
















          
      

NNoott JJuusstt ffoorr EEnngglliisshh CCllaassss:: LLiitteerraaccyy 
SSuuppppoorrtt AAccrroossss tthhee CCuurrrriiccuulluumm 

9 

KEVIN: Can you question the text? 

PILAR: You mean like: I wonder why the author puts 
her last? 

KEVIN: Yes, like that; we can look for answers as we 
read. But what’s your hunch about it? Can you make a 
prediction? 

PILAR: She’s maybe been there the longest—and she 
talks about the title… 

KEVIN: Which is? 

PILAR: Seedfolks … that’s like us. 

KEVIN: Why do you say that? 

PILAR: We’re the first people here from our family. 

KEVIN: So you feel something for this story. When 
you put your own experience together with the story to 
get a feeling for the meaning, there’s a word for that ... 

PILAR: I remember—infer. 

KEVIN: Wow, aren’t you something? Making 
inferences is a hard one. So we’re just starting this last 
chapter—what do you predict will be in it? 

PILAR: Something about whether the garden lasts … 
whether people will keep it up. 

This final exchange shows Kevin has planned well, 
incorporating good questioning and modeling into 
reading activities over time, and using the scaffolded 
reading approach to build Pilar’s confidence and 
comprehension skills. 

Literacy coaching can occur in many contexts. It can 
be an integral part of tutoring in other content areas 
and a range of out-of-school time activities. We can 
see one approach to incorporating literacy coaching 
into a science unit through the weekly tutoring log 
below. Keeping a session-by-session record of 
tutor/tutee interaction is important—documenting 
your tutee’s work and progress, guiding a replacement 
if you are absent, or providing samples of your work 
to other tutors and supervisors. 

Working with middle and high-school students 
sometimes requires tutors to learn something new or 
brush up on forgotten information. When Vadim, a 
seventh-grader, brought books on the weather to his 
tutor, Sharon, she didn’t remember much about the 
topic. To prepare, she found some resources, like 
Weather for Dummies, at her public library. Here’s her 
record of a week’s work, including tutoring plans and 
notes about her 
student’s 

Adolescents deserve homes,responses. 
communities, and a nation that will 
support their efforts to achieve 
advanced levels of literacy and 
provide the support necessary for 
them to succeed. 

—Position Statement on 
Adolescent Literacy, 

International Reading Association 
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Looking over this schedule, we see that Sharon’s 
tutoring plan incorporated several effective practices. 
She: 

■ Took initiative to learn about the topic herself 

■ Located additional resources 

■ Planned sessions around Vadim’s concerns and 
classroom expectations 

■ Incorporated literacy support—both 
comprehension strategies and vocabulary work 

■ Integrated “daily use” resources (the taped TV 
forecasts) 

■ Added hands-on activities (drawing clouds, 
tornado in a bottle) 

BBuuiillddiinngg VVooccaabbuullaarryy AAccrroossss tthhee 
CCoonntteenntt AArreeaass 
Many adolescents, especially English language 
learners, benefit from focus on specific vocabulary. 
Vocabulary development and reading comprehension 
are interdependent: The best readers have the largest 
vocabularies and poor readers typically have limited 
vocabularies. Simply identifying an unknown word 
and looking it up in the dictionary is an ineffective 
way to increase vocabulary. But when students use 
vocabulary words repeatedly to construct meaning 
in new text, they learn and retain word meanings 
longer (several studies cited in Allen, 1999, Stahl, 
1999, and Beers, 2003). 

Choosing vocabulary words. Vocabulary work in 
tutoring sessions will be most successful using the 
texts your student is reading. Remembering 
adolescents’ sensitivity and need to feel confident, 
which question would you 
ask: What words don’t you 
know? What words do you 
need help with? What words 
would you like to know more 
about? The final choice is 
best—this question puts the 
learner in charge and 
challenges her to learn 
more. 

BBeeyyoonndd tthhee DDiiccttiioonnaarryy:: SSttrraatteeggiieess ffoorr 
FFiinnddiinngg WWoorrdd MMeeaanniinnggss 
As you read together, ask your tutee to identify words 
she wants to learn more about. Before using the 
dictionary, introduce basic strategies for figuring out 
word meanings from the surrounding text. Prompt 
your student to: 

■ Substitute some other word that would make 
sense 

■ Reread the sentence(s) before and after the 
word for clues 

■ Identify parts of the word she recognizes 

■ Look for other words in the passage that might 
be related, refer to something similar, or are 
synonyms or antonyms 

Once struggling readers understand how to 
approximate word meanings from context clues, they 
will begin to pick up vocabulary as they read (Stahl, 
1999). At this point, more reading time and broader 
selections will be the main ways readers learn new 
words. However, English language learners and other 
students with low language exposure will also benefit 
from direct vocabulary instruction. 

WWoorrdd CCaarrddss:: CCoolllleeccttiinngg aanndd RReeuussiinngg 
VVooccaabbuullaarryy TThhrroouugghhoouutt YYoouurr YYeeaarr 
When students create word cards they go deeper into 
the significance and uses of a word, and accumulate a 
tangible “deck” of vocabulary words—satisfying 
evidence of progress as the pile grows throughout the 
year. Word cards take time, so selections should be 

limited to words critical to 
current reading. Troposphere 
might be an important word to a 
study unit on weather, accomplice 
for a crime novel, and obsolete for 
a unit on industry. To create 
word cards, ask your student to 
write the word at the center of 
an index card, filling out each 
corner of the card as illustrated. 
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Return to these cards (shuffle the deck each 
session) and use the words regularly and in 
different contexts to make efforts pay off. For 
our example, obsolete, here’s a follow-up 
conversation you might provide: Okay Jason, if 
I go through my desk drawers, I’ll find some 
obsolete stuff—like old checkbooks from banks in 
other cities. What obsolete stuff do you hang onto? 

Group adaptation: As each student 
accumulates a personal word deck, allow him 
to share with peers, drawing cards and creating 
new contexts for using the word during group 
meetings. Students will pick up additional 
words from each others’ collections. 

WWoorrdd TTrreeeess:: MMaappppiinngg 
RReellaattiioonnsshhiippss FFrroomm RRoooott WWoorrddss 
Another effective approach to vocabulary 
development is working with word families— 
ones that share similar roots, prefixes, or suffixes. 
Knowledge of root words provides students with 
powerful tools to predict meaning for many similar 
words (Beers, 2003). If you are working on a unit 
about transportation, port is an important root word 
to consider. To create a word tree, draw a tree (or use 
template: www.nwrel.org/learns/resources/ 
middleupper/tree.pdf) and write the root word on the 
trunk, along with definitions. Ask the student to: 

■ Add a branch for every word he can think of 
that contains the root word 

■ Write each of these words on a branch, along 
with a definition 

■ Add a sentence using the word 

■ Add twigs to the branch for people you hear 
using the word 

Here are just a few additional root words that 
have many derivatives in secondary curriculum: 
hydro-, hypo-, geo-, bio-, astro-, arch-, tract-, phono-, 
meter-, and tox-. 

Group adaptation: Students have fun with word 
trees; they like to see who can create the most 
complicated ones, and creative use of the words in 
sentences provides entertainment. Creating word 
trees on butcher paper and posting them on walls 
can be a productive after-school activity, especially 
if students work on different root words and share 
their progress. 

WWoorrdd SSoorrttss:: RReeccooggnniizziinngg RReellaattiioonnsshhiippss 
AAmmoonngg KKeeyy CCoonncceeppttss 
Word sorts, done with sticky notes or index cards 
on the wall, can be a nice break from reading text. 
Because the activity requires sorting words by their 
characteristics, content areas that require analytical 
thinking work well. Word sorts need to be planned 
in advance. To create a word sort for your youth, 
start with index cards or sticky notes in two different 
colors: 
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■ Select a subject area and identify 15–20 words 
common to the subject, but with different 
characteristics 

■ Write one word each on sticky notes or index 
cards of the same color 

■ Stick or tape them to the wall in random order 

■ For a closed sort (tutor determines the 
categories) write the categories for the sort on 
a second color of sticky notes/cards and tape 
them to the wall in a row 

■ For an open sort (youth determines the 
categories) ask the student to study the words 
and create the category cards 

■ Sort the words by grouping the word cards 
under the categories 

Here are examples for science and math: 
Meteorology: stratus, temperate, sunshine, 
cumulonimbus, wind, tropical, lenticular, polar, fog, 
cirrus, snow, Mediterranean, hail, stratocumulus, 
savannah, desert, and thunder. Closed sort 
categories: clouds, climates, weather. Open sort 
categories: weather 
forecast, places with 
weather, words I don’t 
know 

Geometry: Circle, 
diameter, angle, radius, 
rectangle, area, pi, 
trapezoid, square root, oval, 
ellipse, axis, equation, 
semi-circle, parallelogram, 
triangle. Closed sort 
categories: round figures, 
angular figures, 
computations. Open sort 
categories: things I can 
draw, terms I know, what to learn. 

Word sorts are particularly effective for content 
area learning because they encourage students to 
analyze and create categories for groups of related 
words. The tutor also gains insight into how the 
youth thinks about words. Word sorts can be 
accomplished in many different ways; often, there 

is no totally “right” answer to a sort, but the activity 
encourages focused dialogue about what words mean. 
Appropriate resources for the subject area 
(dictionaries, textbooks, manuals) are critical tools 
to have on hand, so that areas of uncertainty can be 
investigated and resolved. 

Group adaptation: In an out-of-school time 
setting, students can work on word sorts in teams, 
observe other student versions, and share 
observations about their choices. Once the group 
understands how word sorts work, they often develop 
enthusiasm for creating their own versions. 

CCoonncceepptt DDeeffiinniittiioonn MMaapp:: HHeellpp WWiitthh 
CCoommmmoonn AAccaaddeemmiicc WWoorrddss 
Many words are commonly used in classrooms across 
the content areas; students who have trouble with 
them may suffer confusion in many academic areas. 
Think of how often we use words/phrases like: 
compare and contrast, integrate, regulate, summarize, 
calculate, categorize, compute, and search the Net. 

Providing an opportunity 
for students to talk about 
these words and form 
broader concepts about 
their meaning can provide 

needed confidence and 
boost academic 
performance. 

A concept definition 
map is a way of charting 

what these core academic 
words mean, how they are 
used in different contexts, 

and also what they are not. 

To create a concept definition map, ask students 
to work from their own knowledge first, and then 
consult resources to: 

■ Write the concept word in the center box 

■ Write the definition in the box above it 

■ Write synonyms or similar words down the 
righthand side 
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■ Write antonyms or dissimilar words down the 
lefthand side 

■ Write examples of the word (different contexts) 
in the three bottom boxes 

See an example and download a template at: 
www.nwrel.org/learns/resources/middleupper/cdm.pdf 

MMeennttoorriinngg YYoouutthh iinn tthhee BBeenneeffiittss,, 
SSkkiillllss,, aanndd JJooyy ooff LLiitteerraaccyy33 

My Daddy can’t read, and I can’t read that good, and I 
guess I won’t be able to help my kids to read neither if I 
don’t get better at reading. —Shane, middle school 
student (McCray, 2001) 

Many teens lack adult role models with strong 
literacy skills. Mentors or tutors can fill the gap by 
showing enthusiasm for the contributions of 
reading—practical, entertaining, enriching—to 
everyday life. 

Share the value/joy of literacy in your life. 
Each time you meet, share something you have read 
recently that was useful, educational, or just fun 
(jokes/cartoons, music or movie reviews, instructions, 
advertisements, news articles, Web searches). 
Example: On a Friday, show the top picks from the 
weekend entertainment section of a newspaper, 
reading aloud what you’d like to do and telling why. 
Then ask your youth to choose an event and do the 
same thing. 

Provide guidance for use of learning resources. 
If possible, take your youth to the public library, 
browse through a nearby book store, and search the 
Internet, community directories, or phone directories 
for learning resources that can be fun, interesting, or 
useful. Examples: Help your youth get a library card, 
search for books, videos, and CDs, and find out 
where various resources are located. Conduct an 
Internet search on a topic your youth adores, visiting 
sites and making notes about the best ones. Identify a 

skill your teen would like to learn, and work through 
the Internet, libraries, or community education 
programs, to make a plan for learning that skill. 

Model enthusiasm for learning new words. 
Demonstrate ways you expand your own vocabulary 
with a sense of challenge and enjoyment. Here’s a 
story one tutor told about learning a word that 
stumped him: I heard it on a Cajun record—lagniappe. 
It sounds like “LAN- yap”. The song went, Sittin’ on 
the porch, spittin’ through my tooth-gap; wavin’ at 
the neighbors, smilin’ too for lagniappe. I finally 
found it in a dictionary of slang. It’s Creole—mixed 
African and French. Lagniappe means a dividend or 
something extra, from little presents shopkeepers in New 
Orleans gave to customers. Louis Armstrong sang about 
it, too. The tutor shared this word, the slang 
dictionary, and the zydeco song with his mentee; it 
led to their looking at song lyrics, developing lists 
of slang words, and a discussion about Spanglish as 
another example of a creative language mix. 

Demonstrate ways books are a pathway to 
learning. Everyone has books that have influenced 
their ability to make choices or do something well; 
find the ones you treasure, share them and the 
reasons you value them (could include how-to 
manuals, self-help books, cookbooks, reference 
books, magazines, joke books). Encourage your youth 
to build a collection of books significant to her. 

You may face unexpected challenges as you 
interact with your adolescent tutee or mentee; 
students often bring unique personal needs and 
challenging backgrounds to their reading tasks. 
As you consult with them and create your literacy 
plans, remember that adolescents beginning their 
adult lives will need to read and write more than 
ever before; they will need literacy to cope with 
ballooning information systems and the requirements 
of jobs, households, and personal lives. Finally, with 
appropriate support, their improving literacy will feed 
their imaginations so they can create the lives they 
envision. 

3 For additional discussion on this topic, see the Winter 2000 Tutor, “Motivating Reluctant Adolescent Readers” at: 
http://www.nwrel.org/learns/tutor/win2000/index.html 
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RReessoouurrcceess ffoorr TTuuttoorrss 
Comprehension coaching: To enhance your 
understanding of the key thinking strategies and 
coaching methods, start with Beers, When Kids Can’t 
Read, What Teachers Can Do, and Harvey/Goudvis, 
Teaching Comprehension to Enhance Understanding. 

Vocabulary support: For additional ideas targeting 
specific vocabulary strategies, great additional 
resources are: Allen, Words, Words, Words: Teaching 
Vocabulary in Grades 4–12, and 
Beck/McKeown/Kucan, Bringing Words to Life: Robust 
Vocabulary Instruction. 

BBooookk SSeelleeccttiioonn AAiiddss 
Meaningful content for adolescent readers: 

Carr, Inquiring Minds, Learning and Literacy in Early 
Adolescence (listed above); you can find a 
downloadable annotated bibliography, organized by 
topic, at: www.nwrel.org/lld/im_appendix2.pdf 

Harvey/Goudvis, Strategies that Work: Teaching 
Comprehension to Enhance Understanding (listed 
above). Useful annotated bibliographies for 1) 
comprehension strategies, p.197; teaching content in 
history, social studies, science, music, art, and 
literacy, p. 207 

Reviews, categories, and ratings of young adult books 
can be found online at: 

Book Links, a searchable index from the American 
Library Association: 
http://cs.ala.org/BookLinks/search.cfm 
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We’re Here to Help 
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