Supporting Language Acquisition – An Instructional Mosaic

A mosaic is an image made up of many bits and pieces. The success I realized teaching language arts was based on many bits and pieces that created  language arts competence for my students.

Basic Principles Underlying the Mosaic

· Individualized on a class and, at times, personal level – based on needs I identified either through student work or state assessments.

· Content knowledge - you can’t teach what you don’t know. (A / an).
· Quality instruction that engages all students in both creating understanding and demonstrating that understanding like the its / it’s lesson. And part of quality instruction is providing good and sufficient practice. 

· I’d tell students that to be good at something requires practice, then talk about the work ethic of Tiger Woods / Kobe Bryant / other, before relating this to their own world by asking about students who are on sports teams or play an instrument and the role practice plays in their success.
· 6th grade- start every year teaching capitalization and ending punctuation. Why? Because the teachers below me failed their students. They taught capitalization and ending punctuation, but they didn’t require their students to reach a level of automatic application - of functional competence.

· Massed practice or ‘one shot’ practice doesn’t bring skills to a level of automaticity or functional competence.
· Integration across the curriculum - No skill stands alone!
· Success breeds success

Parts Of My Language Arts Mosaic

1. Develop a Climate of Enjoyment / Appreciation for Language

a. Daily reading aloud.

i. Pick good read aloud books:

1. Mordecai Richler: Jacob Two Two Meets the Hooded Fang.
2. Deborah Howe: Bunicula.
3. Louis Sachar: 
a. There’s a Boy in the Girl’s Bathroom.

b. Sixth Grade Secrets.

4. Barbara Robinson: The Greatest Christmas Pageant Ever.

ii. Holiday themed
iii. Good voice.

iv. Show enthusiasm for reading in general or a specific book

v. Make the reading interactive:

1. Savor the language.
2. Point out literary devices: parts and sequence of the story (setting, problem, climax, resolution) or foreshadowing.

3. Ask for predictions for what will happen next.
b. SSR – you, too! Model what you want.

c. Find high interest supplementary books for science and social studies.

d. Weekly Reader.

e. Weekly Reader plays. (There’s a Werewolf in Town).
f. Scholastic Book Club.

g. Develop a class library for free using book club bonus points.

h. Non-graded writing. Don’t grade for spelling and punctuation when it isn’t appropriate.

i. First drafts.

ii. Creative writing that’s just read aloud to share for fun.

1. Stories
2. Poetry
3. Round robin writing
i.  Use enjoyable / motivating writing assignments

i. Rewrite stories from a different point of view. (Snake food).
ii. Fractured Fairy Tales spinner

iii. Poetry (http://www.gigglepoetry.com/ )

iv. Best Excuse Ever
v. I felt like a real turkey when…

vi. Rewriting the text to the Sunday comics
vii. Silly stories
viii. If I Had A Million Dollars
ix. Draw My Monster
x. Connect writing to music kids like:
1. Add a verse to a song
2. Rewrite lyrics to a song

3. Analyze / respond t o a song (Tracy Chapman’s Fast Car).

xi. Directions for making a peanut butter sandwich
xii. Skits / plays.

xiii. Make writing real – find an authentic audience:
1. Have older students write personalized books for younger students.

2. Have students write stories for residents of an assisted living / retirement community
3. Post writing on the web
4. Write to the principal, mayor, state representative, etc.

xiv. Use technology – Talking Books
xv. Internet resources (search for elementary writing prompts)

1. http://www.canteach.ca/elementary/prompts.html
2. http://darkwing.uoregon.edu/~leslieob/pizzaz.html 

3. http://www.webenglishteacher.com/creative3.html 

2. Develop and Practice Skills

a. Effective instruction in small steps

i. Writing Sentences
ii. Writing Paragraphs
b. Phonics.
c. Write Source 2000.
d. Daily Oral Language.

i. Conducted during attendance – no wasted instructional time.

ii. Students given a paper for Monday – Thursday which they self correct.

iii. Two sentences from the week used as a test on Friday.

e. Weekly language lessons (its / it’s - based on their own writing).

f. Weekly language quiz.

i. Sections are short.

ii. Reviews this week’s language instruction as well as previous weeks’.

g. Weekly spelling test.

i. In the form of sentences: This is a bird. - I see a cat.

ii. Personal letters at Christmas – letter format and paragraphing.

iii. Business letters after Christmas.

iv. Serialized story (Little Red and the Three Bears) – dialog

1. One page per week.

2. Presented as a radio drama at a school assembly.
h. Creative Writing.

i. Based on the analysis of read aloud books.

ii. Primary.

1. Whole class.

a. Prompted by the teacher and resulting in both class and individual student books.

b. RealeBooks
c. Consider linking to other subject areas: (Spaceman, Spaceman, What Do You See?; The Adventures of Arrowhead).
2. Individual.

iii. Secondary: 5 - 12 pages demonstrating short story form.
i. Academic Writing.
i. Teach how through modeling.

1. Write out an example of what you want from kids, then analyze it and figure out what instruction kids will need to match / create your model.

2. Model the writing process through the materials you create.

3. Get support from parents if possible.

ii. Animal Reports.

iii. Science Fairs.

3. Hold Students Accountable

a. Require that all writing, including science and social studies test questions, be answered using sentences / paragraphs for answers.
b. I used this example. A scientist could be brilliant but nobody would ever know it if he couldn’t write a paper to tell people what he’d discovered.

4. Build in Success

a. Success breeds success.

i. Instruction like the it’s / its lesson which mentally engages all students combined with weekly language quizzes to practice and reinforce the skills made successfully learning those skills almost automatic and effortless.

ii. My grammar and punctuation expectations were high, but by providing small bits of practice daily with Daily Oral Language, acquisition of those skills also became almost automatic and effortless.

iii. My spelling was hard! I didn’t just dump the assignment on them.
1. Two practice word quizzes – Tues. and Thur.

a. Student corrected

2. Final quiz on Friday.

3. Individualized spelling assignments

iv. I didn’t just tell students to write a story, we analyzed and talked about stories to identify the parts, plot devices, figurative language and other aspects of good story writing first, then applied that knowledge to the writing assignments.
v. I didn’t just tell them to write a report, I created examples and / or materials that clearly showed them how.

b. Praise breeds success.

i. Weekly yellow slips.
ii. Honest comments on papers that support intrinsic motivation. (Much better than last week! It’s clear you studied for this! Wow, another good grade! If I’d gotten a grade like that, I’d feel proud!)
What does the language arts mosaic teach students?

· Study skills; a work ethic.

· It’s hard but through effort you can do it.

· What does this result in? Genuine self esteem.
I demanded a lot as a teacher! My class wasn’t easy. You have to have high expectations! Students had to work hard. But I helped them!
· I gave them good instruction. Remember: If you teach well, students can’t help but learn.

· I modeled HOW TO SUCCEED at the assignments I gave them.

· I gave them any kind of support they needed: before, after, during school

· I was their cheerleader!

· I was honest with them about their skills by not giving them inflated grades that would lead them to think they were doing well when in reality they weren’t.

And what did my students gain from my high expectations and good instruction?
1. real, genuine competence: the ability to use skills in the real world.

2. Pride and self-confidence.

· Because they knew they were good. They knew the only way to get an A was to show real, genuine competence! They knew they earned their good grades.

· They knew they weren’t going to get awards at the awards assembly for nothing.

Kids aren’t stupid – they know a real challenge and a fake one. And when they meet a real challenge and succeed, that’s one of the best feelings we can give them as teachers.

Jonathan Brinkerhoff
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