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ABSTRACT 

Framed by a sociocultural understanding of literacy acquisition and learning, this 

research study investigates methods content area teachers can use to meet the needs of 

adolescent English language learners and native English speakers who struggle to read 

texts in school.  The interventions were designed to both expand students’ concepts of 

literacy and of themselves as literate people, and to capitalized on students’ 

multiliteracies by using visual art to teach students how to notice main ideas in nonfiction 

texts.  Statistical analyses indicate that English language learners made significant gains 

in reading comprehension.  However, analyses of students’ written reflections and of 

stimulated recall interviews illustrate that, although students practiced literacies in 

diverse and powerful ways outside of school, they maintained generally low self-concepts 

and highly schoolish conceptions of literacy.   
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CHAPTER 1: INTRODUCTION 

Language and culture and the endless process of negotiating my place between 

and among those I encounter has been a joyful struggle in my life.  Living in 

communities where others have not seen me as one of them, or in which I have been 

reluctant to identify as one of them, has made me keenly aware of what it means to enact 

an identity.  This dissertation is nothing if not autobiographical.  It is, above all, an 

exploration of language as social, and of teaching literacy as a means of empowering 

people to create change for themselves and in society.   

The first time I read James Paul Gee’s theory of Discourse (2001) I was in the 

second year of my PhD program.  I wrote in the margin of the paper, “Nothing has ever 

seemed so obviously true to me.”  Reading it felt as if Gee was explaining everything I 

had experienced and grappled with but did not have the words to express.  

Gee uses the capital Discourse to differentiate from lowercase discourses.  Gee 

explains that discourse is “language in use or connected stretches of language that make 

sense, like conversations, stories, reports, arguments, essays, and so forth” (Gee, 2012, p. 

151).  This paper is a discourse, or a conversation at a coffee shop is a discourse: 

discourse is language in use.  But Discourse is much more.  Gee (1990) uses Discourses 

to discuss “ways of being in the world, or forms of life which integrate words, acts, 

values, beliefs, attitudes, social identities” (p. 142). We all enact a multitude of 

Discourses—what we read, how we talk, what we wear, where we eat—in order to 

indicate membership to a group or to many different groups.  For instance, throughout my 

day I enact the different Discourses of academia, friendship, and parenting.  
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Discourses are not stagnant and are not rigid (Gee, 2001, 2012).  We move 

between Discourses, sometimes with ease, and sometimes with struggle.  Part of what 

creates that ease or struggle is the extent to which a Discourse is home.  In the same way 

we each have a primary language, we each have a primary Discourse acquired from 

interaction with “whatever constitutes [our] primary socializing unit early in life” (Gee, 

2012, p. 153).  Our primary, or home, Discourse is the foundation of our identity. All of 

our other Discourses, which we acquire outside of this initial socializing unit, are 

secondary Discourses (Gee, 2012).  These might include school, religion, vocation, and 

friendships.   

 I spent the first few years of my life living in China.  In the eighties all foreigners 

living in China were assigned a spy in the form of a nanny or housekeeper.  My spy-

nanny spoke to me in Mandarin while my mother spoke to me in English.  Because I 

learned the two languages simultaneously, as soon as I was speaking I was able to serve 

as my mother’s translator.  We lived in the only apartment complex where foreigners 

were allowed to live, and so my first social experiences outside of my small home were 

in the communal garden with the children of foreign aid workers and diplomats.   

We later moved to Accra, Ghana, what was then a small city where one could not 

buy toilet paper and where access to electricity, running water, and telephones was 

limited.  Many now see Ghana as a success story among former colonies.  Since 

declaring its independence in 1957, it has experienced relative political and economic 

stability and has more recently achieved high rates of literacy.  English is the official 

language and lingua franca and the bourgeois learn French.   



 3 

 

In Ghana I attended an international school where my third grade teacher told me 

I was a writer and I believed her.  My friends were, once again, the children of expatriates 

from around the world who spoke English, French, Arabic, Chinese, Hindi, and the many 

dialects of Akan. Although our primary Discourses were all very different from each 

other—our first languages, national origins, races, religions, ethnicities—we all shared 

the Discourse of being the other, of being removed from people who were like us.  Much 

as a creole language develops, together we created our own Discourse.  We were all 

called “obruni”—foreigner—on the streets, but we were obruni together.    

In Ghana I learned what is locally called Kru English as one learns a second 

language.  My standardized American English was not comprehensible in markets, at the 

swimming pool, or with my nanny.  I learned to switch dialects and accents when 

speaking to my American mother, my international school friends, and with the shop 

keepers.  It was not until I returned to Ghana with my husband that I realized I had 

learned to do this.  Not only could the taxi drivers not understand my husband, but my 

husband could not understand me when I spoke to them.   

My family moved to the United States when I was in 5th grade because I was 

losing my hearing and needed medical care.  My mother enrolled me in a public school 

and it was a disaster.  I had the unique accent of an international school student, so I was 

immediately given the English language exam.  I did not test into ESL, but a few weeks 

later I was given a new test and was placed in Special Education.  These were the first 

standardized tests I had taken in my life.  

Gee explains that Discourses are “always and everywhere social products of 

social histories” (2012, p. 3), and my social history was decidedly very different from 
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that of my new peers.  I made no friends. I got in a physical fight and broke a boy’s nose 

after he looked up my dress.  The teachers disliked me.  I was White, middle class, and a 

native English speaker.  I fit the demographic of the school.  I was like my classmates.  

But I was not. The issue, of course, was not my language or academic ability; it was my inability 

to indicate membership in the Discourse community.  I was flagged as an outsider.   

My mother pulled me out of the school and home schooled me.  We spent the next two 

years traveling back and forth between Ghana and the States until in 7th grade my mother 

enrolled me in a private school.  This time I was prepared.  Over the previous two years I 

had played community sports, attended church, played with my cousins, and had come to 

understand that there was a different way of being here.  I remember watching how the 

other girls walked and mimicking them in the halls, and I distinctly remember practicing 

talking like them while in the shower.  Suddenly, I did not need to be in Special Ed 

classes anymore.   

Years later, during my sophomore year of university, I studied abroad in France.  

While the other American students felt the pangs of homesickness, I felt more at home 

than I had in years among a huge body of international students living together in the 

dorms.  We learned to understand French spoken not only by the French but in our many 

different accents.  In classes the chain of translation often crossed several languages, like 

a polyglot’s game of “whisper down the lane.” Negotiating my identity within the myriad 

of languages, religions, and customs was easy for me; negotiating meaning in and across 

languages and accents was a joy.  The Discourse of international students was an easy 

one for me to enact.   
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Then, during my senior year at university, my family adopted two girls from 

Ethiopia, ages ten and eleven.  Socially, they faced the dual challenge of adjusting to life 

in a new country and also to life in a new family, and academically they faced the dual 

challenge of learning to read and write for the first time while also learning English.  It 

was during their first year in the United States, my eleventh year, when I found myself 

walking across my university campus one morning wearing a new pair of Nike sneakers 

and thinking, for the very first time, “I’ve done it.  I belong here.”  It took eleven years, 

and that with the advantage of having an American mother and being a native English 

speaker.   

At the time I was an English Education major and burgeoning feminist, and I had 

the vague notion that literacy could improve the material conditions of people’s lives 

(although I had no ability to articulate just what I mean by literacy or why exactly it 

might be so powerful).   I imagined I would work to develop better systems of education 

for girls in developing countries. But, watching my sisters struggle to acquire both 

English and print literacy, I began to wonder why there were so few resources for 

students in their situation, and why their teachers did not know how to help them.  I was 

interested in this unique struggle they faced.   

After university I moved to India to teach at a Catholic orphanage for girls.  I 

expected the transition to be easy, but instead I experienced a strong conflict between this 

Discourse I was encountering and my home Discourse, and also the many other 

Discourses I had acquired and learned to enact.  I was neither willing, able, or welcome 

to make the necessary changes in order to appear an insider.  I tried to learn Tamil but 

was told time and again, “Just speak English,” and I had a long debate with a friend over 
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which one of us was speaking Standard English and which one of us was speaking a 

dialect of English.  I learned quickly that if I spoke the local dialect of English I would be 

ridiculed less than for trying to speak Tamil.  After only six months of verbal assaults and 

being told I was “too Western,” I came back to American and started teaching and 

working on my Master’s degree in TESOL.   

Teaching in a content English classroom at a wealthy suburban school brought its 

own challenges.  The high standards of the Common Core had me holding my ELLs to 

the same standards as their native English speaking peers, but it was clear that this 

expectation was unrealistic without additional supports and adjusted teaching methods.  

During this time I tutored a young Eritrean girl in English.  She had not been to school 

before, could not read or write texts in her first language, and had thus far acquired some 

spoken English and learned enough phonics to read very basic sentences in English.  

During a tutoring session the following exchange occurred: 

Student: (reading) The house is red. 

Megeara: Good, what color is the house? 

Student: I don’t know. 

Megeara: Well, let’s read the sentence again. 

Student: The house is red. 

Megeara: Red is a color.  What are some other colors? 

Student: Blue, pink, green. 

Megeara: Yes, and can you point to some things in this room that are red? 

Student: (Points to several red objects). 

Me: And what is a house? 

Student: (laughs) This is house.  

Me: Good, so let’s read the sentence again and find out what color the house in 

this sentence is. 

Student: The house is red. 

Me: The house is what color? 

Student: I don’t know. 

 

 This interaction baffled me then and still does.  Michael Smith and I have 

discussed this many times, and he theorizes that the student said, “I don’t know” not 
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because she actually didn’t know, but because she did not understand why I was asking 

such an obvious question.  Perhaps she did not know that schools ask obvious questions.  

I still theorize that, due to her lack of formal schooling and experiences with texts, she 

had difficulty associating the words on the page with what they represent in the world.  

This interaction, and the overarching question of how to teach ELLs with low levels of 

L1 print literacy, drove me to this PhD program.  Over the last five years I have tried to 

apply countless theories to understand this exchange, but none seem to suffice.  I entered 

this PhD program with a clear question: How can we better teach ELLs who are struggle 

to read texts in school? A wealth of research has established the benefits of students using 

their home literacies as resources for developing their school literacy (e.g., Cummins, 

2000, 2011; Dyson, 1993; Li, 2001).  But no matter how broad a definition of literacy we 

create it still leaves the question of what exactly those home literacies are.   

 An independent study on Vygotsky during my first semester as a PhD student 

helped to ground my thinking about this question in sociocultural theory, teaching me to 

think about the social nature of not just learning but of literacy.  I began to understand 

that literacy is not something that exists in our brains, but is rather something that we do.   

For many students, their home Discourses are not valued at school.  The social 

language of the home, the social behaviors, the literacy, is not valued at school to the 

extent it is at home.  The same is true in the reverse.  The students’ “good” behavior at 

school, asking questions, expressing disagreement, eating peanut butter and jelly 

sandwiches, reading quietly by themselves, may no longer be culturally appropriate at 

home.  This dichotomy is evident in literacy education, especially for ELLs who have 

certainly been socialized into their home Discourse, but must now also inhabit the 
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highly rigid, traditional, monolingual, and monocultural world of school. For these 

students, indicating membership to, or enacting, a multitude of Discourses can be 

difficult. 

Gee (1990) explains, “Discourses are intimately related to the distribution of 

social power and hierarchical structure in society…These Discourses empower the 

groups who have the least conflicts with their other Discourses when they use them” (p. 

144).  The less in conflict a Discourse is with the dominant Discourse, the more 

empowered its members are.  The two or three or even four Discourses share many 

features with the dominant Discourse, and are therefore powerful.  Or, on the other 

hand, if a student experiences a sharp contrast between their home Discourse and the 

dominant Discourse, the student is less empowered1 by it. 

While in Ghana, when I was eleven years old, my family took a trip north to the 

Togo border to visit the Wli Waterfalls.  We drove on winding dirt roads through villages 

and rainforest, and after two days found ourselves utterly lost.  We came to a stop in a 

crater-like pothole and tried to find our road on a map.  Along that long stretch of empty 

road an old man walked up behind us.  He gave us directions and then my mother asked, 

“How long will it take?” 

The man closed his eyes and shook his head.  “Oh, Madam.  You go, and you will 

reach.” 

                                                 
1 The notion of power is problematic, but it is also a useful way to make sense of the situations students 

often find themselves in.  What is powerful in one setting is often not powerful in another, and people of 

different socioeconomic statuses, races, genders, and language backgrounds often find that the same moves 

which are empowering to people of other identities are less empowering for  them.  However, while 

students certainly conduct the same intellectual operations in their home Discourses as they do in the 

school Discourse, being able to speak, write and read in conventionally schoolish ways is more likely to 

lead to success in school and to long term economic advantages.   
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This dissertation is one more turn in the road; it is an attempt to reach.  The 

unending process of negotiating meaning across Discourses has shaped the way I see the 

world and, more specifically, how I see classrooms: as spaces where Discourses 

converge, and are either pushed aside, honored, or altered.  

Research Purpose 

As our classrooms change and grow to include students from more culturally and 

linguistically diverse backgrounds, it is becoming essential that we create spaces in which 

multiple Discourses are honored.  By doing so we can help students strengthen both their 

home and school literacies and help students see them as equally powerful. 

I have worked to identify and articulate the kinds of tensions that arise between 

home and school Discourses in order to develop instructional approaches that invite 

permeability (Dyson, 1993) between the two.  I have considered the nature of the 

relationship between adolescent ELLs’ first language literacies and their second language 

literacies and how ELLs characterize and value their home literacies in comparison to 

school literacy.  Now, I want to understand how we might build on students’ expansive 

literacies to improve educational outcomes for ELLs, while also meeting the needs of 

their native English speaking (NES) peers.     

ELLs certainly have unique needs and may require additional supports, but it is a 

mistake to treat ELLs as a different category of learners all together. As content area 

teachers increasingly find themselves teaching mainstreamed ELLs, we must develop 

ways to meet the needs of both ELLs and NESs.   More specifically, my research will be 

guided by the following questions: 
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Research Questions 

1. What impact does an intervention that uses a) student created photography to 

document out of school literacy practices and b) a variety of visual art to teach 

rules of notice (Rabinowitz, 1987; Wilhelm & Smith, 2016) have on students’ 

comprehension of nonfiction texts? 

2. What impact does the same intervention have on students’ conception of 

themselves as readers? 
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CHAPTER 2: THEORETICAL BACKGROUND 

Research Problem  

Doom and gloom reports of the state of literacy outcomes for American students 

are in no short supply.  The narrative of a failing system of education has fueled political 

debate, replaced instruction time with standardized tests, and created much angst about 

young people’s ability to participate in the economy. But this narrative grossly 

underestimates the diversity of students’ literacy practices and the depths of their ability 

to use literacy to both navigate and shape their experiences.  There is, in fact, much 

evidence to suggest that outside of school students practice literacy in meaningful and 

diverse ways (See: Smith and Wilhelm, 2002; Li, 2001; Rogers, 2003).  For example, the 

student who watches football games, subscribes to fitness magazines, reads about his 

favorite players on ESPN.com, and follows and responds to these players on Twitter, is 

often the same student who underachieves in his history class.   

As a community of educators, we find ourselves situated in a difficult place 

between honoring students’ home literacies and also recognizing the socio-economic 

imperative of strengthening students’ academic literacy.  In schools, it is the dedication 

and ingenuity of individual teachers that helps students realize their potential, but even 

the most dedicated teachers struggle under adverse circumstances such as funding cuts, 

increased class sizes, and limited opportunities for professional development.   

Increasingly, teachers are being called upon to teach students they simply haven’t 

been trained to teach.  The National Education Association (NEA) reports that 

approximately 10.3% of public school students and 21% of urban public school students 

in the United States are ELLs.  Since 1990, ELL enrollment in U.S. schools has grown by 
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over 105%.  Inclusion practices strengthen our schools and communities, but also pose a 

challenge for teachers who must meet the needs of students with incredibly diverse needs.  

For these reasons, the present research study seeks to establish methods content area 

teachers can use which help both their ELLs and native English speakers (NESs).   

 One of the challenges of thinking and writing about students of different language 

backgrounds is the incredible diversity within these groups.  Neither ELLs or NESs are 

homogenous groups. However, because the ELLs in this research study were all 

adolescent, native Spanish speakers, recently arrived in the United States, many of whom 

had experienced interrupted schooling, my discussion focuses on the specific challenges 

these students are likely to experience.  The English use, as well as the academic and 

social experiences, of those who are described as native English speakers also varies to 

an incredible degree.  Therefore, in my writing I use the term because this is how the 

school in which I did my research refers to students who demonstrate native-like 

proficiency in English and who have never been enrolled in the ESL program.   

Attributions for the Cause of the Problem  

 The trifecta of SES, early language development, and home literacy 

practices.  As Fisher and Frey (2012) note, students struggle to read texts in school for a 

multitude of different reasons.  While ELLs are often treated as a separate category of 

learners all together, my research investigates the possibility that NESs and ELLs 

struggle to read texts in school for reasons that are sometimes similar in nature. To begin, 

early language development and home literacy practices, which are correlated with 

socioeconomic status, mediate the school experiences of both ELLs and NESs.   
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Emergent literacy theory asserts that children begin acquiring literacy in infancy 

in the form of language socialization patterns (Li, 2001).  Literacy begins not with the 

introduction of print but with language, which in some homes is vastly different from 

what it is in schools. The experiences children have at home with their caretakers are 

instrumental to their later success in school.  Studies indicate that, of the skills which 

contribute to reading acquisition, language proficiency is the strongest predictor of 

reading success (Dickinson et al., 2010).  Higher level language skills, or, complex 

language, are key.  Some go as far as to suggests that “children can only become 

proficient readers by the end of third grade if they enter school with a specific set of 

spoken language competencies” (Byrnes &Wasik, 2009, p. 3).  While I consider the issue 

of what it means to be a “proficient reader” somewhat controversial (proficient at what 

kinds of reading, where, and with what support?), research has made clear a connection 

between early language development and later success in reading texts in school.   

To compound the issue, while “literacy skills can serve as instrumental tools for 

the learning of new words…the ability to read itself depends in large part on the language 

skills of a young reader” (Vasilyeva & Waterfall, 2011, p. 36).  That is to say, rich 

vocabularies lead to high levels of phonological awareness, which is linked to later 

reading skills (Metsala, 2011, p. 68).  As explained in Dickinson et al (2010), a rich 

vocabulary has not only far reaching consequences but long-lasting effects as a predictor 

of reading scores even through high school (p. 305).   

Some children are able to acquire knowledge of print without direct instruction 

because they live in print rich environments where dramatic play includes print, family 

events incorporate print and, through shared literacy experiences, parents teach their 
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children the many uses of text.  Harper, Platt, and Pelletier (2011) discuss the 

significance of family literacy programs in which parents are taught how to read 

effectively to their children: “Families’ engagement in academic enrichment activities at 

home is among the most important early resources for a child’s development” (Storch & 

Whitehurst, 2001).   Burchinal and Foresieri (2011) explain that parents’ literacy 

practices are the strongest predictor of children’s literacy skills.    

Others take a much more nuanced view of what means to be literate and of how 

people learn to practice literacies.  For example, Wilhelm and Smith (2002) argue that 

one of the reasons that some students don’t show much interest in reading in school is 

because they are not engaged in the kinds of social, applicable, and challenging literacies 

they engage with outside-of-school.  Fisher and Fry (2012) argue that one reason students 

struggle to read texts in school, is because they have not learned “what good readers do” 

(p. 6).  They explain students need specific instruction in the following three areas in 

order to improve their reading comprehension: “Building metacognitive awareness by 

teaching students what to do before, during, and after reading.  Developing their ability to 

formulate questions as they read.  Providing intentional instruction in using strategies to 

support their comprehension” (p. 6).  It’s these ideas that I have applied to my research 

study—that outside-of-school literacies must be brought in to school, and students must 

learn to do “what good readers do”—rather than the idea that students need remedial 

language and vocabulary lessons.   

 Issues more common for ELLs than NESs.  ELLs do, of course, have unique 

experiences and needs. ELLs are more likely than NESs to have experienced limited or 

interrupted schooling, face social barriers to education, and are more likely to be taught 
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by teachers who, however willing, talented, and invested, often feel unprepared to meet 

the needs of these students (Gruber et al., 2002).  These factors work in combination to 

result in ELLs’ struggling to read texts in school.   ELLs, particularly those who are 

immigrants, often experience social barriers to education, despite having access to 

schools.  These include cultural roadblocks, economic circumstances, and community 

perceptions.  Townsend and Fu (2001) give a detailed description of this in their case 

study of Paw, a Laotian refugee to the United States in her junior year of high school, 

which is her third year of schooling in the United States and of formal schooling what-so-

ever.  Although Paw initially struggled to acquire English, the authors explain that 

“Paw’s later literacy struggles came not from problems in decoding the English alphabet 

but rather from her cultural and social isolation” (p. 105).  Social roadblocks to 

participation in the wider school community prevented her from participating fully in 

learning opportunities.   

The case study of Alberto (Schumann, 1976), a foundational study that continues 

to influence the way the field understands language acquisition, describes the experiences 

of a Costa Rican immigrant to the United States.  The case subjects’ struggle to acquire 

English exemplifies the social isolation many immigrants experience and the  effect of 

that isolation on their English acquisition.  Schumann attributes Alberto’s language 

fossilization to a lack of acculturation and interaction with the target language group.  

Similarly, Hayes’s (1989) study of 200 ELLs identified that Latino adults in the United 

States experience a barrier between themselves and ESL and literacy programs due to 

“self/school incongruence, low self-confidence, lack of access to classes, and situation 

constraints” (p. 47).     
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There is compelling evidence to suggest that prior literacy and schooling 

experiences in the home language are the most important factors that account for ELLs’ 

success in the second language (Cummins, 1979; Fillmore, 2005; Thomas & Collier, 

1997, 2002).  This transfer theory asserts that underlying proficiencies in one language 

transfer to the other language (Cummins 1979, 1991).  This means that if academic 

language and reading skills are strong in the L1, then acquiring those skills in English 

will happen relatively quickly.  Conversely, students with limited formal schooling in 

their L1 struggle to acquire print literacy.  While this is certainly due in part to underlying 

competencies in academic language and reading skills, it may also be due to students’ 

very perceptions of literacy—its purpose, its usefulness, and their relationship with it. 

It is a mistake to assume, however, that this transfer will happen automatically.  

Hence, there is a need for instruction that draws on students’ out-of-school literacies in 

order to help students transfer their underlying proficiencies (other languages, non-print 

media sources, music, art, etc).  As I will discuss, the use of images as an instructional 

tool may give students the opportunity to talk about, legitimize, and transfer their home 

and L1 litearcies.   

Schools reflect a cultural model, and in the United States, as in many other 

Western countries, systems of education are built on the belief that “educators should 

help students become independent learners, that students must be individually 

accountable for their work, and that learning prepares students for the future” (DeCapua 

& Marshall, 2010).  But in examining the relationship between socio-interactive 

behaviors in the classroom and achievement, Ramirez-Esparza (2012) found that learners 

with limited formal education “more often assumed the novice role in interactions, more 
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often let their partner start the activity, and less often asked for help” (p. 561).  If students 

struggle to comprehend texts, then perhaps using a medium for which comprehension is 

not dependent on reading will help students be more engaged in class. 

Of course, many ELLs, despite limited or interrupted schooling, have experience 

with print literacy.  However, recent waves of immigrant students arriving from war torn 

countries, many of whom have spent years or even generations living in refugee camps, 

have had limited exposure to print texts.  This is not to mention students who have 

experience only with oral languages because their L1 is not transcribed.  Consequently, 

the high value schools place on decoding print is a foreign concept to some ELLs, so 

effective instruction for these students must begin with acculturating them into the school 

Discourse.   

While there is scant research outlining teaching methods that meet the needs of 

ELLs with limited schooling, DeCapua and Marshall (2010) provide a compilation of 

recommended strategies.  These students require focused instruction aimed at helping 

them develop their understanding of the purpose of texts (DeCapua & Marhsall, 2010).  

In Chapter 3 I discuss, in detail, how my interventions align with each of the following 

recommendations:  

• Grouping strategies: small-group instruction, collaborative work, and 

differentiated instruction 

• Strategy training: development of cognitive and metacognitive learning 

strategies 

• Supports for tasks and content: scaffolding, sheltered content courses 

• Curriculum design: theme-based models, academically challenging 

material with language modifications 

• Cultural orientations: culturally relevant content or funds of knowledge 

and culturally responsive teaching 
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In the same line of inquiry, Windle and Miller (2012) studied the teachers of low-

literacy refugee students in Victoria, Australia to determine whether or not teachers were 

using specific recommended strategies for this group of students.  The recommended 

strategies were largely based on the transfer model described by Cummins (1991).  The 

authors suggest the following: engaging students’ prior knowledge, supporting 

comprehension and linguistic awareness by helping students to “recognize structural 

conventions and patterns” (p. 320), scaffolding students as text producers, and 

scaffolding through discussion.  Yet, evaluations of teachers showed that these strategies 

were seldom used and that teachers rather relied on whole-class discussions in which not 

all students were actively engaged.   

There is a small body of research that explores methods for accommodating ELLs 

in the mainstream classroom. For example, Rice, Pappamihiel, and Lake (2004) explore 

methods for adapting science lessons for beginner ELLs by teaching and assessing them 

in ways which are less contingent on English language comprehension.  (Also see 

Himmele & Himmele 2009, 2011.) However, research does not adequately and/or 

specifically address teaching methods, as administered by content area teachers, which 

benefit both ELLs and NESs.   

Theoretical Framework 

 Enacting multiple Discourses.  As previously stated, Discourse theory offers a 

useful lens through which to examine the issues faced by both ELLs and NESs who are 

identified by schools as struggling readers.    Discourse theory addresses the discord 

between home and school language and literacy practices by offering an alternative to the 

deficiency model which treats the home practices as inferior to school practices.   This 
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theory specifically addresses the needs of students who struggle to read texts in school.  

In order to help students enact the dominant Discourse (in this case, that of schools) we 

need to give them specific tool to engage with texts.  Essentially, the goal of this research 

study is to both invite outside Discourses into the classroom, and to teach students to 

enact the school Discourse.   

Gee makes clear that his is no easy task.  While for some students their home 

Discourse is very similar to the Discourse they are called upon to enact in school, others 

may experience strong conflict between Discourses.   One of the ways we enact a 

Discourse is through language. Social language, the “specific variety” (Gee, 2001, p. 

116) of language used in social settings, is one of many tools we use to enact Discourses.  

For example, in each of the  blocked-in sentences, spoken in different social settings, I 

make adjustments to my word choice, tone, and even pitch. At work teaching university 

students, at dinner with my friends, or playing with my child, some features of my social 

language change, but others remain the same. 

Teacher:  Oh, you need more information for your paper?  How can we search for 

sources without getting overwhelmed by extraneous information? 

Friend: Oh, you want to go out for dinner tonight?  How can we get to that new 

place in Old City without taking a cab?  

Mother: Oh, you want to read?  How can we choose a book without pulling every 

single one off the self? 

In the first sentence, I use academic words such as “overwhelmed”, “extraneous”, 

and “information.”  I could just as well have said, “How can we search for more sources 

without getting bogged down by all this extra stuff?”  Were I helping a friend with a 
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project, I might have used those words, but the first example works well in the social 

setting of teacher and student.  Similarly, in the second sentence I might have said, “How 

can we best navigate our way to the new restaurant in Old City without hiring a taxicab?”  

I might write these words in an academic paper, but they are out of place in this 

conversation with my friend.   

My tone also changes when asking questions of these three people.  When 

speaking to a student or my toddler, for instance, I already know the answer.  In these 

settings it is socially acceptable to ask a rhetorical question, but it would seem 

condescending when speaking to my friend.  Similarly, I raise the pitch of my voice and 

slow my speech significantly when talking to my child, but it would be strange if I did so 

when speaking to my students or my friends.   

I transition easily from each of these social languages to the next and enact these 

different Discourses without conscious volition.  Gee would assert that this is because my 

primary Discourse is similar to the dominant Discourse.  However, if I were called upon 

to enact a new Discourse—perhaps at a construction site or in a medical research lab—I 

would no longer know how to speak, behave, and think appropriately.  In other words, I 

would not know how to act like an insider. I would have to figure out how to use 

language, how to behave, and the kinds of questions to consider.  Similarly, many of our 

students come to school not knowing how to appear an insider.  This is not for lack of 

ability, intelligence, or skills, but for having not been socialized into the Discourse of 

formal academics.  

Gee explains that Discourses are “always and everywhere social products of 

social histories” (2012, p. 3).  Let’s imagine John.  John has grown up on a farm and is 
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well versed in topics of crop rotation, organic fertilizers, and irrigation systems.  He reads 

The Farmer’s Almanac and understands weather patterns.  He can predict if it will be a 

successful year for soybeans or grain and in which fields these should be planted.  John 

knows how to operate machinery like augers and tractors, and he owns steel toe boots 

because these are safer when operating said machinery or when interacting with 

livestock.  He discusses these things with his friends, who are also farmers, and they 

value his insights about which brand of chicken feed is best.  These abilities and this 

knowledge is powerful within this Discourse of agriculture.  However, when John visits 

Philadelphia, he may find it seemingly impossible to navigate the public transportation 

system—which is now powerful in this new Discourse of city living.  But all is not lost, 

because although John has not been socialized into this Discourse, he can take steps to 

intentionally learn how to enact it.   

Gee gives the following example taken from a science textbook: 

 

The destruction of a land surface by the combined effects of abrasion and 

removal of weathered material by transporting agents is called 

erosion…The production of rock waste by mechanical processes and 

chemical changes is called weathering. (Martin, 1990, p. 93, as cited in 

Gee, 2001, p. 121) 

 

In this text, language is used in such a way as to indicate that it is academic: long 

sentences, multisyllabic words, nominalization, and passive voice.  Students who have 

been socialized into this Discourse will understand the purpose of this text and how to 

interact with it.  They may also know how to emulate it.  But for students who have not 

been socialized into this Discourse, that is, students who have not acquired this 

Discourse, it can be taught.  Just as John learns how to navigate the subway from locals 

(experts), students can learn to navigate this academic text.  Gee (2012) asserts that there 
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are two different ways for John to come to know the subway system: through acquisition 

and through learning.  Both are useful and necessary.   

The theory that acquisition and learning are district began with Vygotsky when he 

differentiated between spontaneous conceptual understandings about language and how it 

works and scientific understandings.  That is, the child has learned his or her home 

language “without conscious awareness of intention” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 221).  

However, when a person encounters a new language, as our ELLs do when then attend 

school, that conscious awareness becomes essential.  Smagorinsky (2011) indicates that 

this conscious awareness includes much more than phonetics, grammatical forms, and the 

like: “What is of paramount importance is the meaning ascribed to the symbolic act by 

the child and how that meaning distills the cultural knowledge appropriated by the child, 

which in turn enables the child to act and communicate in that cultural world in ways that 

others can understand and act on” (p. 166).   

Because we know that, “Mindless learning of words, an empty verbalism…turns 

out to be inadequate in any meaningful application” (Vygotsky, 1987, p. 5), English 

language and English literacy teachers often use texts to teach vocabulary.  While it is 

effective for ELLs to learn vocabulary from reading literature rather than from direct 

vocabulary instruction (Nation, 2011), this is particularly challenging for students who 

struggle to read. 

While Krashan (1982) discusses acquisition and learning in terms of language 

exclusively, Gee applies these terms to Discourses in general.  According to Gee, 

acquisition occurs through meaningful exposure to models.  It happens indirectly through 

repeated, situated encounters.  A parent, for example, does not say, “Well, Darling, 
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middle-class men wear ties to work because it indicates membership to a certain group of 

people.”  Rather, the child learns through daily exposure to middle-class men that this is 

customary.  In the classroom, this might include providing students with academic texts, 

using academic language, and formulating arguments and disagreements in certain ways 

which are acceptable within that Discourse.  The teacher helps the student acquire the 

new Discourse in much the same way she acquired her home Discourse.  Or for the 

farmer Johnmight follow his friends around the city using the subway and busses.    

Learning, on the other hand, is a result of direct instruction or explanation. 

Learning happens directly in response to exigencies that result from someone’s, 

voluntarily or involuntarily, entering into new settings that demand new Discourses.  

Perhaps now the middle-class mother says to her child, “We’ve been invited to a state 

dinner where there will be lots of important people, and everyone will be wearing a 

bowtie since it’s a special event.”  The difference here is that the family is coming into 

contact with a new Discourse, and the mother is providing direct instruction on a custom 

of its members.  In the same way, a teacher might provide students with Graff and 

Birkenstein’s They say / I say: The moves that matter in academic writing (2014), which 

provides sentence frames for students to use in their own writing.  A teacher might 

explain that academic writing looks like such, and one can use these sentence frames to 

emulate that writing.  Returning to the farmer John,he might study maps of the city and 

ask for specific advice about avoiding peak commuting hours. 

The following is an example of what this difference might look like for ELLs in a 

classroom.  Direct learning could occur during a decontextualized grammar lesson on 

conjugating irregular verbs.  The students would be instructed to draw verb charts and 
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then write sentences using different conjugates.  Or, students could be taught that the 

prefix –un means “not”, as in “unhappy”.  On the other hand, acquisition could occur if a 

student was given regular opportunities to participate in the Discourse in authentic ways.  

A teacher might give her students a reading assignment from which she pulls out 

vocabulary worlds which both reflect academic language and are relevant to ongoing 

conversations in the class.  The students would not be asked to memorize definitions but, 

rather, would be exposed to these words and asked to use them in their writing.  Or the 

teacher may suggest that a new student follow a peer to learn the procedures of the 

classroom, rather than handing the student a list or rules. 

No Discourse is inherently better than another, but rather it is more powerful 

because it is standard, or, rather, standardized.  Multiple players, such as curriculums, 

educators, and even students themselves, work in ways that put Discourses in conflict 

with each other.  As explained, this conflict is disempowering to ELLs and others with 

diverse backgrounds and needs. The challenge, then, is to create classrooms where the 

conflict between Discourses is mitigated. 

 Creating permeable spaces.  Dyson (1993) explains that often we set up our 

curricula in such a way as to dichotomize home and school worlds (or, as Gee would 

write, Discourses).  When we compartmentalize the curriculum, that is, close it off to 

other worlds, children are less likely to bring to the classroom their unschooled 

understandings of literacy.   

Li (2001) writes about Amy’s, a Chinese-Canadian student, home literacies 

practices and the disconnect between them and the anticipated literacy expectations of the 

school.  Li explains that “the transition from home to school discourses can be difficult 
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and challenging for students from communities with literacy practices that are different 

from the mainstream” (p. 70).  Although Amy’s home literacies are multiple and 

powerful outside of the classroom, the “differences between the home and school 

literacy…become borders of literacy that many minority children like Amy have to learn 

to cross to achieve academic success in school” (p. 71).  Similarly, in Rogers’ (2003) case 

study of a family living in poverty, she describes the literacy practices the family uses to 

navigate the social welfare system.  In their home, the literacy practices of filling out 

forms, writing appeals, searching for resources, and providing documentation were useful 

and powerful.  While these literacy events were powerful in this context, they were less  

likely to lead to success in school.  When we come to see the boarders for what they 

are—constructed rather than inherent, and ultimately as unnecessary—we can work to 

create more permeable curriculums in which outside literacies are welcomed in the 

classroom.    

 Multiliteracies in the classroom. The New London Group (1996) has written 

extensively about such outside literacies.  The group writes about multiliteracies, 

describing the concept as literacy beyond language, and certainly beyond reading and 

writing official school-sanctioned texts. At the time, the authors could not possibly have 

known the ways in which technology would transform our systems of communication, 

and yet they perceived that as technology developed, the literacy skills needed to 

participate in the world would be diverse and ever changing.  As the world evolves, our 

literacies must evolve with it.  Because “the human mind is embodied, situated, and 

social” (p. 82), because knowledge is contextual, what constitutes literacy changes as our 

social context changes.   
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Kress (2004) explores further the diversity and ever evolving nature of literacy.  

He writes about multimodality—modes of representation or meaning making—and how 

those modes necessarily effect meaning.  He theorizes:  

Each mode forces me into making certain kinds of commitments about 

meaning, intended or not. The choice of mode has profound effects on 

meaning… Meanings are always disseminated through particular media: 

the medium of the book; or the medium of the CD-ROM, involving still 

and moving images, speech, writing, cartoon-like characters in comic 

strips, music, and so on. It might be the medium of the teacher’s body, 

involving speech, movement and gesture. All media offer specific 

possibilities to the designer, and to the reader/user in their reading and/or 

use… Semiotics takes the sign—a fusion of a form and a meaning—as its 

basic unit. In making signs we—embedded in our cultures—select forms 

in such a way that they expresses the meanings that we ‘have’ always 

‘aptly’; hence signs always express, through their form, the meanings that 

the makers of signs have wished to make. (n.p.) 

 

This research will make use of diverse modes of representation, and consider the 

making of signs, the meaning they express, and how students can learn to understand 

their meanings.   

What We Can Do 

 We can honor out-of-school literacies.  During my research with high school 

ELLs in which I explored the issue of literacy acquisition for students who struggle to 

read texts in school, I worked to understand the ways students perceived and valued the 

literacies they encountered in their daily lives.  I found that, while as a community of 

educators we may see students’ home literacies as funds of knowledge (Moll, 1992) we 

are not always diligent about treating them as such by integrating them into our 

curriculums and daily instruction. Furthermore, it became clear that my participants did 

not see their literacies as funds of knowledge themselves.   
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The data indicated that students inhabited highly compartmentalized worlds in 

which some literacy activities were more highly valued than others.  For example, 

students placed more value on work they did at school and in English than at home and in 

Spanish.  The students exhibited a pattern of putting up walls between and prioritizing 

their multiple literacies.  However, even though the students did not articulate that they 

knew the extent to which literacy is multiple in school, out of school, they demonstrated a 

high degree of knowing: out of school they demonstrated knowledge of the purposes of 

different literacy, but the students did not articulate that they brought this level of 

knowingness to their school literacy activities. 

During our discussions, students explained that school consists of a singular 

literacy, but non-school consists of multiple literacies.  School literacy, as defined by 

these students, was class assignments and was always in English.  The students described 

literacy in school as singular—as formal and always as orthographic—judging what is 

and is not, as one student said, “real reading.” Out of school, however, their 

understandings were multiple and diverse.  When asked to take pictures to document their 

out-of-school literacies, students took pictures of non-orthographic literacy events such as 

listening to an iPhone or watching cartoons on TV; they took pictures of sayings printed 

on sweatshirts and car company logos. Non-school literacy included favorite books, 

magazines, music on an iPod, church bulletins, TV shows, posters, and even a driver’s 

permit study guide, and was often bilingual.   

Perhaps most troubling was that students compartmentalized English and Spanish, 

and consequentially did not bring to the classroom their L1 knowledge of constructions 

of reading.  To these students, reading in English was reduced to pronunciation and 
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vocabulary comprehension, and reading that had value was reading that was done in 

English to improve their English. I argue that this is because compartmentalized curricula 

create a dichotomy that does not inherently exist, pushing students to choose between and 

prioritize worlds.   

When students inhabit this highly compartmentalized world, it compromises their 

“critical awareness of the connections among language, content, and power” (Dyson, 

1993).  Instead, we can create permeable curricula by inviting out-of-school Discourses 

into the classroom.  Photography provides a simple way for students to document their 

out-of-school literacies.  Doing so both helps students recognize the range of literacies 

they enact, and provides opportunity for them to talk about those literacies in school.   

 We can teach the rules of notice.  I previously conducted a study with a group of 

community college, ESL students.  I noticed that when the students read, they struggled 

to identify main ideas.  I initially thought that, in the same way young children learning to 

read are often so focused on sounding out words that they miss the meaning of the 

sentence, that my students were so focused on understanding vocabulary that they were 

missing the larger points of the text.  However, I quickly realized that vocabulary 

comprehension was not the issue.  Rather, they were attending equally to everything in 

the text, rather than prioritizing some information above the rest.  The consequence was 

that, for example, after reading an excerpt about the Great Pyramids of Giza, students 

were just as likely to write about how many sons Ramses the Great had as they were to 

write about what country the pyramids were in.    

Transport for London, London’s public transportation organization, launched a 

clever public service campaign encouraging drivers to be mindful of cyclists.  A 
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television ad released in 2008 shows two basketball teams, dressed in black and white.  A 

voice asks, “How many passes does the team in white make?”  The players pass the ball 

quickly while the team in black weaves through them passing their own ball.  It’s 

challenging, but most viewers will count the correct number of passes.  Then the 

announcer says, “The answer is 13.  But, did you see the moonwalking bear?”  The video 

is rewound and again we see the players passing the balls, but this time we also notice, 

yes, a person dressed as a full-sized moonwalking bear.  Then the words are seen, “It’s 

easy to miss something you’re not looking for.”  This is essentially what my students 

were doing.  They were missing the main ideas because they either were not looking for 

them, or because they did not know how to do so.   

Rabinowitz has written extensively on what he calls authorial reading.  In brief, 

he argues that writers make certain moves with the expectation that the reader will notice 

those moves (1987) and make meaning from them.  In other words, there is a tacit 

contract between writer and reader.  He further argues that not all things can be attended 

to equally, so authors give the readers clues about what they ought to pay the most 

attention to.  The author does so because “If one assumes that all features of a text are to 

receive close attention from an interpreter, than a text…becomes an infinite and 

impenetrable web of relationships” (1987, p. 51).  

Rabinowitz theorizes that writers use rules of notice—textual clues that tell the 

reader what is of paramount importance in a text—and that experienced readers learn to 

notice these clues.  For example, these may include repetition, typography, titles, or 

disruptions.  He asserts that genres and even cultures have their own rules of notice: the 

fireside chat in a mystery novel is a rule of notice, whereas in a Jane Austin novel a 
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fireside chat does not have the same significance (Rabinowitz & Smith, 1998).  

Rabinowitz explains: 

As authorial audience, we read with the prior understanding that we are 

more expected to account for a detail that is stressed by a rule of notice 

than for a detail that is not.  And both while we read and after we have 

finished, we shape our interpretations to conform to this basic 

understanding.  Interpretations start, at least, with the most noticeable 

detail. (p. 53) 

 

 

Wilhelm and Smith (2017) have taken up Rabinowitz’s theory and condensed the 

rules of notice.  They have both defined and simplified the rules of notice while giving 

careful consideration to a reader’s response.  The authors have worked specifically with 

nonfiction texts to identify four rules of notice for key detail (hereafter referred to as the 

rules of notice).  The terms themselves aren’t particularly important so long as students 

understand the concept of each.  Table 1, below, illustrates each rule of notice (All 

examples from Wilhelm & Smith, 2017, p. 22): 
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Table 1 

 

The Rules of Notice 

 

Direct Statement of Principle or Generalization 

 

Direct statements of principles, 

themes, or generalizations occur 

infrequently, but when they do 

readers should notice. 

 

 

• Sentences with beginnings such as “in 

summary” or “Putting it all 

together”. 

 

• Sentences with colons, especially when 

what follows begins with a capital 

letter as that typically introduces an 

answer or direct statement. 

 

 

Ruptures 

 

These are surprises of any kind. 

Readers need to notice, for instance, 

when an author shifts point of view, 

content, or tone. In a black and white 

photograph, for instance, a splash of 

color is a rupture. 

 

 

• Surprising attention to a detail that 

doesn’t seem so important at 

first—something you don’t expect. 

 

• A change in style—for example, a short 

sentence used among long ones. 

 

Calls to Attention 

 

Calls to attention occur frequently 

and in a variety of ways. These are 

moves authors make to highlight that 

something is important. 

 

 

• Titles and subsequent mentions of them 

 

• Direct questions—and their answers. 

 

• Typesetting conventions such as italics, 

bold text, and bullets 

 

 

A Reader’s Response 

 

Expert readers pay close attention to 

their personal responses and notice 

what makes them upset, excited, 

nervous, or happy. Our responses will 

inevitably be informed by our own 

experiences, and this is worth 

noticing, too. 

 

• Strong or extreme words (like must) 

 

• Any writing that seems designed to 

evoke an emotional response from the 

reader 
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In theorizing one of the issues faced by students who struggle to read texts in 

school, Wilhelm and Smith (2017) use the metaphor of separating the wheat from the 

chaff., that is, separating the husk from wheat so that one is left with only the seed.  The 

authors explain that when we read, we cannot possibly remember everything, so we make 

decisions about what to attend to.  Wilhelm and Smith explain that a major difference 

between struggling and expert readers is that students who struggle to read texts in school 

do not know how to separate the wheat from the chaff.  As I have seen from my own 

students, “Poor readers often do not differentiate between details that are just texture and 

those that are significant to remember; expert readers know how to do this” (p. 61).  

In their book, Wilhelm and Smith present seven lessons for teaching students 

these rules of notice for key details.  The authors begin by using visual texts as a scaffold 

for students as they towards written texts.  The authors explain,  

In our lessons, we follow a central principle of instructional sequencing 

from cognitive science: start with the concrete before moving to the 

abstract, and start with the visual and visually supported before moving to 

texts without such support. Using visuals also makes the modeling more 

concrete and accessible, something that is especially important for 

struggling readers, English learners, and the refugee students with whom 

we work.  (p. 63) 

 

I taught several of these lessons to my community college, ESL students.  With a 

sample size of only six students the limitations are obvious.  Yet, after only four lessons, 

the students showed improvement from their pre- to posttests in their ability to identify 

main ideas and supporting details.  Because of the success my students experienced, I 

decided to use this method as part of my dissertation research.   

To conclude, I believe teachers can meet the needs of their ELLs and others who 

struggle to read texts in schoolin the following ways.  First, we can make our classrooms 
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more permeable to out-of-school Discourses by honoring students literacies and including 

diverse modes of representation.  Second, we can teach students to engage in the school 

Discourse by teacher students the rules of notice.  I believe that images in general, and 

photography in particular, can be useful tools in achieving both.  The use of visuals in 

literacy instruction is well documented (See: Britsch, 2009; Sommer, 2001; Hyde, 2015).  

In particular, the use of photography as an instructional tool has been found to be helpful 

for ELLs (See: Ewald, 2001; Haines, 2015).  For example, the use of photo-booklets for 

ELLs has been shown to improve reading comprehension (Britsch, 2010).  However, in 

these examples, photos are either taken by or sanctioned by teachers rather than by 

students. While ELLs and NESs struggle in reading for many reasons, this project 

focuses specifically on helping students identify main ideas in nonfiction texts.  
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  CHAPTER 3: METHODS  

In order to investigate teaching methods that can improve reading comprehension 

for both ELLs and NESs who struggle to read texts in school, I conducted a quasi-

experimental study composed of two interventions.  The first was designed to both 

expand students’ notions of literacy and their perceptions of themselves as literate people.  

The second intervention was designed to increase students’ comprehension by teaching 

them the rules of notice.   

Setting 

The small city of Hampshire, PA (all names are pseudonyms) sits as an island of 

diversity in the middle of a very White, rural county.  According to 2011-2015 census 

data, 8% of the city is foreign born and in 30% of household a language other than 

English is spoken.  Despite being surrounded by cornfields, the city mirrors some of the 

social and economic trends commonly seen in larger cities.  In recent years the 

community’s Spanish speaking population has expanded rapidly, and the school has 

worked diligently to adjust to this change.  According to the school district, of the 1,210 

students who attend the high school, 1% identify as Asian, 6% as Black, 57% as 

Hispanic, and 35% White.  70% of all students receive free or reduced lunch.  Of the total 

student population, 64% attend some form of post-secondary education and 68% of all 

minority students do so.  

Participants 

The study took place in two content area classrooms: English Language Arts and 

Social Studies.  The Social Studies class was a sheltered ESL class in which all of the 

students were native Spanish speakers from Central America, Mexico, Puerto Rico, and 
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the Dominican Republic.  At this high school, all newcomers (ELLs who have been 

living in the States for less than one year) are enrolled in sheltered ESL courses for 

science, social studies, math, and computer technology.  Although I was not given 

permission to report students’ ACCESS scores, the classroom teacher explained that most 

students in the class entered at WIDA Level 2.  The class was a combination of 9th and 

10th grade students.  Eighteen of the twenty-four students chose to participate in this 

research study. 

Students in the social studies class communicated in a blend of English and 

Spanish, and although their teacher spoke exclusively in English he encouraged them to 

work together in Spanish and to write in blended English and Spanish as they developed 

their English proficiency.  Students were typically engaged.   

In the Language Arts class of NESs, three reported being native bilingual English 

and Spanish speakers, and one reported being a native bilingual English and Japanese 

speaker.  The students represented a range of races, but the teacher explained to me that 

most of the students came from working class families.  I was not given access to 

individual student data, but the classroom teacher explained that students are tracked into 

the course when they score below “Proficient” on the PSSA for English Language Arts.  

All students were 10th graders.  Twenty-one of the twenty-five students chose to 

participate in this research study.  While students were often engaged, it was more 

common in this class than in the social studies class to see students with ear buds in and 

with their heads on the desks. 

 I chose these two classrooms because the principal of the high school 

recommended I work specifically with these teachers.  Both of the teachers were willing 
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to adjust their planned instruction to accommodate the intervention and implemented the 

interventions enthusiastically and with fidelity to its design.  Although the school 

distributed iPads to all students, my understanding was that most teachers did not make 

use of them and saw them as a distraction.  The social studies teacher explained that he 

had resorted to simply collecting them at the beginning of each class and only giving 

them to students for certain activities, and the English teacher explained that while she 

tried to make use of them in class students were more likely to use them to play games 

than to do school work.  My interventions did not take up the use of technology in the 

classroom. 

Interventions, Measures, and Analyses  

 I trained the teachers to administer the interventions by modeling the lessons for 

them.  In each class, the control instruction lasted three weeks, the photograph 

intervention lasted one week, and the rules of notice intervention lasted three weeks.  

During the interventions, I was present in each classroom for three full class periods per 

week to monitor fidelity to the design and consistency between classes, as well as to take 

field notes.  Although all students participated in the control instruction and intervention, 

my analyses only include data from students who assented/whose parents gave consent.  

While most of the NESs students chose to participate, several ELLs chose not to 

participate and were adamant that they did not want their voices recorded.  The ELLs’ 

teacher explained to me that many of his students are undocumented, which is likely why 

some did not want to participate.      

Control instruction.  For the control instruction, both of the teachers taught units 

they had used in previous semesters to explore nonfiction texts.  In both classrooms, the 
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control instruction focused primarily on understanding the various types and purposes of 

nonfiction texts, and specific comprehension methods such as highlighting, asking 

questions of the text, and outlining or diagraming the ideas in the text.  Below I have 

included examples from each class.  In both, instruction was based exclusively on texts.   

 In the social studies class, students learned how to work through a textbook 

chapter by paying attention to headings. Students were instructed to notice headings, 

underline and define key vocabulary words, and create concept maps of the chapters.  

Concept mapping was used often in instruction with the intention of teaching students to 

make connections between points in a text.  Students often had access to translations and 

did most of their assignments in small groups.  In the English language arts class, 

students read news and pop culture articles with the goal of being able to summarize what 

the teacher described as the “message”  As an example of typical instruction, students 

read pop culture articles about celebrities, with the titles removed.  They were instructed 

to read the articles, underline three key points, write a title for the article, and pull one 

quote from the article that summarized the main idea.   

 Interventions.  The two interventions I designed go hand in hand.  The first was 

inspired by the research study I conducted using photographs, as discussed in Chapter 2.  

Based on the understanding that some students do not bring their unschooled 

understandings of literacy to the classroom and do not conceptualize themselves as 

literate people (Dyson, 1993), the first intervention was designed to expand students’ 

notions of reading and, consequentially, of themselves as literate people (Appendix A).  

Students were asked to take photographs documenting their out-of-school literacies and 

to share them in small groups.  Teachers then engaged students in activities and 
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discussions about the range and variety of their literacies with the goal of legitimizing 

students’ literacies and welcoming them into the school Discourse.  Part of the reason for 

doing this was to encourage students to transfer their understandings of literacy from 

home to school and from their L1 to English (Cummins, 1991).   

 The second intervention was inspired by my own struggles as a teacher in helping 

students understand what to attend to when they read.  Based on the understanding that 

one issue faced by students who struggle to read texts in school is knowing what to attend 

to in a text and how to do so (Rabinowitz, 1987, 1998; Wilhelm & Smith, 2017), the 

second intervention aimed to teach students to use the rules of notice.  (Appendix B).   

Froiland and Oros (2014) found that intrinsic motivation, perceived competence 

and classroom engagement during fifth grade were significant predictors of later reading 

achievement in 8th grade.  When students thought of themselves as successful readers, 

they were actually more likely to be successful readers.  With this understanding at the 

onset of my study, one of my theories was that students with a high reading self-concept, 

that is, students who perceive themselves to be highly literate people, might be more 

likely to exert authority over a text.  And, vice versa: Students who were able to notice 

key details and experience increased success in reading would be more likely to 

conceptualize themselves as highly literate people.  After all, as Gee (2012) explains, 

being able to enact the dominant Discourse (in this case, reading texts in school 

sanctioned ways), is  likely to lead to success in school.     

What makes these interventions distinct is the heavy use of visuals.  Rather than 

using the very thing students struggle with—reading texts—these interventions allow 

students to develop conceptual understandings and a new skill by working first with 
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paintings, photographs, signs, and other such things.  Of course, the goal is to move 

students towards applying the rules of notice to texts, but the intervention does so by 

slowly scaffolding with visuals.  As explained in Chapter 2, both interventions fulfill the 

suggestions made by DeCapua and Marshall (2010) for teaching ELLs who may have 

experienced limited or interrupted schooling, as detailed in Table 2, below.  

 

Table 2 

Meeting the Needs of ELLs with Limited or Interrupted Schooling  

Suggestion 

 

Description My interventions address these 

recommendations in the following 

ways: 

 

Grouping 

strategies 

Small-group instruction, 

collaborative work, and 

differentiated instruction 

 

Students were asked to work in pairs 

and small groups.  Especially among 

ELLs, language supports (ex: 

translations) were provided on an as 

needed basis.   

 

Strategy 

training 

Development of cognitive 

and metacognitive learning 

strategies 

The rules of notice provide a 

metacognitive learning strategy by 

teaching students to monitor and talk 

about their comprehension. 

 

Supports for 

tasks and 

content 

Scaffolding, sheltered 

content courses 

The use of visuals provides a scaffold 

for learning the rules of notice using a 

familiar medium before moving to 

applying the rules to a text. 

 

Curriculum 

design 

Theme-based models, 

academically challenging 

material with language 

modifications 

 

The use of visuals allows students to 

engage with academically challenging 

tasks that they struggle to manage with 

texts.    

 

Cultural 

orientations 

Culturally relevant content 

or funds of knowledge and 

culturally responsive 

teaching 

Students are asked to take photographs 

documenting their literacies.  The 

photograph intervention is designed to 

both honor and access their funds of 

knowledge.   
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Measures and corresponding analyses.  This research made use of three 

different measures.  The first was an adaptation of the Reading Self-Concept Scale 

(RSCS), designed by Chapman and Tunmer (1995) (Appendix C).  The scale was 

designed to measure three specific areas of reading self-concept: perceptions of 

competence in reading, perceptions of difficulty with reading, and attitudes towards 

reading. The scale consists of thirty questions which students respond to on a five-point 

Likert scale ranging from “Yes, always” to “No, never”.  The full scale is calculated as 

the mean value of the 30 responses.  To determine the impact of the instruction, I 

conducted a repeated measures ANOVA.   

After communicating with Chapman, I modified the scale in two ways with his 

permission.  Because Chapman and Tunmer are New Zealanders, I rewrote some of the 

questions in American English so that the language was familiar to students.  For 

example, item 2 has been changed from, “Do you feel good when you do reading work?” 

to, “Do you feel good when you read?”  I translated the scales into Spanish for the ELLs 

so that language did not affect the results.  In addition, because the scale was developed 

for young children, some of the questions were not developmentally appropriate for my 

participants.  I replaced seven questions (marked with an asterisk) which addressed 

reading at the word level with new questions I wrote based on the Common Core Anchor 

Standards for Reading. 

In addition to the RSCS, after the photograph intervention I asked students to 

reflect, in writing, on two questions: Do you think you read well?  Do you enjoy reading?  

I did this for two reasons.  First, students would be taking the RSCS three times, and I 

was concerned that adding a fifth time would make the scale too repetitive.  Second, I 
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hoped the written responses would give me more insight into the reasons for their 

responses on the RSCS and about their conceptions of literacy.  I analyzed these 

reflections by rating them as high, medium, or low on three dimensions: their reported 

self-concept, their attitude towards reading, and whether their conception of reading was 

schoolish or expansive.  Smith defines schoolish literacies as, “performances that make it 

more likely for kids to succeed on conventional school assessments” (Personal 

Communication, 2017). 

The second measure was a reading comprehension test that was administered 

before and after the interventions.  The tests were taken from the Inside textbook series 

by National Geographic, and consisted of students reading a short, nonfiction passage, 

answer ten multiple-choice questions, and writing a summary which included the main 

idea and supporting details.  I controlled for three aspects of the text.  First, I matched the 

texts topically by choosing two texts about the evolution of a sport. Text A related to the 

evolution of skateboarding while Text B related to the evolution of skiing into 

snowboarding.  Next, I matched the texts structurally by using Kintch and van Dijk’s 

system of propositional notation so that both texts contained the same number of 

intermediate and micro level propositions (described in detail below).  Lastly, using a 

random number generator, I assigned half the students in each class to take Test A as the 

pretest and Test B as the posttest, and the other half of the students to take Test B as the 

pretest and Test A as the posttest in order to control for test difficulty.  I analyzed 

students’ improvement using a repeated measures ANOVA.   
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 To analyze the summary essays, I coded the students’ summaries for propositions.   

Kintsch and van Dijk (1978) interpret the semantic structure of a discourse (for my 

purposes, a text) as “a set of propositions” (p. 356).  An examination of the 

microstructure of a text looks at the individual propositions and their relationship to each 

other.  Inspired by the system of propositional notation Kintsch and van Dijk developed 

in order to represent the relationships between propositions in a discourse, I created 

simple proposition graphs of the two texts.  As an example, a text structure could look 

like the following: 

 

Macro Proposition 

 

Intermediate Proposition 

 

 

Intermediate Proposition 

 

 

Micro  

Proposition 

  

 

Micro 

Proposition 

 

 

Micro 

Proposition 

 

Micro 

Proposition 

  

 Finally, I developed two scales.  The purpose of the first is to assess the accuracy 

and clarity of the macro proposition (if one is present at all), and the purpose of the 

second is to assess the clarity of the relationship between the macro, intermediate, and 

micro propositions. In order to establish measurement reliability, a colleague, a PhD in 

Literacy Education, and I scored 15% of the essays independently of each other. Together 

we discussed our agreements and disagreements in order to establish decision rules and 

come to a consensus.  While my colleague did not know which essays were pretests and 

which were posttest, I did.  However, after this meeting, we each independently scored 

the remaining 85% of the sample, for which all of our scores were within one point of 
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each other.  For the sake of consistency, I used only my scores in the analyses.  

Summaries were scored on each scale separately and on their combined scores.  For 

example: A3/B2/Total5.   

A. Accuracy and clarity of macro proposition 

 

1. There is no macro proposition. 

2. The macro proposition is inaccurate. 

3. Incomplete statement of macro proposition.   

4. Implies but does not explicitly state macro proposition. 

5. Clear, direct statement of macro proposition. 

 

B. Clarity of relationship between propositions 

 

1. Intermediate and micro-propositions are confused as the macro 

proposition. 

2. There are no intermediate or micro propositions given in support of the 

macro proposition. 

3. Intermediate and micro propositions are inaccurate or unrelated to the 

macro proposition.  

4. Intermediate and micro propositions are accurate, but subordination is 

implied rather than explicit.  

5. Intermediate and micro propositions are accurate and subordination is 

clearly and accurately indicated.  

 

 As a third and final measure, I conducted stimulated recall interviews with twelve 

key informants.  Although recording whole-class discussions would have been ideal, the 

majority of ELLs did not want to be recorded.  Therefore, with the help of the classroom 

teachers I chose six students from each group; two high, two middle, and two low 

performing students (within the context of the classroom).  To engage students in a 

discussion about the interventions, their conceptions of literacy, and their reading self-

concept, I chose representatives pieces of work from the control instruction and both of 

the interventions.  I asked the students to first place the work in order of which they liked 

the most to least, and then to rate each piece of work on two scales from engaging to 
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boring and from easy to difficult.  To conclude the interviews, I asked students what 

advice they might have for both students who struggle to read texts in school and for the 

teachers responsible for helping them.  

 Table 3, below, shows the order in which the assessments and interventions were 

administered.  Table 4 pairs each research question with the data that address it. 

 

Table 3 

Assessments and Interventions  

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3` 

 

Stage 4 

RSCS Pre 

 

Control Instruction  

 

RSCS Mid 

 

Comprehension Pre 

with Essay 

Photograph 

Intervention 

 

Reflections 

 

Rules of Notice 

Intervention 

 

RSCS Post 

 

Comprehension Post 

with Essay 

 

 

Interviews with 12 

key informants; 6 

from each group. 
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Table 4  

Addressing Each Research Question 

 

Research Questions 

  

Data Collection and Analysis 

 

 

What impact does an 

intervention that uses a) 

student created photography to 

document out of school 

literacy practices and b) a 

variety of visual art to teach 

rules of notice (Rabinowitz, 

1987; Wilhelm & Smith, 2017) 

have on students’ 

comprehension of nonfiction 

texts? 

  

Students took a reading comprehension test 

consisting of ten multiple-choice questions.  

Their mean scores were analyzed using a 

repeated measures ANOVA. 

 

After reading a passage, students wrote short 

essays summarizing the main idea and 

supporting details of the passage.  The essays 

were scored using proposition scales.  Their 

scores were analyzed using a repeated measures 

ANOVA. 

 

During the stimulated recall interview, students 

will discuss the extent to which they took up the 

instruction, and their perception of it. 

 

 

What impact does the same 

intervention have on students’ 

conception of themselves as 

readers as measured by the 

Reading Self-Concept Scale 

(Chapman & Tunmer, 1995)? 

  

Students responded to the Reading Self-

Concept Scale (RSCS).  Their mean scores 

were analyzed using a repeated measures 

ANOVA.   

 

Students wrote reflections about their reading 

self-concept in response to specific questions. 

 

During the stimulated recall interview, students 

discussed their reading self-concept and their 

conceptions of literacy. 

 

 

To conclude, the extant literature does not adequately address interventions that 

are useful for both ELLs and NESs who struggle to read texts in school.  This research 

study examines the impact of two interventions designed to help content area teachers 

meet the needs of both of these groups of students.   
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CHAPTER 4: RESULTS 

As I explain in Chapter 2, there is a rich body of research that explores students’ 

multiliteracies.  However, compartmentalized curriculums create a scenario in which 

students are less likely to bring their unschooled understanding of literacy to the 

classroom (Dyson, 1993).  By breaking down the walls that divide home and school and 

even L1 and L2, we can both invite outside Discourses into the classroom and help 

students enact an academic Discourse.  In order to achieve this, I developed a two-part 

intervention during which teachers a) engaged students in activities which honored their 

out-of-school literacies and b) used visual literacies to teach students the type of 

schoolish analysis they are often called upon to do, focusing specifically on teaching 

students to identify main ideas and supporting details in nonfiction texts.   

Impact of the Intervention on Comprehension  

 In my first research question I asked: What impact does an intervention that uses 

a) student created photography to document out of school literacy practices and b) a 

variety of visual art to teach the rules of notice (Rabinowitz, 1987; Wilhelm & Smith, 

2017) have on students’ comprehension of nonfiction texts?  To answer this question, I 

did a repeated measures ANOVA on students’ performance on a pre- and post-reading 

comprehension test that consisted of reading a passage, answering multiple-choice 

comprehension questions, and writing a short essay summarizing the passage.  Below I 

have separated my analyses into two sections discussing the results of the comprehension 

questions and the summary writing task.   

After the interventions were complete I interviewed 12 key informants.  The 

classroom teachers helped me choose students based on their level of achievement.  I 
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chose two high achieving, two average achieving, and two low achieving students from 

both the ELL and NES groups.   I conducted stimulated recall interviews by showing 

students assignments they had worked on, including two from the control, one from the 

photograph intervention, and two from the rules of notice intervention.  As a way to 

engage students in a productive conversation, I asked students to rate these assignments 

on scales from boring to engaging, and from difficult to easy.   

Multiple-choice comprehension questions. Tables 5 - 7 illustrate the results of 

my statistical analyses of the comprehension questions.  The first represents the 

descriptive statistics, followed the results of a repeated measures ANOVA, and lastly a 

paired samples t-test.    

 

Table 5 

Descriptive Statistics Pre/Post 

 

Language  Mean Pre Std. Deviation Mean Post Std. Deviation 

ELL 

18 

 

2.1667 1.09813 4.1111 1.90630 

NES 

21 

 

5.5238 2.56162 5.2857 2.49285 

Total 

39 

 

3.9744 2.62064 4.7436 2.29092 
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Table 6 

Repeated Measures ANOVA for PrePost 

 

Source Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 

 

 

Test of Within-Subjects Effects 

 

PrePost 14.110 1 14.110 4.525 .040 .109 

PrePost*Lang 23.085 1 23.085 7.403 .010 .167 

Error 115.377 37 3.118    

 

Test of Between-Subjects Effects  

 

Intercept  1414.960 1 1414.960 235.376 .000 .864 

Language  99.524 1 99.524 16.556 .000 .309 

Error 222.425 37 6.011    

 

Table 7 

Paired Samples T-Test for PrePost 

 

Language  Mean 

Pre 

Std. 

Deviation 

Mean 

Post 

Std. 

Deviation 

Sig. (2-

tailed) 

 

t df 

ELL 

18 

 

2.1667 1.09813 4.1111 1.90630 .001 -4.221 17 

NES 

21 

 

5.5238 2.56162 5.2857 2.49285 .709 .379 20 

Total 

39 

 

3.9744 2.62064 4.7436 2.29092    
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The results of a repeated measures ANOVA indicate a statistically significant  

(p= .04) difference between the pretest and posttest scores on the reading comprehension 

test with a medium effect size (r2= .109; D= .7). Cohen (1988) indicates the threshold 

for a medium effect size as r2= .059. The significant interaction indicates that this 

improvement is not consistent for the two groups. As shown in Table 7, ELLs made 

significant gains (t= -4.22, p= .001), while NESs remained at the same level. The mean 

posttest score of ELLs (M= 4.11) increased from the mean pretest score (M= 2.17), 

indicating that the intervention was effective at improving their reading comprehension. 

A closer look at students’ summary essays puts these data into clearer focus.   

 Summary essays.  An analysis of the summary writing allows for a more 

nuanced understanding of the comprehension test scores and the ways in which students 

did or did not take up the instruction.  As I explained in Chapter 3, students were asked to 

write a short summary essay which included the main idea of the passage and supporting 

details.  I scored the essays on two scales, the creation of which was inspired by Kintsch 

and van Dijk’s (1978) notion of macro and micro propositions.  Scale A was designed to 

assess the accuracy and clarity of the macro proposition (or, main idea) on a 5-point 

scale, while scale B was designed to assess the clarity of the relationship between macro, 

intermediate, and micro propositions (or, supporting details) on a 5-point scale.  The total 

score was calculated by adding the two.  These scales proved to be particularly useful as 

an analytic tool for understanding how students understood the passage and the 

relationship between its propositions. Below, tables 8 and 9 illustrate the descriptive 

statistics and the results of a repeated measures ANOVA for both ELLs and NESs on the 

following three measures: Essay Combined, Essay A, and Essay B. 
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Table 9 

Repeated Measures ANOVA for Summary Essays 

Source Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared 

 

Essay 

Combined 

 

21.025 1 21.025 12.110 .003 .402 

Essay 

Combined 

*Lang 

 

7.226 1 7.225 4.162 .056 .188 

Error 31.250 18 1.763    

Essay A 3.600 1 3.600 3.086 .096 .146 

Essay A     

*Lang 

 

.400 1 .400 .343 .565 .019 

Error 21.000 18 1.167    

Essay B 8.100 1 8.100 15.677 .001 .466 

Essay B 

*Lang 

 

3.600 1 3.600 6.968 .017 .279 

Error 9.300 18 .517    

 

Table 8 

Descriptive Statistics for Summary Essays 
 

Group PreA SD PostA SD PreB SD PostB SD Total 

Pre 

SD SD Total 

Post  

 

All 2.19 1.41 2.86 1.32 2.34 1.16 3.17 1.02 4.50 2.26 1.56 6.00 

ELL 1.69 1.25 2.50 1.35 1.84 .89 3.20 .78 3.46 1.80 1.63 5.70 

NES 2.69 1.43 3.15 1.26 2.84 1.21 3.15 1.21 5.53 2.25 1.53 6.26 



 51 

 

 The results of a repeated measures ANOVA indicate that there is a statistically 

significant difference between the pre and post essay scores for Essay Combined (p= 

.003,) with a large effect size (r2= .402; D> 1.6), and for Essay B (p= .001) with a large 

effect size (r2= .466; D> 1.8).  Cohen (1988) indicates the threshold for a large effect 

size as r2 =.138; D = .8.  Further analysis shows that this was largely a function of the 

ELLs’ improvement, as discussed below.   

 

Table 10 

Paired Samples t-Test for ELLs’ Summary Essays 

 

 

Pretest 

  

Posttest 

   

Variable M SD   M SD t p 

Essay Combined 3.40 1.58  5.70 1.64 -4.27 0.002 

Essay A 1.70 1.34  2.50 1.35 -1.81 0.104 

 

Essay B 
1.80 0.63  3.30 0.67  -5.58 0.000 

 

There is a statistically significant difference between the Essay Combined pretest 

and posttest scores and the Essay B scores among the ELLs.  For Essay Combined (t= -

4.27, p= .002), the posttest score (M= 5.97) increased from the pretest score (M= 3.74), 

and for Essay B (t= -5.58, p <.000), the posttest score (M= 3.30) also increased from the 

pretest score (M= 1.80). 
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Table 11 

Paired Samples t-Test for NESs’ Summary Essays 

 

Pretest  

 

Posttest  

  
Variable M SD   M SD t p 

Essay combined 6.10 2.02  6.70 0.94 -0.94 0.370 

Essay A 2.90 1.52  3.30 1.33 -0.79 0.462 

Essay B 3.20 1.03  3.50 1.08  -0.82 0.434 

 

Of the 3 paired samples, none were statistically significant for NESs; their scores 

essentially stayed the same.  While the ELLs’ scores on the summary writing task 

increased in correlation with their comprehension tests, many NESs simply refused to 

write summaries, even upon second and third requests.  Of the ten students who did write 

summaries, the scores of three increased, the scores of three decreased, and four stayed 

the same.   

My analysis of student writing suggests two primary mechanisms through which 

improvements occurred.  As I explained in Chapter 2, one of the things that distinguishes 

students who read skillfully in school from those who struggle to read texts in school is 

that they know what to pay attention to when they read.  As Wilhelm and Smith (2017) 

explain, skilled readers have learned to separate the wheat from the chaff in order to 

identify the main idea of a passage; readers who have not learned to do this easily 

confound small details as important information.  In order to help students do this, 

teachers taught students to use the rules of notice of notice (Wilhelm and Smith, 2017; 

Rabinowitz, 1987, 1998).  In order to help students articulate their understanding of the 
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main point and supporting details, teachers taught the topic-comment strategy (Wilhelm 

and Smith, 2017).  The summaries indicate that students took up both of these sets of 

instruction.   

Sifting for gold (or, separating the wheat from the chaff). One of the goals of 

teaching students the rules of notice was to teach them what to attend to when they read.  

Many students try to attend equally to all parts of a text, consequentially attending to 

nothing.  When students applied the rules of notice they were able to differentiate 

between what was key information and what could be glossed over.   

Luna [ELL] drastically improved her score from her pre- to post summary writing 

assessment (A1/B1, A5/B4).  In her first summary, Luna confuses a micro proposition for 

the macro, writing, “The 1965 a man named Sherman Poppen was looking for kids who 

know how to play in a cold day, he took two kids.”  However, she makes an incredible 

leap in her second essay in which she writes, “This item is about skateboards, how has 

the designs evolved.”   

Sofia [ELL] does the same in her summaries (A1/B1, A3/B3).  In her first 

summary Sofia confuses a micro proposition, “Skiing to snowboarding is talking about a 

majority of teenagers are snowboarders” as the macro proposition.  This is certainly an 

accurate statement, but her choice to write about the popularity of snowboarding amongst 

teens to the exclusion of the macro proposition indicates that she has focused her 

attention on the details instead of the main idea.  In her second summary she writes an 

accurate, although incomplete, statement of the macro proposition, “The sidewalk surfer 

is talking about people who use and are good in skateboard and how the skateboard 
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changes by the year.” Sofia indicates that she focused on the main idea of the text rather 

than the details.   

Although Martina’s [ELL] score on the comprehension test actually decrease, she 

makes a gain in her summary writing (A1/B2, A3/B3).   In her first summary Martina 

appears to have completely misunderstood the text, interpreting it as somewhat 

instructional rather than informative.  “In the sidewalk surfer I learn how to use and how 

to have fun.  Some people use everywhere.”  By her second summary, however, Martina 

demonstrates that she understands the topic of the passage, “The author wrote about 

snowboarding”, and has an understanding, albeit limited, that the evolution of the 

snowboard is traced in the text.  “They know that about 10,000 year ago man unknown 

person that can sled down.  The after all that during the 20th of century.  In the 1930s 

people become to use the snowboarding.” 

David’s [NES] development (A2/B3, A5/B2) is particularly interesting because 

although he writes much less in his second summary, he moves from writing an incorrect 

macro proposition, “This story basically described who made up the invention of 

snowboards and who made up the invention of skies,” to a clear and direct statement of 

the macro proposition, “It’s about the history of skateboards and how they advance.”  

Although David offers no intermediate or micro propositions in support of the macro, he 

demonstrates that he understands the difference between a macro and micro proposition.     

Applying the topic-comment strategy.  One major focus of the instruction was to 

use visual art to teach students the topic-comment strategy.  This strategy asks students to 

identify the topic of a piece and also what the author’s position towards that topic is.  For 

example, when students studied American Gothic they learned to write topic-comment 
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statements such as, “Topic- American life in 1930s.  Comment- “People worked very 

hard and life was difficult.”  Students then learned to apply this strategy to texts.  After 

reading an article about virtual reality games a student wrote, “Topic: Virtual reality 

games are becoming popular.  Comment: Virtual reality can reshape the real world in a 

positive way.”  Although the student did not employ the strategy with absolute accuracy, 

he demonstrated a recognition that a comment is subordinate to the topic.  Students 

continued practicing this strategy, and after reading a news article about beached whales 

wrote clearer topic-comments like, “Topic: Whales stranded in New Zealand.  Comment: 

Volunteers are working really hard to save the whales from dying on the beach.”   The 

change from student’ pre to post summary writing assessments suggest that they took up 

that instruction.   

Nuvia’s [ELL] summaries stand out because she started with the highest score 

(A5/B2, A5/B4).  For her first summary Nuvia writes only one sentence, “This article is 

about the history of the snowboarding the relation that have with the skiing and origin.”  

She offers no intermediate or micro propositions in support of the macro proposition.   

However, in her second summary she offers several supporting details and includes a 

title: 

The Sidewalk Surfer 

This is about how the skateboard have changed with the time.  The 

skateboard have turned to more modern have move evolution.  Also how 

the skateboard is more safe than before because in the past a lot of kids 

were hurt by using it.  But now thanks to the all the change is faster and 

safer. 

 

 Juan [ELL], a student who has particularly struggled to learn English and to read 

in his content area classes, wrote in his first essay (A1/B1), “A story snowboarding is 

what family are friends like snowboarding.”  In his second essay (A5/B3) Juan applies 
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the topic-comment strategy, writing, “The sidewalk surfer is talking about skateboard 

changes by the years but it’s dangerous.”     

Not taking up the instruction.  Despite improvements overall, some students do 

not seem to have taken up the instruction.  Some students’ scores stayed the same 

because they essentially made the same moves in the second summary as they did in the 

first and did not apply the topic-comment strategy.  For example, James’s [NES] scores 

remained exactly the same on both his comprehension tests and summaries (A2/B4, 

A2/B4).  Rather than picking up the topic-comment strategy, James essentially 

enumerates a list of details from the passage simply in the order they appear, writing, 

“Then Sherman Poppen in 1965 made the first snowboard it was like snow and surf 

together.  The snowboard allows you to turn and move in the air faster.  Snowboards 

today have bindings for both the feet.”  He makes exactly the same move in his second 

summary, writing, “The wheels used to be hard to steer now they have steel wheels.  The 

popularity began to grow.  They are not loud or bumpy anymore.” 

Other students’ scores were compromised by the fact that they tried to apply the 

topic-comment strategy but did so incorrectly.  Aaron [NES] for example, appears to 

have tried using the strategy, but did not get the facts correct.  It’s possible that he learned 

the syntactic structure and just needed more practice.  Despite scoring high on the first 

essay (A5/B4), Aaron does not correctly state the macro proposition in his second essay 

(A2/B5), writing, “From skiing to snowboarding is about how people wanted to try to 

sled while standing.”  
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 Interviews.  The interviews with key informants gave me some key insights into 

the reasons for both the successes and failures of the interventions.  NES students were 

generally more confident during the rules of notice intervention than the ELLs, but also 

gained less by it.  Many of the NESs did not write summaries on their posttests, 

suggesting a level of disengagement.  Perhaps if the intervention been more challenging 

for them they would have found it more useful and engaging.  On the other hand, ELLs 

expressed lower levels of confidence during the intervention, but the data suggest they 

benefited from the challenge.  These interviews shed light on what accounts for students’ 

engagement and, at times, their disengagement.  Students who spoke positively about the 

interventions articulated conscious control over the rules of notice and/or articulated an 

ability to transfer what they learned during the intervention to their work in other classes 

and to literacies they engage with outside of school.   

Using the rules of notice.  Some students directly named the intervention as 

having taught them how to identify main ideas in images and in texts.  As an example, 

David [NES], whose essay score increased (A2/B3, A5/B2), discussed his struggle to 

identify the main idea of a passage during the control instruction.  David often made a 

show of being unprepared for class and of being disengaged.  He typically entered class 

playing videogames on his iPad and would refuse to put it away, but when classwork 

turned to group work he participated willingly.  Before learning the rules of notice, David 

explains that when instructed to read a passage and identify the main idea and supporting 

details, he just wrote down random details from the article.   
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David:  I didn't understand it, so I just pulled out random details.  

Interviewer: So you don't think you were able to identify the main 

point? 

David:  No.  

Interviewer: How about in this one?  

David: I wasn't confident and it was boring, too, because it 

involved more reading. 

Interviewer: What could have made this more interesting to you? 

 David:             If it had pictures. 

 

 However, when discussing the intervention, during which the students 

learned how to use the rules of notice by using them to analyze images, we had 

the following exchange.  In this moment, David explicitly invokes one of the rules 

of notice—calls to attention—to explain how he was able to understand the main 

idea of a photo from a Black Lives Matter rally. 

Interviewer: What about this next one that you have here? ...Oh, so the 

same thing. You were really into it and really confident.  

David: Yeah. 

Interviewer: How come? 

David: Because I knew what it was basically showing? 

Interviewer: How'd you know? 

David:             For the Black Lives Matter, it was, the author called, he put 

a call into attention. So it shows people, 'cause there was a 

group of people with signs saying Black Lives Matter. And 

then for the American Gothic it was easy to notice that the 

guy was the father and the girl was the daughter, because 

he looks older than her. 

 

 Sofia [ELL], whose essay score increased, (A1/B1, A3/B3), was a quiet and 

diligent student and seemed to take a lot of pleasure in being asked for help by other 

students.  Sofia explained that while at first she struggled to identify the main idea, using 

the rules of notice made it easier for her to separate the main idea from all the other 

information in the text. In the following exchange Sofia discusses reading a passage 

before and after learning the rules of notice. 

 



 59 

 

Interviewer: Were you confident or not really? 

Sofia:   Not really. 

Interviewer: Why were you not confident? 

Sofia: Because the themes were difficult.  Why so many   

messages?  

… 

Interviewer: So why was this [reading an article using the rules of 

notice] interesting? 

Sofia: Because first I didn’t know why this is main idea and then 

this [rules of notice handout] help me to know why this [is 

the main idea], Yeah? 

Interviewer: Okay. Oh, you mean it helped you to understand the 

concept of the main idea? 

Sofia:  I already know what is main idea but this help me. 

Interviewer: And were you confident or not? 

Sofia:  I am confident. 

Interviewer: Okay. And do you think it was easy or hard? 

Sofia: When I saw that [rules of notice handout] I say, “Yeah is 

easy.” But first when I didn’t know so the first time was 

hard. 

Interviewer: What did you think of the work sheet? Did it help you? 

Sofia: Yeah. 

Interviewer: The work sheet helped you understand? Can you explain 

why? 

Sofia: It helped me because I can read the photos, what is in the 

photos so yes, it helped to understand the photos. 

Interviewer: Can you tell me more about that? Do you think that you can 

read a photograph better with the work sheet? 

Sofia: Yes, because you can see more things in here than in the 

photo…it helps get better and more information. 

Interviewer: So it helps you know what to look for? 

Sofia: Yeah. 

 

Lucy [NES] refused to write a summary on the pretest, but did so willingly on the 

posttest (A3/B3).  When asked during class to read a short passage, summarize the main 

idea, and give it a title, she copied the passage verbatim, then wrote three titles and 

crossed them all out.  While this could be for any number of reasons related or unrelated 

to the instruction, Lucy explained she was engaged in both the photograph and rules of 

notice interventions.  She explains that she used one of the strategies from the rules of 

notice—noticing when the author uses numbers—to understand an article the class read. 
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Interviewer: Okay. Let's start with the very first one. Your favorite one 

was looking at the pictures, and then using the rules of 

notice to understand the pictures? 

Lucy: Yeah.  

Interviewer: Okay. Can you tell me why? 

Lucy: I think it's because I think you get to know the meaning 

behind the picture.  

Interviewer: Okay.  

Lucy: It helps you just categorize the ones that you know, and the 

ones that ... what the author is telling you, and then you just 

use the rule notice, and then you just sum it all up.  

… 

Interviewer: Okay. [In regard to the article] You said you were pretty 

confident?  

Lucy: Yeah. Because you would've put, like it says here what I 

noticed, and you would've put how the game was really 

popular, and the numbers, and how the author made it, like 

you notice the numbers, and how it just goes on from there.  

 

Sarah [NES] was the only student to speak specifically about authorial intent 

when discussing the rules of notice.  She did not write a summary essay on either the pre- 

or posttest (though she did answer the comprehension questions).  She was often 

unconfident, and often doubted the work she did in class.  Sarah explains: 

Interviewer: Do you think that learning about the rules of notice helped 

you identify the main idea? 

Sarah: Yeah, it helped me, because the rules of notice, if you, like, 

read them, what they meant, you can picture it when you’re 

reading… 

This one [control instruction] you had to find supporting 

details on the main point and this one [intervention] you 

only picked certain things out of it and then, like, how the 

author made you notice it and then you had to pick one of 

these. 

Interviewer: So, in this one [intervention] you had to think about the 

author and in this one [control instruction] you didn’t? 

Sarah:  Yeah. 

Interviewer: Do you think that makes a difference? 

Sarah: A little. Because you have to think, like, what the author is 

trying to make you think about it, and in this one you just 

have to pick out the main point by reading the paragraph. 
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Making a transfer. Other students discussed the transferability of the rules of 

notice to the literacies they engage in outside of school or to the work they do in other 

classes.  Molly [NES] was nothing if not the most confident student in her class, and her 

essay score started high and stayed essentially the same (A5/B4; A5/B3).  I suspect Molly 

is one of several students who, had she been placed a class which was more challenging 

for her, would have risen to the occasion.  She explains how the rules of notice helped her 

not only to read the passage she was given in class, but also that she can apply the rules 

of notice to reading for pleasure outside of school.   

Interviewer: Do you think learning the rules of notice is helpful for you 

when you read? 

Molly: Yeah, it's helpful because those are things that you can 

think about as you read, so it helps you think about what 

you really notice, what really stand out, and what you're 

reading.  

Interviewer: Okay. Do you think it helps you with things that you read 

outside of school? 

Molly: Yeah. Yeah, around home I have books, but I have one 

called Angels Everywhere …in every new chapter and stuff 

they have this one quote that really gets to you, and it has 

you thinking. Yeah, yeah, it's [rules of notice] helpful.  

 

 Ryan [NES], whose summary essay score increased slightly (A4/B4; A4/B5), 

explains that the rules of notice were not only useful in understanding an article he was 

asked to read in his Language Arts class, but also for the work he does in other classes.  

He, along with Molly, spoke specifically about wanting to do better in school and about 

making efforts outside of school to do so.  Also like Molly, he would likely have done 

very well in a higher-level class.  Ryan explains that the rules of notice informed his 

literacy experiences outside of school when playing video games, looking at memes, and 

reading about sports.  Because Ryan was so articulate and expressed such clear 

engagement in the interventions, his interview is worth quoting at length. 
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Interviewer: Okay. So, tell me a little bit about why you put [your 

samples of class work] in this order. Let's start with this 

one. Why was this your favorite? 

Ryan: Because I actually liked the story that we were reading and 

we had to see what was really important about it and what I 

noticed. Yeah. 

Interviewer: Tell me more. What did you ... Did you like the article, or 

did you like the activity, or both? 

Ryan: I just really liked both since sometimes I really do like 

noticing stuff from articles and stories and I just like doing 

stuff like that to identify what's the main point of 

something and to support my theory, something like that. 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm. Absolutely. Do think using the rules of notice 

was helpful, or- 

Ryan:  Yeah. It was really helpful. 

Interviewer: Tell me why. 

Ryan: With the rules of notice, I knew what I was gonna try to 

look for a lot and it was just easier to do with it. 

Interviewer: Tell me more. 

Ryan: It was just something that sometimes in my free time I 

really do. Some stories or some articles I read about stuff 

that I'm really into, I just figure out what's the whole point 

of it and all that, and since we did these activities, it 

improved my vision to identify more details in the story 

and all that. 

 

Interviewer: You mean you think it'll help you to understand the things you 

read in your free time? 

Ryan: Yeah, more. 

  

 We soon moved on to discussing the photograph intervention.   

 

Interviewer: So, I want know a little bit more. You took these different 

pictures and we have categories like video games, memes, 

sports, your home screen, your homework in school, and 

what does that say? 

Ryan:  It’s a flight ticket and traveling information and all that. 

Interviewer: Okay, cool. Was this one yours? 

Ryan:  Yes. 

Interviewer: So, tell me a little bit about why you took these pictures.  

Some of them weren't things that actually had words, so 

why did you take pictures of these things? 
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Ryan: Because some of them, even if it doesn't have words, you 

could still really understand what it means and grab details 

from just the image. 

Interviewer: How do you do that? How do you get details from an 

image? 

Ryan: Just looking and see what's happening and then using the 

rules of notice. That can really help you a lot. You just 

could grab details from just looking at something. 

 

Upon further discussion of the rules of notice, I asked Ryan if he thinks it would 

be worth teaching them to all students.  

Interviewer: Do you think that that would be helpful for other students, 

or not necessarily? 

Ryan: I think it would be helpful to other students because they 

could actually see what's going on in the picture. They 

could try to actually figure it out, what the main point of it 

and all that. 

Interviewer: Mm-hmm.  Absolutely. So, do you think that that's helpful 

in English classes with stories, or do you think that's also 

helpful in social studies and science classes? 

Ryan: That's helpful in every class because you can actually see 

what's going on and the story of the work you're doing and 

all that. 

 

 
Not taking up the instruction.  Students whose scores remained the same or 

decreased did not articulate that they took up the photograph intervention, and explained 

that they found aspects of the rules of notice intervention too difficult.  For example, 

Camila [ELL] scored A1/B1 on her first summary, then copied directly from the text in 

lieu of writing a second summary.  She was reluctant to work in groups during class and 

even more reluctant to talk during our interview.  She did not express that she took up the 

photograph intervention, explaining that she was still unsure of whether or not a 

photograph can be read.  She further explained that she found the rules of notice too 

difficult to be helpful. 
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Interviewer: You made categories of things you read…you remember? 

Camila: Yeah I remember. 

Interviewer: Do you think that when you look at a picture you can understand 

the story? 

Camila: Maybe. 

Interviewer: Can you read a picture? 

Camila: I don’t know. 

Interviewer: Okay. When you were working on this [rules of notice] to read the 

picture, were you confident or not? 

Camila: So difficult, so, I don’t know…in the middle. 

Interviewer: In the middle? Okay. Why? 

Camila: Because when I do that I don’t sure that I can do. 

Interviewer: You weren’t sure that you could do it? So, when you did this you 

used the rules of notice… Did this help you? This worksheet? 

Camila: I don’t think so. 

 

Jenna’s [NES] summary score started high and remained high (A5/B3; A5/B3).  

Jenna displayed an attitude of “keep your head down and get the work done.”  Jenna 

explains that while she found the rules of notice helpful, she didn’t understand the topic-

comment strategy.   

Interviewer: So, this activity of thinking about what you noticed, 

how the author made you notice and then writing 

the topic-comments, was that boring or kind of 

interesting?  

Jenna: I like doing these [rules of notice] but this one ...  

Interviewer: The topic-comment?  

Jenna: Yeah. It kind of confuses me because I didn't know 

what it means. That's why I didn't do it and if we get 

other ones I didn't do them because I'm like, "I don't 

understand it. How to do it."  

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative).  

 

 

Overall, ELLs’ scores on both the comprehension test and summary writing  

task improved as a result of the instruction.  While some students did not appear to take 

up the instruction, those who did saw their scores improve.  Although the teachers’ 

perceptions were not the focus of this research study, I would like to conclude this section 

with a quote from the social studies teacher.  At the end of the study he explained that he 
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was thrilled with the progress his ELLs had made and said, “The techniques I’ve been 

teaching, but the way—once we started everything—I could see it clicking. And this 

really has changed the way I teach.”  

Impact of the Intervention on Reading Self-Concept  

 In my second research question I asked: What impact does the same two-part 

intervention have on students’ conception of themselves as readers as measured by the 

Reading Self-Concept Scale (Chapman & Tunmer, 1995)?  In order to answer this 

question, students completed the Reading Self-Concept Scale (RSCS) three times over 

the course of this research: before the control intervention, after the control intervention, 

and after the rules of notice intervention.  The scale assesses students on three aspects of 

self-concept: difficulty, competence, and attitude.  Students indicate their responses to 

questions on a 5-point Likert scale; their final score is the mean value of their responses.  

The scale focuses on reading in general and does not address the in and out of school 

dichotomy.   

 Reading self-concept scale. Below, tables 12 and 13 represent the descriptive 

statistics for each group of students and the results of a repeated measures ANOVA.  

 

Table 12 

Descriptive Statistics for the RSCS 

Lang RSCS 1 SD RSCS 2 SD RSCS 3 SD 

ELL 3.33 .54 3.38 .61 3.42 .54 

NES 3.01 .54 3.12 .60 3.04 .61 
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Table 13 

Repeated Measures ANOVA for the RSCS 

Source Sum of 

Squares 

df Mean 

Square 

 

F Sig. Partial Eta 

Squared  

 

Test of Within-Subjects Effects  

 

RSCS 

 

0.050 1 1.239 0.587    .450 .020 

RSCS 

*Lang 

 

0.039 1 0.50 0.459    .503 .016 

Error 

 

2.484 29 0.086      

 

Test of Between-Subjects Effects 

 

Intercept  

 

941.434 1 941.434 .000 .000 .975 

Language  

 

2.318 1 2.318 2.840 .103 .089 

Error 

 

23.672 29 .816    

 

The results of a repeated measures ANOVA did not show a statistically 

significant change for either group of studentsNonetheless, one of my goals for this 

intervention was to consider the extent to which students’ attitudes varied across 

literacies.  I was also hesitant to give the RSCS a fourth time because it would have 

become too repetitious for students to have responded meaningfully.  Therefore, in order 

to address this goal and mitigate the repetitiveness of the RSCS, students were asked to 

reflect on their self-concept in response to a writing prompt after the photograph 

intervention.  These reflections provide a more nuanced picture of their reading self-

concept, attitudes towards reading, and conceptions of reading.    
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 Written reflections.  Students responded to a two-part prompt: Do you think you 

read well?  Does reading make you happy or unhappy?  I coded these responses based on 

three dimensions, rating the responses as high, medium, or low in terms of: their reported 

self-concept, their attitude towards reading, and whether their conception of reading was 

schoolish or expansive.  Reported along with the students’ language group in the analysis 

below is each students’ pretest and posttest score (out of a total possible 10 points). The 

written responses made clear that while many students maintained a schoolish conception 

of literacy, those with the highest self-concept expressed an expansive conception of 

literacy.   

Low self-concept and low attitudes towards reading.  Students who reported 

having a low self-concept and negative attitudes towards reading also reported having a 

highly schoolish conception of literacy.  ELLs who reported low self-concept gave 

examples of struggling to read in English rather than discussing the literacies they 

practiced in Spanish.  For example, Manny, a particularly quiet student, (ELL; 1-5) 

writes,  

I read bad.  Because sometime I don’t know said some words.  I can’t read 

in English because sometimes some words it’s very difficult.  When I read 

I feel unhappy.  Because I don’t like read in English.  I don’t like read in 

English because I feel bad, unhappy and angry I don’t know why. 

 

 For both ELLs and NESs who in this category, success in reading was often (self) 

measured by how well they read aloud in class or pronounced English words, and 

attitudes towards reading were based on work they did in school.  For example, Sarah 

(NES; 7-8) explains,  

I don’t think I read well.  Because when I get stuck on words that I don’t 

know.  Also I read very slow and I don’t really like reading around other 

people.  I also don’t like when people laugh when I mess up words and 
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they correct me I feel like I should be able to figure out the word by 

myself.  I don’t really know if it makes me happy or unhappy.  It depends 

how long or short the book is.  It also depends on if I like the book or I 

don’t like the book when I read.  Last is I don’t really like long books so 

that’s an example that makes me unhappy about reading.   

 

 James (NES; 5-5), who often wore headphones during class and had his head 

down on the desk, goes so far as to explain that he doesn’t see reading as useful.  James’s 

response illustrates the extent to which some students simply did not take up the 

photograph intervention.  Despite having just been engaged in a project about 

multiliteracies, in his reflection he indicates that he is still thinking about conceptualizing 

literacy in highly schoolish ways; he’s still thinking about success in reading as 

successfully reading aloud.  Unfortunately, the intervention did not specifically address 

this misconception.  James reflects: 

I don’t think I read well. I believe that I read slow.  I think that when I 

read I stumble over words.  I also read to fast so I mumble 

words.  Reading makes me unhappy.  The reason it makes me unhappy is 

it’s boring.  I think it has no meaning in the real world.  I also think there 

is no importance of it.   

 

Students like Manny, Sarah, and James may have benefited from more time spent 

on the photograph intervention, and certainly from a curriculum which integrates 

multiliteracies throughout.  

 Moderate self-concept and ambiguous attitudes towards reading.  Students who 

discussed engaging in a range of literacies also reported having a moderate self-concept 

and moderate to positive attitudes towards reading.  For example, ELLs who wrote about 

their literacy practices in Spanish were more likely to consider themselves competent 

readers.  However, similar to the students in the low category, they also wrote about 
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reading as something which is done aloud and in school.  Emilia (ELL; 3-1) and Sofia 

(ELL; 2-6), both particularly lively and chatty students, exemplify this as they explain,    

Do you think you read well? I thinking is yes.  Why?  Because not perfect 

English.  Because YES Spanish.  I think not perfect read because not 

perfect English.  I love read in Spanish because is my language.  Does 

reading make you feel happy or unhappy? Happy.  Why?  Because I like 

to read because to learn more.  I like the past histories.  

 

Do you think you read well?  No, because I miss some word and yes, 

because I read good and I understand some word and because I read good 

in Spanish because I feel comfortable when I read in Spanish.  Happy.  It 

make me happy because I know how to read and unhappy, because people 

laugh at you because you don’t know how to read some word. 

 

 Michael (NES; 9-4) indicates that he has, to some extent, taken up a major theme 

of the photograph intervention: expanding the notion of what it means to be literate.  

While Michael first reports that he does not read well, he makes this claim based on his 

experiences reading aloud in class.  However, when he writes about the ways he engages 

in literacy outside of school he reports having a positive attitude.    

 

I don’t read well because I was never good at reading at all.  I have 

problems with words that are hard to pronounce.  I stutter too much when 

I’m nervous.  It depends on what I’m reading if it’s books I’m upset 

because I’m mostly forced to read them.  But if it were mangas and 

comics I would be happy because they show you what’s happening.  And 

show more emotion then books not just because of the pictures but also 

how they write the words it shows their emotion on how the words 

look.  And when I’m up to date with the series it makes me excited and 

curious on what’s gonna happen.” 

 

 High self-concept and positive attitudes towards reading.  The improvement 

from pre- to posttest scores made by these students highlights the connection between 

reading self-concept, expansive conceptions of literacy, and reading achievement in 

schools. Students who reported a high self-concept towards reading did so both because 

they considered themselves successful in conventionally schoolish ways and also because 
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they engaged in a range of literacies outside of school.  They had positive attitudes 

towards their out-of-school literacies, though not necessarily towards the reading they did 

in class.  However, like students in the other two groups, their scores on the RSCS did not 

change significantly.  Nuvia (ELL; 3-9), an exceptionally serious student, and Keisha 

(NES; 5-9) write,  

I think I read well because I really love read and because that I learn new 

words and I can understand the point or main idea of something.  I can 

explain about what I read.  Read it makes me feel happy because I simply 

love read because I can entertain myself, I can learn new words, and 

because to the reading you can learn about different cultures, religious, 

history, etc.  

 … 

I think I can read well because while you’re growing up there would be 

some reading that will pop up in your life.  I could read the ingredients 

well.  In class we would be reading books.  If I’m going somewhere and 

would need a GPS I could read the directions well.  Reading does make 

me happy because it made me be proud of myself.  I can be more 

successful when it comes to reading new things and figure out what it 

means or what it is.  Reading could help you learn.  Reading in general is 

good for your learning. 

 

Kevin (NES; 2-8), who spent most classes playing video games on his iPad under 

his desk, was one of few students to specifically address the issue of choice.  He explains,  

I think I read well if it’s something I choose to read.  If I am forced to read 

I don’t understand it as well.  I don’t know why I just don’t.  When I read 

my comic book I read it well and I understand it but when I was forced to 

read The Crossover I never understood it.  When I was forced to read 

Julius Caesar I didn’t and still don’t understand it.  Reading only makes 

me happy if I’m willingly reading.  When I read subtitles for video game I 

enjoy it.  While reading during silent reading I hate it and I hate reading 

Julius Caesar. 

 

Taken together, the reflections suggest a deeply seated tendency for students to 

link their reading self-concept to their ability to read aloud without error.  While reading 

aloud was a major theme in the reflections, this issue was not addressed as part of the 

intervention because I did not foresee it.  This is particularly unfortunate because students 
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who stumble over words when reading aloud, or who mispronounce words in their 

second language, are still likely to practice literacy widely and well.     

I speculate that this tendency, to link reading aloud without error to one’s reading 

self-concept, is born out of the public nature of reading aloud and the private nature of 

reading silently and even of applying what one has read.  That a student recently read a 

word and integrated it into his or her daily vocabulary may go unpraised, while 

mispronouncing that word can easily result in public embarrassment. Reading aloud is, 

perhaps, the most visible reading that young people do, and it is a time when they are 

highly vulnerable to public criticism.  Rarely does someone praise the type of out-of-

school literacies students practice on a daily basis by saying, “Nice job reading the 

directions and getting to your destination,” or,“I’m so impressed by how well you 

communicate online with other gamers.”  This is not to say that reading aloud and 

correctly pronouncing words is not useful, but simply that it is not the pinnacle of success 

that so many students seem to believe it to be.    

Interviews.  The interviews with key informants highlight students’ schoolish 

conceptions of literacy and how difficult it is to change concepts in a short time.  Because 

the interviews were structured in such a way as to encouraged students to discuss the 

instruction they had received, the interviews did not, consequently, encourage student to 

discuss reading aloud.  At the conclusion of each interview I asked students if they had 

any advice for teachers and students.  Interestingly, even students who explained that 

they found the interventions helpful to them personally gave advice which was still 

conventionally schoolish and trite.  I argue that their responses are born out of the 

Discourse of what it means to be a good student.  From the time students are young, those 
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who struggle to read texts in schools are placed into groups with others who struggle.  

They are given shorter and ostensibly easier books, they practice phonics in lessons 

disguised as games, and they are instructed to rudimentarily copy and memorize spelling 

words from a list on the board.  Students are encouraged to practice at home, to work 

hard, to pay attention, and are continuously directed back to “the basics”.  Consequently, 

it is unsurprising that the two categories of advice students gave were: just try harder and 

go back to the basics.   

Just try harder.  When asked what advice they had for teachers and students, all 

12 key informants engaged in the traditional Discourse of what it means to be a good 

student by explaining that if only students listened and tried harder they would be 

successful.  For example, Sofia [ELL] explains,   

Interviewer: What advice do you have for people who think it’s hard to read. 

How can they become better at reading. 

Sofia: For reading every day and practice every day that they are not 

fools, that they are strong and not feel inferior. You can do it. If 

you practice more and work hard, you can do it. 

 

 While Sofia’s advice is kind and encouraging, it really offers no help.  Similarly, 

Jenna [NES] explains that if only students were to pay better attention and be respectful 

to the teacher they would be more successful.  

Jenna:  To focus and not talk as much as they do.  

Interviewer: Yeah?  

Jenna: Yeah. And to not act childish for attention because a lot of them 

act childish just for their friends’ attentions and that's so annoying, 

I hate that. That's why I'll just sit there quietly. I'll talk because I do 

talk but I won't keep doing it, doing it, doing it if she's talking. I 

understand you gotta be quiet because that's disrespectful.  

Interviewer: What advice would you give the teachers?  

Jenna: Maybe probably not to be so difficult with how they're explaining 

it. Because they explain it a way that they can understand it but not 

everybody in the class understands it because not everyone is 

really smart.  
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David [NES] explains that teachers could help their students by making the work 

easier.  While at first I found this striking, I see now that it is logical advice if he has 

spent his academic career being placed in the slowest reading group and being tracked 

into lower level courses where he knows perfectly well he is not challenged in the same 

way as students who take honors level courses.   

 

David:  [To help students learn, teachers should] Help them in the work. 

Interviewer: To help kids in their work, you mean? Help their students? 

David: Yes. Like, more than they do now. At least give them one answer 

to, like if there's ten questions, at least give one answer, like 

explain it more. Give more details.  

Interviewer: What else is helpful? 

David:  Not giving a lot of work to kids. 'Cause it's stressful.  

Interviewer: Is there any advice that you would give to other students in your 

class about how to do better? 

David:  Focus. Concentrate.  

 

 When pushed to consider students who may be focused but struggle nonetheless, 

Ryan [NES] suggests that students simply keep trying.   

Interviewer: Mm-hmm (affirmative). And what about advice for students? 

Because you're really successful in your classes, especially in your 

English class. What advice would you have for other students in 

your class? 

Ryan: To keep on doing all the work that the teacher would give them, 

even if it seems hard for them, just try and see if they would 

actually get the answer right, because if they do they can actually 

feel confident of something. 

Interviewer: Okay. So, being successful makes you feel confident? 

Ryan:   Yeah. 

Interviewer: But what about for students who are really trying hard but they're 

still struggling? So, they're doing the work, they're asking for help, 

but it's still really difficult for them. You're successful as a student, 

so what advice would you give other students to be more 

successful? 

Ryan:  Just keep on trying your best. 
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Go back to the basics.  After being further prompted to name specific things that 

might be helpful to learners who are focused, respectful, and trying their best, the 

students suggested a “back to the basics approach” which included using standardized 

grammar (that is, the grammar which is codified in English grammar primers), learning 

vocabulary, and, of course, reading aloud. Students spoke from their own experiences of 

vocabulary and grammar instruction as a means to academic improvement.   For 

example, when asked what advice she has for teachers Lucy [NES] explains,  

Interviewer: How [should teachers] help students improve in their reading? 

Lucy:  I think it's just get them to learn some kind of hard words.  

Interviewer: Okay. Building vocabulary? 

Lucy:   Yeah.  

 

Similarly, Molly’s [NES] advice is to practice using standardized grammar and 

punctuation in social interactions.  Despite explaining that learning the rules of notice 

helped her as a reader, she does not think to recommend this reading strategy to others 

who might be struggling. 

Interviewer: What about classmates who, maybe they're really trying hard, but 

they're still struggling, what advice would you give them?  

Molly: I would tell them to try to get it, like, instead of doing things that 

aren't really helping them to when they're home and stuff, read a 

book, or read something, or if you want write your own essay… 

Because me, I used to text like, "Wtz up, wt u doin?" I would spell 

you with the letter U, I don't do that no more. I have perfect 

grammar now, because I don't like how people write like that no 

more, it bothers me. I got proper grammar and everything I put 

periods, and all that, so I don't know. I just make it look like it 

makes sense, and I try to make it look good.  

 

Given the high esteem in which students held the ability to read aloud without 

error, it is not surprising that Ryan and Sarah, both NESs, recommend students spend 

more time practicing this skill.  These students both explained previously that learning to 
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analyze images and using the rules of notice to understand texts was helpful for them, and 

Ryan previously expressed a very expansive conception of literacy.  Nonetheless, their 

advice to others is to spend more time reading aloud.  

Ryan: For them [teachers] to really not lose confidence. I know some 

kids, they won't really like doing the stuff you give them, but they 

should just keep on pressuring them to do the work and actually 

make them be really successful in their life. 

Interviewer: How should they do that? It's really hard to do, isn't it? 

Ryan: Like in my English class, when we read a book or something like 

that we should just start reading out loud to each other or just 

altogether try and figure it out what's going on in certain 

paragraphs of the story and all that. 

… 

Sarah: Maybe instead of having the teacher read all the time, instead of 

hearing her voice all the time, you can have different people 

reading and then you’ll know if they are following along or not, 

too. 

 

 The results of the RSCS along with the written responses and interviews highlight 

the extent to which students are committed to their beliefs  I speculate that one reason 

students’ scores did not improve on the RSCS is because the photograph intervention was 

not schoolish in nature, leading students to disregard it to a certain extent.  It’s 

noteworthy that even when students were asked during interviews to put samples of their 

work in order of which they liked best, most students did not put sample work from the 

photograph intervention towards the top, which I would have expected given the 

personalized nature of the assignments.     

In regard to the advice students offered for teachers and students, it is likely that 

during these interviews students were echoing the advice often given to them.  There’s 

certainly no doubt that being attentive during instruction is an integral part of learning, 

but the suggestion that if only students would try harder they would be more successful 

places the responsibility singularly on the students, rather than on the teachers, schools, 
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curriculums, and communities who are also responsible for their education.  While 

students certainly should feel responsibility for their success, their struggle cannot be 

blamed solely on them.  In order for the photograph intervention to be successful, more 

time would need to be spent legitimizing the expansive literacies students engage with 

and would need to specifically address the misconception that reading aloud without error 

is the equivalent of being a good reader.   
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CHAPTER 5: IMPLICATIONS 

The inspiration for this research project came from both my own experiences 

negotiating my place between and among the Discourses I have encountered, and from 

watching my students and my own sisters struggle to read texts in school.  As schools 

change in wonderful ways to include students from more diverse backgrounds, with 

vastly different experiences, languages, and literacies, we need to make our classrooms 

more permeable to outside worlds.   

My goal at the beginning of this study was to find new ways to meet the needs of 

students who struggle to read texts in content area classes.  To do so, I began by 

developing two related interventions.  I designed the first to break down the wall between 

home and school literacies by asking students to document their out-of-school literacies 

using photographs.  Students took photographs of things they read in their native 

language, non-text-based literacies like video games and paintings, of the day-to-day 

literacies that often go unremarked upon like understanding symbols on street signs and 

warning labels.  Students shared these with their peers and teachers by discussing their 

relevance and their relationship to them.  The second intervention built on this concept of 

multiliteracies and diverse modes of representation by using visual art to teach students 

the rules of notice for noting main ideas in nonfiction texts, and how to summarize the 

main ideas in writing using the topic-comment strategy.  The idea was to start with the 

familiar—visuals—in order to move students to applying the rules they learned to their 

in-class reading.        

Students were assessed using a combination of tools.  As a pre- and posttest 

student took a traditional reading comprehension test in which they read a short, 
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nonfiction passage and answered multiple-choice questions.  I analyzed their mean scores 

by running a repeated measures ANOVA.  Along with answering the multiple-choice 

questions, students were asked to write a summary of the main idea and supporting 

details of the passage.  I analyzed their essays using two scales I created, the first of 

which assesses the accuracy and clarity of the macro proposition and the second of which 

assesses the accuracy and clarity of the relationship of the intermediate and micro 

propositions to the macro proposition.   

To assess for change in students’ reading self-concept, students were given the 

Reading Self-Concept Scale, a 5-point Likert scale, three times during the course of the 

research.  I analyzed their scores on the scales by running a repeated measures ANOVA.  

In addition, students were asked to write a reflection about their reading self-concept and 

their attitudes towards reading.  I analyzed these reflections by rating them as high, 

medium, or low on three dimensions: their reported self-concept, their attitude towards 

reading, and whether their conception of reading was schoolish or expansive. 

Finally, I interviewed twelve key informants, six ELLs and six NESs, to get a 

clearer picture of the ways in which they did and did not take up the instruction.  Using a 

stimulated recall protocol, I showed students samples of their classwork and asked them 

to put them in order on different scales and discuss their engagement with the work and 

its’ difficulty.  At the end of each interview I asked students to give advice to teachers 

and fellow students.   

In summary, the first intervention, designed to teach students the rules of notice, 

was highly effective at improving the reading comprehension and summary scores of the 

ELLs but not of the NESs.  Neither group of students made significant gains on the 
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RSCS, and the written reflections and interviews highlight the deeply entrenched nature 

of students’ schoolish conceptions of literacy and their generally low self-concepts.  

Students’ reflections revealed that many linked the ability to read aloud without error 

(and, in the case of the ELLs, to pronounce English words correctly), to their reading 

self-concept. 

Implications for Research 

From my perspective, the field of education treats ELLs as a separate category of 

learners altogether, which I take issue with.  When I began this study, I did so with the 

assumption that there are underlying similarities between ELLs and NESs in regards to  

what they need in order to be successful in school.  While I still hold this belief, I have 

had to modify my views to include the possibility that ELLs and NESs have different 

needs that a single teaching method cannot address.  This is not, of course, to say that 

content area teachers cannot meet the needs of ELLs—they can and they must.  However, 

during the course of my research I found that these two groups of students were similar in 

ways I had not anticipated and different in ways that surprised me.   

I began this research with the idea that good teaching for ELLs was good teaching 

for everybody, but my data suggests the situation is more complicated than that.  To be 

sure, there were some things common to both groups.  I was surprised by the similarity of 

the two groups’ scores on the RSCS and in their written reflections.  Specifically, I did 

not expect students’ self-concept to hinge so securely on their ability to read aloud 

without error, but this was certainly the case with both groups of students. However, the 

ELLs were more receptive to the Rules of Notice intervention and consequentially 

benefited from it.  What complicates these findings is that the ELLs were grouped based 
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on their English language level, while the NESs were grouped based on their past 

academic performance.  It may be that the NESs were highly disaffected, while the ELLs 

were receptive to learning new strategies.   

I cannot say why the rules of notice intervention was not equally effective for 

both groups of students, and certainly with a limited sample size it could have been for 

any number of reasons not related to the intervention itself.  It may very well be that 

because schoolish conceptions were so salient, and because the photograph intervention 

was not schoolish, students did not see value in it.  The lessons in the photograph 

intervention could be revised to make the connections between in- and out-of-school and 

L1 and L2 literacies more salient by drawing more explicit connections between these.   

One of the flaws in my study is that I compared ELLs who were struggling to read 

in English with NESs who were struggling to read.  I didn’t know if the ELLs were 

highly successful readers of nonfiction texts in Spanish and were simply struggling 

because they are still learning English, or if they actually struggle to read texts in school.  

If I’d had access to students from a bilingual Spanish-English program who were 

struggling to read nonfiction texts in Spanish, I would have been able to ascertain if the 

intervention is effective for all students who struggle to read texts in school, or if it is 

effective for readers whose primary challenge is learning a new language.  

In terms of my research tools, the interviews were generative and helped me 

understand the ways in which students did and did not take up aspects of the instruction. 

The scales I developed to assess the students’ summaries were particularly useful for 

parsing out the specific ways their reading comprehension improved.  However, the 

RSCS did not address the in- and out-of-school dichotomy.  While the written reflections 
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certainly did, I only asked the students to reflect once rather than before and after the 

photograph intervention. 

What I’m going to do next. As I wrote about the students’ belief that reading 

aloud without error makes someone a good reader, I was reminded of a conversation I 

had years ago when I was a high school Language Arts teacher.  A student in my AP 

English class told me, “I can’t read.” 

Puzzled, I asked her, “What do you mean?” 

She was instant, “I literally can’t read.  Like, if we’re going to read Hamlet as a 

class, I can’t be one of the characters because I can’t read. 

I assured her that her success in an AP English class, and her success in school 

generally, indicated otherwise, but she insisted that she could not read.  As I recall, I 

didn’t respond in any particularly meaningful way and I didn’t revisit the conversation 

with her later.  Looking back, I think this student was doing the same thing as the 

students in this research study—linking her ability to read aloud without error to her 

reading self-concept.   

I would like to have spent longer on both of these interventions and to have been 

able to integrate them into the curriculum.  My plan for this research study was turned on 

its head when the school I had planned on working with was sued by the ACLU and I 

was no longer able to do my research there as a consequence.  In the future, I would like 

to spend a semester to a full school year working with several content area teachers who 

have a blend of ELLs and NESs in their classrooms.   

I believe that both of the interventions merit this expansion and should be 

implemented in conjunction with each other.  The rules of notice intervention was highly 
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effective for ELLs, and may have been for NESs had it lasted longer.  Maybe students 

need to spend more time on other modes of representation like video games, comics, and 

music, and it might be useful for students to practice applying the rules to a wider variety 

of nonfiction texts.  Most importantly, the intervention was implemented in isolation, 

rather than as part of the curriculum.  After teaching students how to apply the rules of 

notice, it would be useful to revisit them throughout the course of the semester and even 

across content areas.   

As for the photograph intervention, my goal was to expand students’ notion of 

literacy and to increase their reading self-concept (regardless to how well they read aloud 

or pronounce words in English).  At this point, the specific practice of having students 

document their out-of-school literacies by taking photographs has helped me to 

understand the types of literacies students practice and has helped me to understand how 

they think about those literacies.  In the future, rather than exploring those literacies, I 

want to focus on helping students see them as powerful.  Perhaps an intervention with the 

same goal, but thatuses more diverse modes of representation and provides more 

opportunities for students to create representations, and that makes explicit connections 

between in- and out-of-school literacies would help students conceptualize themselves as 

highly literate people who are licensed to exert authority over a text and help them 

transfer their skills and understandings.  And, of course, the intervention would need to 

address students’ misconception that the ability to read aloud without error matters so 

very much.  

 

 



 83 

 

Implications for Practice  

As teachers, we can help students get past this idea that reading aloud matters so 

very much.  The students in this study practiced literacy in diverse and powerful ways, 

but they were too hung up on reading aloud without error to celebrate that.  In their 

reflections, some students expressed absolute vitriol for reading and deemed it as 

irrelevant to their lives.  Perhaps if we can break through this idea, and help students 

name and honor the literacies they practice throughout their daily lives, we can help them 

transfer some of the rich skills and understandings they have.   

As the results of my research indicate, even after the rules of notice intervention, 

many students struggled to identify the main idea in a nonfiction text, and certainly 

struggled to summarize what they read.  Because the intervention was so effective for 

ELLs, I remain committed to it as a way for content area teachers to address the needs of 

ELLs in their classroom.  My analyses highlight just how difficult it is to help students 

separate the wheat from the chaff and to change their self-concept.   

The field of teacher education is, in some states in particular, taking strides to 

better prepare teachers to meet the needs of their ELLs, but we can do more.  One of the 

concerns I have heard preservice teachers express in the methods courses I teach is, 

“How can I teach biology to these 25 students if I’m spending all this time on my 3 

ELLs?”  Or, as a former colleague of mine eloquently said, “A brand new ELL showed 

up in my class today.  What the hell am I supposed to do with her?”  I firmly believe that 

questions like these are born out of a desire to teach all students and a frustration with not 

knowing how to do so. 
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These same teachers are also apt to display a sort of misplaced empathy by giving 

their ELLs less and easier work.  Doing so, of course, ultimately deprives students of 

equal access to the curriculum and makes them less likely to be successful in school in 

the long run.  In my own work with ELLs and as a teacher educator, I am often reminded 

of an exchange between my mother and one of my sisters who was, at the time, in an ESL 

program.  My mother asked her why she wasn’t studying for an exam, and she responded 

with, “Teacher just give me A.”  We serve our ELLs best by offering supports and 

strategies for tackling academically rigorous assignments.  The issue at hand is that as a 

community of researchers and teacher educators we need to do a better job of 

understanding how to support ELLs and what strategies are most effective for them, and 

of training teachers to do so.   

Overall, my goal is to advocate for ELLs outside of the circles of educators who 

typically think about them.  I want to prepare teachers to address their needs so that the 

responsibility of teaching ELLs is not relegated to ESL departments.  I want to empower 

teachers with deeper understandings and excellent tools so that they are ready for any 

student who walks into the classroom.  In our teacher education programs, in our 

professional development workshops, and in our professional conferences, we need to 

make ELLs, and all students with diverse backgrounds and needs, part of every 

discussion, rather than treating them as a separate group of learners who are the 

responsibility of someone else.  ELLs are the responsibility of every single one of us.   

 

 

 



 85 

 

REFERENCES CITED  

Britsch, S. (2009). ESOL educators and the experience of visual literacy. TESOL 

Quarterly, 43(4), 710-721. doi:10.1002/j.1545-7249.2009.tb00197.x 

 

Britsch, S. (2010). Photo-booklets for english language learning: Incorporating visual 

communication into early childhood teacher preparation. Early Childhood 

Education Journal, 38(3), 171-177. doi:10.1007/s10643-010-0412-2 

 

Cazden, C., Cope, B., Fairclough, N., Gee, J., Kalantzis, M., Kress, G.. . Nakata, M. 

(1996). A pedagogy of multiliteracies: Designing social futures. Harvard 

Educational Review, 66(1), 60-92. 

 

Chapman, J. W., and Tunmur, W. E. (1995). Reading Self-Concept Scale 

 

Ciampa, K. (2012). Reading in the digital age: Using electronic books as a teaching tool 

for beginning readers / la lecture à l'ère numérique: L'utilisation de livres 

électroniques comme outil d'enseignement pour les lecteurs débutants. Canadian 

Journal of Learning and Technology,38(2), 1. 

 

Cummins, J. (1979). Linguistic interdependence and the educational development of 

bilingual children. Review of Educational Research, 49(2), 222-251. 

doi:10.3102/00346543049002222 

 

Cummins, J. (1991). Interdependence of first- and second-language proficiency in 

bilingual children. (pp. 70-89) doi:10.1017/CBO9780511620652.006 

 

Cummins, Jim (2011). Literacy Engagement: Fueling Academic Growth for English 

Learners.  The Reading Teacher, 65(2), 142-146.  

 

DeCapua, A., & Marshall, H. W. (2010). Serving ELLs with limited or interrupted 

education: Intervention that works.TESOL Journal, 1(1), 49-70. 

doi:10.5054/tj.2010.214878 

 

Dickinson, D. K., Golinkoff, R. M., & Hirsch-Pasek, K. (2010). Speaking Out for 

Language: Why Language Is Central to Reading Development. Educational 

Researcher, Vol. 39, No. 4, pp. 305-310. 

 

Dyson, A. H. (1993). Social worlds of children learning to write in an urban primary 

school. New York: Teachers College Press. 

 

Ewald, W., Duke Univ., Durham, NC. Center for Documentary Studies, & Lyndhurst 

Foundation, C., TN. (2001). I wanna take me a picture: Teaching photography 

and writing to children Beacon Press. 

 



 86 

 

Fillmore, L. W. (2005). The effects of educational policies and practices on home 

languages and learning. In A. Lopez (Ed.), Latino early literacy development: 

Strategies for lifelong learning and success (pp. 29 – 40).  

 

Fisher, D., & Frey, N. (2012). Improving adolescent literacy: Content area strategies at 

work (3rd ed.). Upper Saddle River, N.J: Pearson/Merrill Prentice Hall. 

 

Froiland, J., & Oros, E. (2014). Intrinsic motivation, perceived competence and 

classroom engagement as longitudinal predictors of adolescent reading 

achievement. Educational Psychology, 34(2), 119-132. 

doi:10.1080/01443410.2013.822964 

 

Fu, D. (2009). Writing between languages: How English language learners make the 

transition to fluency, grades 4-12. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

 

Garan, E. M., & DeVoogd, G. (2008). The benefits of sustained silent reading: Scientific 

research and common sense converge. The Reading Teacher, 62(4), 336-344. 

doi:10.1598/RT.62.4.6 

 

Gee, J. P. (1990). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses. New York; 

London;: Falmer. 

 

Gee, J. P. (2001). Reading as situated language: A sociocognitive perspective. Journal of 

Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 44(8), 714-725. 

 

Gee, J. P. (2012). Social linguistics and literacies: Ideology in discourses (4th ed.). 

Abingdon, Oxon; New York;: Routledge.  

 

Graff, G., & Birkenstein, C. (2014). They say / I say: The moves that matter in academic 

writing (Thirdition.ed.). New York: W. W. Norton & Company.  

 

Gruber, K. J., Wiley, S. D., Broughman, S. P., Strizek, G. A., & Burian-Fitzgerald, M. 

(2002). Schools and staffing survey, 1999-2000: Overview of the data for public, 

private, public charter, and Bureau of lndian Affairs elementary and secondary 

schools. Washington, DC: National Center for Education Statistics. (NCES 

Publication No. 2002313.) 

 

Gutiérrez, K. D. (2008). Developing a sociocritical literacy in the third space. Reading 

Research Quarterly, 43(2), 148-164. doi: 10.1598/RRQ.43.2.3  

 

Gutiérrez, K. D., Zepeda, M., & Castro, D. C. (2010). Advancing early literacy learning 

for all children: Implications of the NELP report for dual-language learners. 

Educational Researcher, 39(4), 334-339. doi:10.3102/0013189X10369831 

 

Gutierrez, K., & Orellana, M. (2006). The "problem" of English learners: Constructing 

genres of difference. Research in the Teaching of English, 40(4), 502-507.  



 87 

 

 

Haines, S. J. (2015). Picturing words: Using photographs and fiction to enliven writing 

for ELL students. Schools: Studies in Education, 12(1), 9-32. doi:10.1086/680692 

 

Harper, S., Platt, A., & Pelletier, J. (2011). Unique effects of a family literacy program on 

the early reading development of english language learners. Early Education and 

Development, 22(6), 989-1008. doi:10.1080/10409289.2011.590778  

 

Hayes, E. (1989). Hispanic adults and ESL programs: Barriers to participation. TESOL 

Quarterly, 23(1), 47-47.  

Hepple, E., Sockhill, M., Tan, A., & Alford, J. (2014). Multiliteracies pedagogy. Journal 

of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 58(3), 219-229. doi:10.1002/jaal.339 

 

Honeyford, M. A. (2014). From aquí and allá: Symbolic convergence in the multimodal 

literacy practices of adolescent immigrant students. Journal of Literacy 

Research, 46(2), 194-233. doi:10.1177/1086296X14534180 

 

Hunt, K. W., & National Council of Teachers of English, Champaign, IL. 

(1965). Grammatical structures written at three grade levels. NCTE research 

report no. 3. 

 

Hyde, K. (2015). Sociology through photography. New Directions for Teaching and 

Learning, 2015(141), 31-42. doi:10.1002/tl.20120 

 

Ioup, G., Boustagui, E., El Tigi, M., & Moselle, M. (1994). Reexamining the critical 

period hypothesis: A case study of successful adult SLA in a naturalistic 

environment. Studies in Second Language Acquisition, 16(1), 73-98. 

doi:10.1017/S0272263100012596 

 

Kintsch, W., & van Dijk, T. A. (1978). Toward a model of text comprehension and 

production. Psychological Review, 85(5), 363-394. doi:10.1037/0033-

295X.85.5.363Li, G. (2001). Literacy as situated practice. Canadian Journal of 

Education, 26(3). 

 

Krashen, S. D. (1982). Principles and practice in second language acquisition. Oxford: 

Pergamon. 

  

Lee, C. D. (2003). Toward A framework for culturally responsive design in multimedia 

computer environments: Cultural modeling as a case. Mind, Culture, and 

Activity,10(1), 42-61. doi:10.1207/S15327884MCA1001_05 

 

Li, G. (2001). Literacy as situated practice. Canadian Journal of Education, 26(3). 

 



 88 

 

Lilly, E., & Fields, C. (2014). The power of photography as a catalyst for teaching 

informational writing. Childhood Education, 90(2), 99-106. 

doi:10.1080/00094056.2014.894791 

 

Lutz and Wigfield (2011) Relations of Perceived Parent and Friend Support for 

Recreational Reading With Children’s Reading Motivations 

 

Marshall, J. D., Smagorinsky, P., & Smith, M. W. (1995).The language of interpretation: 

Patterns of discourse in discussions of literature. Urbana, Ill: National Council of 

Teachers of English. 

 

Mathews-Aydinli, J. (2008). Overlooked and understudied? A survey of current trends in 

research on adult english language learners. Adult Education Quarterly, 58(3), 

198-213. doi: 10.1177/0741713608314089  

 

Metsala, J. L. (2011). Lexical Reorganization and the Emergence of Phonological 

Awareness. In Neuman, S. B. & Dickinson, D.K. (Eds.) Handbook of Early 

Literacy Research. New York, NY: Guilford Press. (Chapter 5) 

 

Moll, L. C., Amanti, C., Neff, D., & Gonzalez, N. (1992). Funds of knowledge for 

teaching: Using a qualitative approach to connect homes and classrooms. Theory 

into Practice, 31(2), 132-141. 

 

Ntelioglou, B., Fannin, J., Montanera, M., & Cummins, J. (2014). A multilingual and 

multimodal approach to literacy teaching and learning in urban education: A 

collaborative inquiry project in an inner city elementary school. Frontiers in 

Psychology, 5, 533. doi:10.3389/fpsyg.2014.00533 

 

Nurss, J. R. (1998). The effects of mother tongue literacy on south african adults' 

acquisition of english literacy. Adult Basic Education, 8(2), 111-19.  

 

Ortega, L. (2009) Understanding second language acquisition. Hodder Education. 

 

Paez, Bock, & Pizzo (2011). Supporting the language and Early Literacy Skills of 

English Language Learners: Effective Practices and Future Directions.  In 

Neuman, S. B. & Dickinson, D.K. (Eds.) Handbook of Early Literacy Research. 

New York, NY: Guilford Press. (Chapter 9) 

 

Pressley, M., Allington, R.L., Wharton-McDonald, R., Block, C.C., & Marow, L. (2001). 

Learning to read: Lessons from exemplary first-grade classrooms. New York: 

Guilford. 

 

Ramírez‐Esparza, N., Harris, K., Hellermann, J., Richard, C., Kuhl, P. K., & Reder, S. 

(2012). Socio‐Interactive practices and personality in adult learners of english 

with little formal education. Language Learning, 62(2), 541-570. doi: 

10.1111/j.1467-9922.2011.00631.x  



 89 

 

 

Rice, D. C., Pappamihiel, N. E., & Lake, V. E. (2004). Lesson adaptations and 

accommodations: Working with native speakers and english language learners in 

the same science classroom. Childhood Education, 80(3), 121-127. 

doi:10.1080/00094056.2004.10522787 

 

Rogers, R. (2003). A critical discourse analysis of family literacy practices: Power in and 

out of print. Mahwah, N.J: L. Erlbaum. doi:10.4324/9781410607690 

 

Schumann, J. H. (1976). Second language acquisition: The pidginization hypothesis. 

Language Learning: A Journal of Applied Linguistics, 26(2), 391-408. doi: 

10.1111/j.1467-1770.1976.tb00283.x. 

 

Senechal, M. (2011). A Model Of Concurrent and Longitudinal Relations between Home 

Literacy and Child Outcomes. In Neuman, S. B. & Dickinson, D.K. (Eds.) 

Handbook of Early Literacy Research. New York, NY: Guilford Press. (Chapter 

11) 

 

Smagorinksy, P. (2011). Vygotsky and literacy research: A methodological framework. 

 

Smith, M. W., & Wilhelm, J. D. (2002). Reading don't fix no Chevys: Literacy in the lives 

of young men. Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 

 

Smith, M.W. (2017). Personal Communication.   

 

Sommer, P. (2001). Using film in the English classroom: Why and how. Journal of 

Adolescent & Adult Literacy,44(5), 485-487/ 

 

Thomas, W., & Collier, V. (2002). A national study of school effectiveness for language 

minority students' long-term academic achievement.  

 

Townsend, J. S., & Fu, D. (2001). Paw's story: A laotian refugee's lonely entry into 

American literacy. Journal of Adolescent & Adult Literacy, 45(2), 104-114. 

 

Vasilyeva, M. Waterfall, H. (2011). Variability in Language Development: Relations to 

Socioeconomic Status. In Neuman, S. B. & Dickinson, D.K. (Eds.). Handbook of 

Early Literacy Research. New York, NY: Guilford Press.  (Chapter 3) 

 

Vygotsky, Lev. (1987). "The Development of Scientific Concepts in Chidlhood." Trans. 

Eugenia. 

 

Wang, C., & Burris, M. A. (1997). Photovoice: Concept, methodology, and use for 

participatory needs assessment. Health Education & Behavior, 24(3), 369-387. 

doi:10.1177/109019819702400309 

 



 90 

 

Wilhelm, J., & Smith, M. (2017). Diving deep into nonfiction: Transferable tools for 

reading any nonfiction text: Grades 6-12 : 28 lessons on reader's rules of notice. 

Thousand Oaks, California: Corwin Literacy. 

 

Windle, J., & Miller, J. (2012). Approaches to teaching low literacy refugee-background 

students. Australian Journal of Language and Literacy, 35(3), 317.  

 

Ziegahn, L. (1992). Learning, literacy, and participation: Sorting out priorities. Adult 

Education Quarterly, 43(1), 30-50. doi: 10.1177/0741713692043001003 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



 91 

 

APPENDIX A: PHOTOGRAPH INTERVENTION 

 

 

Lesson 1: What do you read? 

Purpose:  

To expand students’ notions of literacy. 

To help them consider the diversity of what they read. 

To encourage them to consider non text based material as “readable”. 

Materials: Worksheets 1 and 2, disposable cameras, students’ cell phones 

Length: 45 minutes 

Steps: 

1. Engage students in a class discussion.  Ask students, “What is reading?  What do you 

do when you read?  Why do you read? What kinds of things do you read?”  Instruct 

students to make a list of things they read (not specific works, but rather types of work).  

Instruct students to compare lists with a partner, and to add anything to their list they may 

not have considered.  

Make a list yourself and show this to the students.   

Instruct partners to share with another set of partners, and to continue adding to their own 

lists. 

*Although I anticipate this part of the lesson going quickly, if it needs to broken into two 

days, here is a good place to stop.   

2. This step is inspired by a lesson created by Wilhelm and Smith (2017), and aims to 

engage students in a conversation about the decisions artists make, how one makes 

meaning from a piece of art.  The choice of artwork and corresponding scales are taken 

from Wilhelm and Smith (2017).  Distribute the worksheets, and complete the first one as 

a class, then have students complete the second one in groups of three. Circulate around 

the room.  Ask students why they have marked a certain position on the scale.  If groups 

finish quickly, ask them to compare their responses with another group. 

3.  Engage students in a whole class discussion, asking, “How did you make meaning of 

these pieces?  Isn’t that the same thing you do when you read a book for school?  Could 

the artists have written short stories instead of making engravings or paintings?  How 

could Hogarth have written about the differences between beer and gin lanes?  Could we 

have asked the same kinds of questions?  Would we have learned the same things?  So, 

did you read these pieces of art?” 

4. Assign pictures.  Instruct students to use their phones (or offer disposable cameras to 

any student who needs one) to take pictures of everything they read over the weekend.  

Explain to students that they should upload these pictures to the class website.   
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Worksheet 1 

 

The following engravings are titled Beer Street and Gin Lane.  They are by William 

Hogarth and were completed in 1751.  Although they were created separately, they were 

meant to be viewed together. 

 
 

Look carefully at the picture and respond to the questions that follow: 

 

1. How does Hogarth feel about Gin Lane?  What makes you say so?  Look at specific 

details and explain how they work to establish Hogarth’s meaning and what effect they 

were designed to have on his audience. 

 

1  1  1  1  1  1 

Positively                                                                                                     Negatively 

 

2. How does Hogarth feel about Beer Street? What makes you say so? Once again look at 

specific details and explain how they work to establish Hogarth’s meaning and what 

effect they were designed to have on his audience. 

1  1  1  1  1  1 

Positively                                                                                                     Negatively 

 

3. Think about 2-3 details in you would change if you wanted to communicate a different 

attitude toward Beer Street or towards Gin Lane. 
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Worksheet 2 

The next piece of art I want you to examine is Children's Games painted by the Flemish 

painter Pieter Bruegel the Elder 1560.

 
Look carefully at the picture and respond to the questions that follow: 

1. How does Breughel feel about children?  What makes you say so? Look at specific 

details and explain how they work to establish Breughel’s meaning and what effect they 

were designed to have on his audience. 

 

1  1  1  1  1  1 

Positively                                                                                                    Negatively 

 

2. How does Breughel feel about play? What makes you say so? Once again, look at 

specific details and explain how they work to establish Breughel’s meaning and what 

effect they were designed to have on his audience. 

 

1  1  1  1  1  1 

Positively                                                                                                    Negatively 

 

3. Think about 2-3 details you would change if you wanted to communicate a different 

attitude toward children or play. 
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Lesson 2: Sharing photographs. 

Purpose:  

To expand students’ notions of literacy. 

To allow them to demonstrate to themselves and to others the diversity of what they read. 

To encourage them to consider non text based material as “readable”. 

Materials: Students’ printed photos  

Length: 45 minutes  

Steps: 

1. Place students in groups of five.  Distribute photographs to students.  Tell students to 

take a few minutes to look through them. Instruct students to think about why they took 

each one.  Tell students, “Categorize these pictures any way you want.  Put them in 

groups according to which ones are similar. Its great if there is some overlap.” 

Instruct students to share their pictures with their groups, explaining why they took 

certain pictures and why categorized them a certain way, and why some might overlap.  

Circulate around the room, challenge student’s categories.  For example, if a student 

made a category for “school reading”, ask the student if there is ever any crossover from 

other categories into school, and vise versa.   

2. Show students your own photographs.  Briefly explain why you took some of your 

photos, and why you chose certain categories.  For example, I might show a picture of a 

children’s book written in French, and say, “It goes in the category of “reading to my 

child.”  But it also overlaps with this other category of “things I read to learn more”, 

because when I read it I’m also practicing my French.”  Then I might show a picture of 

the NPR app on my phone, and explain, “This goes in the category of “things I read to 

learn more”, but it also goes in the category of “social”, because my husband and I often 

listen to NPR together in the mornings.” 

3. Engage students in a whole class discussion: “Call out some things you took pictures 

of.  If it was a text, was it in a language other than English?  What category did you put 

that in?  Did you take pictures of anything that was not a text?  Tell us why you decided 

to take that picture.” 

4. Tell students what you noticed.  For example, you might say, “I noticed that you guys 

read in lots of different languages outside of school. Do you think you can make use of 

those other languages in school, too?”  Or, “I noticed you guys took a lot of photos that 

had to do with music.  What kinds of skills are you learning or practicing when you listen 

to music, or when you play an instrument?  Do you think you can do those same things 

when you’re reading in school?”  Or, “I noticed you took a lot of pictures of things you 

read at work.  What do you learn by reading at work?”   
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APPENDIX B: RULES OF NOTICE INTERVENTION  

 

Lesson 1 (2-3 days): Authorial Moves and the Rules of Notice for Noticing Key Details 

Purpose:  

To teach students about authorial moves 

To teach students the rules of notice for noticing key details  

To use the rules to identify main ideas 

Materials: American Gothic projected for the class, Worksheet 3, Handout 1  

Length: 90 minutes divided over two class periods  

Steps 

1. Start by showing the YouTube video: Awareness Text (How many times does the team 

in white pass the ball?).   

Explain to students, “If you focus on every detail, you miss the big picture.  You were so 

busy counting the passes, that you missed a moonwalking bear.  But the second time, you 

were looking for it.  We need to do the same thing when we read.  We need to decide 

what to focus on.  Authors have ways of helping us do this, and so do artists and 

musicians.  We call them the rules of notice.  They are four types of clues that help us 

say, ‘Hey, I should pay attention to this’.”  Distribute Worksheet 3: Rules of Notice and 

American Gothic, and Handout 1. 

Tell students to read through the rules, and tell them that when they’re done they’ll 

practice identifying them with a painting.   

2. Continue using Wilhelm and Smith’s (2017) Chapter 3, Lesson 1.  The original lesson 

has been modified.  Instead of group work, teacher and students will work together as a 

whole class so that the lesson can be recorded. 

Step One:  Setting the purpose for learning rules of notice for key details 

 

Tell students that you’ll be reading a painting together, focusing first on noticing key 

details and then on using the topic-comment strategy to figure out what the painting 

means and how the painting was structured to communicate that meaning and effect. 

 

Share with students that “Gothic” can mean “a prototype” or “typical example”.  Titles 

are always a rule of notice – they are a call to attention.  We often discuss how this title 

might be seen as a kind of direct statement as well, I,e. that these two are typical 

American types.. (Gothic can also mean referring to the strange, frightening or 

mysterious if you want to go there!) 

 

Project the painting; if possible provide zoom-in versions for students to look at.  

 

Step Two: Getting started with naming understandings - Student list their noticings 

and how they knew to notice 

 

Ask students to name all the things that “jump out” at them in the painting.  

 

Direct students to use Worksheet 3.  On the left, they list what they noticed; in the 

middle they write how they knew to notice this detail; on the right they identify the rule 
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of notice the artist employed.  Create a chart on the board so all students can see how it 

works. 

 

Ask them to explain: How do they know to notice these things? What rules of notice 

are being employed?  Questions for students might be: 

What jumps out?  (calls to attention; direct statements) 

What do you see that is surprising, or not see that you might have expected (ruptures)?  

How do you know to “see” these things – what rules of notice is the painter 

using? 

What did the painter do to draw your attention to particular details?  

What was the tip-off or cue to notice it?  

 

Have them work for a few minutes on their own worksheets.  Encourage students to 

use the four general rules of notice for noticing key details, but also encourage them to 

be as specific as they can in identifying the cue that enacts that rule, e.g. title for call to 

attention, or emotional charge for the nature of their intense reader’s response.   

 

Step Three:  Sharing with the class to consolidate understanding and add specific 

naming to the anchor chart 

 

Prompt by asking how the artist prompted us to notice and help to name the rules of 

notice generally and specifically, e.g. “that is repetition and you always notice things 

that are repeated. We have to notice repetition as the artist is using that detail and to 

bring our attention to it.  Repetition is a kind of “call to attention” rule of notice.” 

 

Classroom Example: One of the first details our students typically mention is the 

pitchfork.   

Teacher: How did you know to notice the pitchfork?   

Student: It’s front and center (Call to attention: details at the beginning or in the center 

of things are important).   

Teacher: Pitchforks also are a symbol in our culture. They can stand for work, 

earthliness, temptation and the devil.  (Call to attention: details that lead to meaning, 

details with multiple meanings, or symbols that resonate with meeting are important to 

notice.)   

Student: I noticed it because the pitchfork is directly between the two people. (Call to 

attention: physical spaces and relationships are something to notice). 

Teacher:  The pitchfork also seems to make a direct statement about the influence of 

work on relationships and lifestyle (Direct statements of relationship and principle).  

Do you see the pitchfork anywhere else on the painting? 

Student:  The pitchfork is repeated in the pocket of the man’s overalls, and even a 

little bit in the church window in the home’s dormer (Call to attention through 

repetition). 

Next, our students tend to notice the expressions on the faces of the subjects.   

Teacher: (Jokingly prompts) How would you describe the expressions?   Loving? 

Joyful?  
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Students:  “Unhappy”, “Tired”, “Neutral,” or even “Dour” (vocabulary development! 

Yay!)  

Teacher: This is a call to attention: major characters are to be noticed in any text, and 

their expressions and emotional state, the way they relate to each other are things to 

notice about them.   

Students:  The woman is standing slightly behind the man. He is looking straight 

ahead at the painter. She is looking up and askance. (Call to attention: Character 

relationships and positionality relative to others is something to notice; in this case 

there is also a rupture: the different stances and directions).  Students often have an 

intense reaction to the woman standing behind the man, and to her fatigued and 

unhappy expression.  We point out that this can be a rule of reader response – notice 

and try to explain your intense reactions. 

Teacher: What did you notice about their clothes? 

Students:  The man is in a dress jacket over his work overalls. The woman wears a 

brooch and a dress apron. (Ruptures – it’s weird that he is dressed up but over work 

clothes, and she is dressed up but ready to work.   

Teacher: What can we infer and figure forth?   

Student: That as soon as the painting is over they are back to work!   

Teacher:  What else do you notice? 

Student: It’s a rural or farm setting (Call to attention: noticing the context and setting 

of a piece is always important, since setting invites and constrains actions and 

possibilities).  

Teacher: What else? 

Student: There is a church window in the dormer (Rupture: this is in fact part of the 

American Gothic architectural style and it is a rupture from typical architecture, so 

must be noticed). Teacher:  What do you think that means? 

Students: Maybe there is something about the heaven and hell here with the church 

window and the pitchfork? Or about how religion can be oppressive and make people 

unhappy? Or that we Americans work hard because of the promise of heaven.  How 

Puritanical are we?? 

Teacher: What else?  What do you see over their shoulders?  

Students:  The barn is over his right shoulder.  The gardening tools and plants are on 

the porch over her left shoulder. (Call to attention: Clusters and accumulations of 

details are to be noticed; comparisons and contrasts of details often constitute a 

rupture).  

 

Step Five:  Looking at connections and patterns among the key details. 

 

As needed to prompt noticing that students may have missed, ask students to look at 

structural features, like comparison-contrast. Questions to ask:  

How do the woman and man compare? 

 How are they portrayed similarly and differently?  

What are their storyworlds? 

 How are their storyworlds different?  

What shared worlds do they inhabit? 
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Cue students to look at the corners and from corner to corner, from left to right, from 

down to up.  Ask, how do things change as you move across the painting in these 

ways? What other things do you notice? 

 

Step Six:   Students identify and share topics, and justify them with reference to key 

details 

 

ask students to take a minute to think about how these details all relate to each other? 

What common topics might they all comment on?   

 

Remind students that all texts have multiple topics, but that we must confirm any topic 

by showing how all major details relate to that topic in some way.  Students try out 

topics and teacher circulates, asking students to justify their choices.  

 Students justify their topics to each other 

 

Step Seven:  Students report out and justify topics to the larger group. 

 

Students report out. The teacher can ask how major details relate to the topic, and can 

help students to revise their topics to match the patterns of details. 

 

Compile a list of topics brought up by the students: common ones in our classroom are 

marriage, relationships, gender roles, farm life, religious influence, etc.  Comment on 

how topics can be more general (farm life) or more specific (farm life in the early 

1900s). 

 

 Questions to ask: 

• How specific do you think the composer is trying to be?  

• Why do you think so? (You might remind students that the painting’s title is 

“American Gothic” which can mean “American types or icons.) 

• Does the title give clues to possible topic? 

 

Mention that identifying a topic is akin to setting a purpose and creating applications 

for reading. If this is about gender roles, then what can we learn from the painting, and 

how might we apply and use this in our life? 

 

Step Eight:  Apply the topic- comment strategy to show how patterns of details 

express the comment about the topic 

 

Model doing topic comment statements with one of the topics.  Emphasize that the 

statement must begin with the topic (e.g. gender roles) and then make a comment about 

the topic:  Gender roles are …    Gender roles require . . . Gender roles can often . . .  

Possible topic-comment statements:  

Gender roles (did?) regulate genders to different worlds of work and influence. 

Gender roles require the woman to be positioned behind the man and at home instead 

of out in the world. 

Gender roles can be stifling for both males and females. 
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Follow up by explaining how the details of the painting work together to justify the 

comment that’s been expressed.  

 

Step Nine: Try out various other topics and topic-comment statements about these 

topics to show that even a simple text like a painting has multiple topics. 

 

Ask students to confer in their small groups: What other topic do they want to try out 

and what comment is the painting making about that topic?  What makes us say so? I.e. 

how do the details form a pattern of meaning that makes that comment? 

 

Have students list commentary verbs they can add to the topic to make their statement: 

is/are, requires, or can/may to their topic and completing the thought.  

 

Step Ten:  Review the process 

 

Ask the students what the painting expresses about relationships, marriage, gender 

roles, farm life, or whatever other topic they have justified and want to try. Tell the 

students that the topic-comment is a theme or generalization that the work of art can be 

said to be making about the world. 

  

What key details lead to the expression of that theme?   

(A few from our students: Relationships can be a really hard go! Marriage can wear 

you out. Traditional gender roles separate men and women and keep them from being 

real partners.  Farm life requires constant work and a division of labor.) 
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Sample Handout 1: Rules of Notice  

 

Direct statements of a principle or generalization (Give away) 

This is a direct statement about how two things are related to each other, about cause and 

effect, or about a theme.  Imagine if you read Of Mice and Men and it started with, “One 

theme this book will explore is loneliness.”   

 

Ruptures (Surprise) 

A rupture is a shift or surprise of any kind.  This might be a change in content, tone, 

author’s stance.  It’s anything that shocks us.   

 

Calls to attention (Hey!)   

The author is calling our attention to something important, and can do it in lots of 

different ways, like: Titles, repetition, emotional language, exclamation points or italics, 

lists or numbers. 

 

A reader’s response (Feels)   

This is your personal response.  Maybe you feel interested, or angry, or it challenges what 

you already think (change of mind or change of heart), or it even makes you laugh.  

When this happens, you should wonder why the author wants you to have that response.   
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Worksheet 3: Rules of Notice and American Gothic  

 

What I noticed How the artist 

made sure I would notice 

Rule of Notice  

   

 

 

Topic-Comment: 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 2: More Practice 

Purpose: To reinforce the rules of notice. 

Materials: A photograph, projector, Worksheet 3 

Length: 45 minutes 

Steps: 

1. Students will need more practice at identifying the rules of notice.  Distribute another 

copy of Worksheet 3 to students, and tell them that this time you’re going to practice with 

a photograph taken of a scene that is becoming common.  Show students an image from a 

Black Lives Matter rally. 

2. Instruct students to spend some time working on Worksheet 3 by themselves first. 

When they’re ready, have them turn to a partner and explain.  Instruct students, “Tell 

your partner what you noticed, or what jumped out at you.  Tell your partner about how 

you felt.  How did the photographer make sure you would notice those things, or feel a 

certain way?  Which rules of notice did you identify? 

3. Have pairs work with another pair to form groups of four.  Remind students how the 

topic-comment strategy works, and have them practice this in groups.   

4. As a class, have students share their topic-comments, and write them on the board.  

5. Iterate to students that the photographer took this photo because he wanted to send a 

certain message.  He could have taken a close up photo, or focused his camera only on 

the people who are Black or the people who are White.  He could have taken it from a 

different angle to make it look like more or less people were there.  Ask students to 

consider how any of those changes could have changed the message of the photo.  For 

example, if the photographer had taken a picture with only women’s faces in it, he may 

have been trying to show that women were strongly involved in the rally.  But by taking a 

picture that shows men and women, and people of different races, it sends a message that 

this is a communal event.   

6: Ask students to write, completing the sentence: The purpose of the rules of notice is to 

____.  Have students share their answers with the class.   
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Protesters demonstrate at a Black Lives Matter rally.FibonnaciBlue/Flickr   

http://www.motherjones.com/mojo/2015/09/conservative-record-criminalizing-black-

social-movements 
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Lesson 3: Using the Rules of Notice to Create Their Own Visuals  

Purpose: To reinforce the rules of notice by having students move from analyzing 

visuals to creating them. 

Materials: Students may opt to use their phones to take pictures or make a sketch; 

Worksheet 4 

Length: 45 minutes 

Steps: 

1. Tell the students they’ve done a great job learning and practicing the rules of notice, so 

now it’s time for them to create their own images using the rules. Tell students that they 

can either use their phones to take a photograph, or they can sketch a picture.  Tell 

students it’ll be easy if they use an everyday scene like the cafeteria, mornings in their 

house, the bus ride home.  Have students brainstorm what they could photograph or 

sketch.  Give students Worksheet 4 and tell them they should use it as a guide, but they’ll 

have time to fill it out tomorrow in class.  Remind students that if they take a picture they 

should print it or upload it to the class site. 

2. The following day, give students time to fill out their own Worksheet 4.   

3. Have students switch images with a partner, and use Worksheet 3 again to analyze 

their partner’s image.   

3. Tell students to take turns talking about each other’s images.  For the person who 

created the image, did their partner identify the same topic or message?  Ex: The message 

of a sketch might be that the student feels alone in the cafeteria; a picture of a student’s 

family eating breakfast in the morning may convey a message of family unity. 
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Worksheet 4: Creating an Image Using the Rules of Notice 

 

What message do you 

want to convey (what are 

you trying to show)? 

What have you done in your 

photo/picture to help people 

“get it”? 

Identify the rule of notice 

you used 

   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Topic-Comment: 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 

 

_________________________________________________________________ 
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Lesson 4 (2 days): Practicing the Rules of Notice in a Text 

Purpose: 

To reinforce the rules of notice 

To transfer using the rules of notice to a text 

Materials: “In the Heart of a Hero” by Johny Dwyer; Worksheet 3 

Time: 90 minutes over two days  

Steps: 

1. Explain to students that now you’ll be moving from images to texts.  They’re going to 

practice using the same rules of notice to understand a short article.   

2. Handout the short, nonfiction text “In the Heart of Hero” by Johnny Dwyer.  Tell 

students the article is about three people rescuing people after a small boat capsizes.  

Direct students to be on the lookout for the rules of notice as they read, and to mark them 

on their papers. 

3. When students are finished, have them work together with a partner to complete 

Worksheet 3.  Walk around the room, prompting students to continue discussing with 

their partners.  

*This is a possible spotting place. 

4. As a whole class, have students share the rules of notice they identified.  Ask students, 

“What did you notice?  How did the author help you notice that?” 

5. Direct pairs to write topic-comment statements together, then share with the class. 

Ex:  

Being a hero-Hero behavior may be inherent: there may be something in a person’s DNA 

that makes them more likely to behave like a hero. 

Ask students, “What are some other key points or main ideas? 

Ex:  

Brian’s hero instinct was complemented by the fact that he was a confident swimmer. 

Brian had once been rescued himself when he was thrown from a motor boat, so he may 

have been compelled to act like a hero because someone had once saved him.   

Not everyone would behave like a hero; there were a lot of bystanders.  
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APPENDIX C: MODIFIED READING SELF CONCEPT SCALE 

Read each of the following sentences carefully, and respond to it using the scale.   

Never Rarely Unsure Sometimes Always 

1 2 3 4 5 

 

Practice Items (Teacher Demonstrates) 

_____ A. Do you ride the bus to school? 

_____ B. Do you like playing sports? 

_____ C. Do you enjoy listening to music? 

Scale Items 

_____Can you figure out what a story means? 

_____Do you feel good when you read? 

_____Is reading to the class hard for you? 

_____*Can you work out hard words by yourself when you read? 

Replaced with: When you read new words and phrases, can you figure out what they 

mean? 

_____Do you like word games in class? 

_____Are the books you read in class too hard? 

_____Is work in reading easy for you 

_____*Do you like reading to your Mum and Dad? 

Replaced with: Do you like talking with your friends about what you read?  

_____*Are you good at remembering words? 

Replaced with: Can you remember things you read about and tell a classmate about 

them? 

_____Is it fun for you to read books? 

_____Do the other people in your class read harder things than you? 

_____*Is it easy for you to read new words? 

Replaced with: Do you like reading in your free time? 

_____Do you like reading things with lots of words in them? 

_____Do the other people in your class read better than you? 

_____* Are you good at correcting your mistakes when you read? 

Replaced with: When you read, can you identify the author’s point of view? 

_____* If you can’t say a word, do you get someone to help you? 

Replace with: When you read, can you identify the main idea (the main point)? 

_____Do you make lots of mistakes when you read? 

_____Do you look forward to reading? 

_____Do you feel stupid when you read? 

_____*Can you work out sounds in words? 

Replace with: Can you analyze how a character in a book changes over time? 

_____Do you like reading to yourself? 

_____Do you need extra help in reading? 
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_____Do you learn things quickly in reading? 

_____Do you like reading in class? 

_____Is it hard for you to understand the things you have to read in class? 

_____Do you think you read well? 

_____Does reading make you feel unhappy? 

_____*Can you work out hard words in a story even if there are no pictures? 

Replace with: If you read two articles, can you compare and contrast their meanings? 

_____Do you like reading at home? 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 


