995). A Sociolinguistic Perspective
on Second Language Use in Immersion Classrooms, The
Modern Language Journal, 79, (2), 166-177.
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S u p p o r t i n g E a r l y S p a n i s h L i t e ra c y in
D u a l L a n g u a g e C l a s s ro o m s
Promising practices...

by Karen Myer, M.A., Author of Estrellita
Importance of Native Language Instruction

Native language instruction is the core of all
bilingual program models, including dual language.
Research has repeatedly shown that a child who
learns to read in his primary language (L1) first has
a greater degree of success in an English curriculum
than the child who does not. A person learns to read
only once. The process of acquiring the necessary
decoding skills to “break the code” is a learned
process. These acquired skills transfer to the second
language (L2) and do not have to be “relearned.” This
foundation in the primary language assists English
language learners (ELLs) in achieving a successful
and smooth transition to—or addition of— English.
It also helps Spanish language learners (SLLs) by
teaching them the sound system in Spanish and
providing an underlying structural mechanism that
helps them learn to read in their second language.
Not a Direct Translation

Soleado—Winter 2010

Some Spanish literacy programs are a direct
translation of the English version, which is a recipe
for disaster. Teaching beginning Spanish literacy is
different than teaching beginning English literacy
because the linguistic nature of the two languages
is different. Some educational companies have
attempted to teach Spanish phonics the same way
they teach English phonics. This is flawed thinking
and based on an incorrect premise that literacy
development in English and Spanish are the same or
very similar.
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Below are some examples highlighting the differences
between early literacy development in English and
Spanish. These differences need to be considered

carefully when making a decision to purchase a literacy
program in Spanish.
When to Teach Phonemic Awareness

Research on phonemic awareness in English indicates
that it should be taught in the pre-reading stage, and
in fact, is a precursor to learning to read (Adams,
1990). Research done in Mexico yields very different
results (Vernon & Ferreiro, 1999, 2000). For Spanishspeaking students, phonemic and phonological
awareness are not precursors to reading in Spanish,
but are integral to the reading process and should be
taught concurrently with reading and writing.
Sound-to-Symbol Correspondence

With few exceptions, there is a direct sound-to-symbol
correspondence in Spanish. English does not have
this direct correspondence. This makes the decoding
process much easier in Spanish than in English.
Vowels or Consonants First?

Research has demonstrated that vowels are best taught
before consonants in early Spanish reading instruction
(Escamilla, 1999; Ferreiro, Pellicer, Rodríguez, Silva
& Vernon, 1994). This is the opposite of English
programs in which consonants are taught first. In
Spanish, there are only five vowel sounds. American
English has about sixteen different vowel sounds,
represented by numerous spellings. This presents one
of the biggest obstacles for children learning to read in
English, regardless of language dominance. Children
who learn to read in Spanish can more easily “break
the code” because of this one-to-one correspondence.

English

—continued on page 11—

Spanish
Phonemic
awareness
taught
concurrently with reading and
Phonemic awareness taught in the prereading stage
writing
Not a direct sound to symbol correspondence
Direct sound to symbol correspondence
Consonants before vowels
Vowels before consonants
Letter names taught before/in conjunction with initial sounds Letter names taught after initial sounds
16 vowel sounds
5 vowel sounds
Key phonological structure: Onset & rime
Key phonological structure: Syllable unit
Monosyllablic words common and typically used in
Very few monosyllabic words; two and three-syllable words
common in beginning reading instruction
beginning reading instruction.
Words sounded out by individual sounds (d-o-g)
Words sounded out by syllables (ca – sa)
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Letter Names vs. Letter Sounds

In English, letter names are traditionally taught
before or in conjunction with letter sounds.
Most letter names in English closely approximate
their sound. In Spanish, many letter names are
multisyllabic and therefore do not have a direct
relationship to their sound (jota, efe, i griega, etc.).
In spite of this, many beginning Spanish reading
programs begin with letter names or teach them
concurrently with their sound.

What is Estrellita?
The Estrellita Accelerated Beginning Spanish
Reading Program is a supplementary, accelerated,
beginning Spanish reading program for pre-k
through first grade students in bilingual
education classrooms. Estrellita...

Promising practices...

—continued from page 10—

• provides in-depth, scaffolded instruction in phonemic
awareness, phonics, and fluency;
• is based on the core structure of the Spanish language
and is not a direct translation;

Onset-Rime Blending and Segmentation vs.
Syllable Blending and Segmentation

One of the key differences between Spanish and
English literacy development is the onset-rime
structure in English versus the syllable unit in Spanish.
Beginning reading material in English is dominated by
one-syllable words made of three letters (CVC), such
as cap, hat, sun, tip, etc. Beginning English literacy
instruction is built around the onset-rime structure in
these one-syllable words (c-ap).

• maps beginning sounds to pictures to assist children in
making the connection from the known (picture) to the
unknown (symbol representing the beginning sound);

The situation is very different in Spanish, however.
Research has indicated that the syllable is a more
important unit of phonological awareness in
Spanish (Carreiras, Alvarez, and De Vega, 1993).
Spanish is an alphabetic language with a regular
and well-defined syllabic structure. Spanish literacy
instruction utilizes syllables when segmenting and
blending words, not onset-rime. One-syllable CVC
words are few. It is much more common that the
CVC structure is a syllable within a word (i.e. campo, vi-ven, etc.). In English, words are typically
sounded out letter by letter, i.e., c-a-t. In Spanish,
words are typically sounded out syllable by syllable,
i.e., ca-sa. Beginning literacy programs in Spanish
must be built around the syllable unit.

• utilizes a syllabic approach to blending and segmentation
which systematically builds upon itself; and

• introduces vowels before consonants. The program
also provides a built-in review process to ensure that
students retain previously learned sounds;
• teaches the letter sounds first and delays the teaching of
letter names until children have “broken the code;”

• provides layers of differentiated instruction for a range
of student needs.

A

E

RELLI
T
T
S

e

Effective Spanish Literacy Programs
Spanish literacy programs that are built upon the
linguistic backbone of the Spanish language are most
effective in teaching children to read, filling a need
for primary language development and assisting
English learners in acquiring the tools to decode
beginning reading material. Additionally, Spanish
learners easily learn to decode in their second
language. This early instruction gives both ELL and
SLL students a strong foundation on which to build
dual literacy.
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* NEW: Estrellita RTI Component: a safety net for
struggling readers! *
* NEW: Estrellita Placement Test & Benchmark
Assessment Tool *
* Jumpstart into reading *
* Used in Two-Way Dual-Immersion Classrooms *
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; Association for Multilingual

;

April 6-8, 2011, San Antonio, Texas. For
more information, visit the AMME
website at http://www.ammeglobal.org.

more information on participating in the
event, please contact www.nmabe.net or
call David Briseño at 505.238.6812.
Deadline for completing sponsorship
forms is January 15, 2011.

First Annual Santillana
Multicultural Education,
National Spanish Spelling Bee—
July 9, 2011, National Hispanic Cultural
Creating the Best for our
Children: Mobilizing for Actions— Center, Albuquerque, New Mexico. For

; NMABE 2011—New Mexico
Association for Bilingual
Education—May 11-14, 2011,

Albuquerque, NM. For more
information, visit www.nmabe.net.
Looking for chants to enhance your
GLAD units or shelter content and
language instruction? Do you have
chants that work so well you would
love to share them? Visit the new
GLAD Chant Bank at
www.dlenm.org and then go to
“What’s New?” or “Instruction and
Assessment.” You can both download
and submit chants at the site... and
help us grow this resource!

;

The Spanish Resource Center—Centro
Español de Recursos de Albuquerque—
invites all secondary students in New
Mexico to participate in the Seventh
Annual Spanish Literary Contest,
Cuentistas. This contest is made possible
by the New Mexico/Spain educational
partnership. Deadline for submissions
is February 28th, 2011. Prizes will
be awarded in April 2011. For more
information, please contact Fernando
Martín at cer.albuquerque@educación.es.

Soleado is printed by Starline Printing
in Albuquerque. Thanks to
Danny Trujillo and the Starline staff for
their expertise and support!

