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Introduction (Setting the Scene and 
Introducing Ourselves)
Sometimes life’s circumstances lead us in new directions. We met during 1989 
and 1990 as we worked with a grant from the U.S. Department of Education 
for Khmer-speaking (Cambodian) students in Long Beach. Our collaboration 
consisted of lots of demonstration lessons of English language development 
strategies and modeling primary language support using the Preview-Review 
strategy. On classroom days we hauled a luggage cart overflowing with won-
derful books, pictures, and other forms of realia for use with whole-class and 
small-group instruction.

We frequently heard, “That’s nice, but how can I teach these kids to read? 
They don’t know English.”

In a perfect world, all students would come to school with a strong foun-
dation in English, but that’s not the case. Our underlying belief, however, is 
that all students are capable of learning English as they learn to read with 
understanding, given the proper support, appropriate instruction, and time. 
It’s easy to see how this could look overwhelming to a teacher faced with a 
classroom full of students, some of whom speak English and some of whom 
don’t. Not only that, but frequently, students learning English are at different 
levels. Several might be just beginning to speak the language, whereas others 
might need more help with academic language in content areas. Reading 

INTRODUCTION 1
figure 1.1 (above left) 
Juli uses charts and 
notebooks to help  
students use strategies.  

figure 1.2 (above right) 
Outey reads a big book 
to a small group of 
English language  
learners.
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teachers need to learn how to coordinate instruction for all these different 
language levels. Teaching everyone the same thing, all at the same time, all day 
long, just doesn’t seem to work.

Small-group strategy lessons: that’s the solution we found to teaching  
reading comprehension strategies to English Language Learners. This book is 
about how to make that happen in your classroom. But all the work we do, 
as Lucy Calkins says, “stands on the shoulders” of others. Many of the ideas, 
terms, and forms we have used and adapted are extensions of the work of oth-
ers. For instance, the idea of using a synthesizing frame to scaffold students’ 
thinking about their reading came to us as we read Debbie Miller’s chapter 
on synthesizing in Reading with Meaning, and the headings in the vocabulary 
inference chart (figure 3.6) are the same as those in Debbie’s chart. The FQR 
chart in Chapter 5 is from Strategies That Work by Stephanie Harvey and 
Anne Goudvis and the idea of wonder poems comes from Cris Tovani in her 
chapter “What Do You Wonder?” from I Read It But I Don’t Get It.

The groundbreaking work of these Denver-area Public Education and 
Business Coalition thinkers has helped us understand the role of comprehen-
sion in the teaching of reading as we have collaborated to find ways to build 
background knowledge and develop content literacy for English Language 
Learners. They have forged a path by leading our thinking about how to 
teach comprehension in new and exciting directions. Undoubtedly, this book 
would not be possible without their trail blazing. Many teachers of English 
Language Learners have struggled with strategy instruction, and building on 
others’ comprehension work, we have developed these lessons so students can 
use strategies in their reading as their oral language develops.

In addition, we borrowed the language of mini-lesson terms from the 
Architecture of Mini-lessons. We learned this language through the Teachers 
College Reading and Writing Institutes we attended. Mark Hardy, Isoke Nia, 
and Kathleen Tolan guided us as we implemented this four-part architecture. 
It ensures that our students have the necessary background experiences to 
understand our lessons, receive new information, be actively involved in the 
learning, and have opportunities to apply strategies.

Since our collaboration in the federal grant for English Language Learners, 
we have worked as literacy specialists and reading teachers in elementary 
and middle school across grades K–8. During this time, we have learned that 
when it comes to finding ways to differentiate reading strategy instruction 
for English Language Learners, many teachers struggle with how to organize 
their classrooms to provide this instruction for students at different levels of 
English. All across the country, teachers grapple with the same issues: How 
will I provide strategy instruction for my students who are at different levels 
of English? What are some ways I can organize my classroom so all students 
can participate fully in reading with meaning? Finding satisfactory answers 
to these questions is challenging, given the constraints of current educational 
guidelines. But there are some simple solutions that work.

After school, a group of fourth- and fifth-grade teachers were discussing 
how to teach comprehension strategies to their students, 90 percent of whom 
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are English Language Learners. “Why is it so hard for kids to get the strate-
gies?” one teacher asked. “I teach them to the whole class and we use them 
with different stories and we come back to them again and again, but the kids 
just don’t get it.”

“It might be that, as English Language Learners, the kids need more 
teaching and modeling of reading comprehension strategies,” another teacher 
responded. “If you used some of the time during workshop to do small-group 
strategy instruction with kids who are at the same level of English proficiency, 
it might target their needs.”

“Well, maybe I’ll give it a try,” the first teacher decided. “But you know 
how my kids act during workshop time. They are all over the place.”

This book takes the position that oral language development and read-
ing comprehension strategy instruction can go hand in hand. By using small 
groups to provide support, teachers use their knowledge about how language is 
learned to scaffold instruction as they teach reading comprehension strategies.

Learning to comprehend text for English Language Learners complements 
language learning since oral language is the foundation of reading and writing. 
But it does not necessarily match oral language proficiency. Beginning speak-
ers may be able to use prior knowledge and background experience (schema 
theory) to understand simple stories and yet not be able to discuss them. In 
the same regard, advanced students may discuss making connections to their 
reading and ask questions, and still need academic vocabulary development 
to comprehend content-area text. At every English language level there are 
ways to draw students into reading with understanding using comprehension 
strategies. But questions abound.

What oral language ability does a student at the beginning stages of English 
proficiency need to use prior knowledge to make connections to text? How do 
students at the intermediate stage ask questions about their reading and learn 
to infer? What are some ways to teach students at the advanced stage to syn-
thesize during reading? What are the criteria for selecting text? How can you 
assess students’ use of strategies? What do you do if they don’t get it?

Using Small Groups for Strategy Instruction 
Our work in classrooms and across grade levels suggests that teachers most 
often provide students strategy instruction in whole-class settings. Many 
teachers organize whole-class mini-lessons and expect that their students will 
learn how to use reading comprehension strategies from them. Although many 
students do learn in whole-class settings, some need a more intimate setting in 
which teachers provide additional modeling of strategy use and students feel 
comfortable practicing the strategies and receiving feedback. This is often the 
case for English Language Learners.

In many classrooms the emphasis is on constructing strategy lessons, and 
often the scaffolding of the teaching gets less attention. It’s very easy to get 
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caught up in highlighters, sticky notes, and two-column charts while overlook-
ing grouping structures.

In addition, small-group strategy instruction for English Language Learners 
can look like a complicated process. It involves knowing how to teach reading 
comprehension strategies, recognizing stages of language proficiency in a vari-
ety of students, and finding the most effective ways to deliver the instruction. 
Once classroom management is in place, small-group instruction provides an 
ideal setting for students learning English.

English Language Learners benefit from small-group strategy instruction 
for many reasons. Here are a few:

Low-anxiety environment
Opportunities for teacher-to-student interactions
Guided student-to-student interactions
More on-task behaviors
Easier to check for understanding
Facilitates monitoring and adjusting instruction

How This Book Is Organized
This book about small-group strategy instruction gives explicit and concrete 
ways to teach students reading comprehension strategies as they learn English. 
We suggest that lessons begin once students are familiar with school routines 
and are comfortable with the teacher and each other.

These strategy lessons are part of a comprehensive literacy program. They 
are not a complete program by themselves. What makes them effective is 
the classroom environment that teachers create to support English Language 
Learners. The next section, “The Nuts and Bolts of Small-Group Strategy 
Instruction for English Language Learners,” explains how to create the condi-
tions to make this work.

The strategy lessons are divided into five sections based on English lan-
guage proficiency: 

• Preproduction lessons
• Early Production lessons
• Speech Emergence lessons
• Intermediate Fluency lessons
• Advanced Fluency lessons

The instructional materials (books, charts, notebooks, and so on) listed 
in these lessons may often be used with students with more or less language 
proficiency. Because every student’s needs are different, always check for 
understanding to make sure the materials are comprehensible and support oral 
language development.

Within each section, the lessons are further divided by comprehension 
strategies.
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• Making Connections (Using Prior Knowledge to Make Connections to 
Text)

• Asking Questions
• Visualizing (Making Pictures in Your Mind)
• Inferring (Reading Between the Lines)
• Determining Importance in Nonfiction and Informational Text (not in 

Beginning stages)
• Synthesizing Information (not in Beginning stages)

Each of the five sections begins with a vignette of younger students’  
learning strategies, along with lessons for teaching strategies and a book list 
of possible anchor texts (Harvey and Goudvis 2000). In addition, there is a 
section on older students at that particular stage of language proficiency that 
includes a vignette about students, strategy lessons, and a list of books.

These small-group strategy lessons come from our experience teaching 
reading comprehension strategies to English Language Learners. For the last 
four years we’ve collaborated daily, with improving reading comprehension 
the focus of our work.

Each small-group strategy lesson includes two sections: Instructional 
Materials and Teaching Moves.

Instructional Materials (what makes the lesson comprehensible)

•  Resources (realia such as concrete objects, photographs, illustrations, 
student work, music, video, technology, and field trips)

• Books
• Materials (such as pencils and pens, paper, markers, sticky notes, charts, 

graphic organizers, bookmarks, and strategy application notebooks)

Teaching Moves (what the lesson looks like)

•  Start-up/Connection (helping students develop background experience 
and use prior knowledge to connect to the lesson)

• Give Information (telling students what they are going to learn, why they 
are learning it, and then teaching them)

• Active Involvement (often occurs during the teaching as students practice 
what they are learning while the teacher checks for understanding and 
monitors and adjusts instruction)

• Off You Go (opportunities for students to practice what they learned 
with peers or independently)

The small-group strategy lessons in this book give an indication of what 
English Language Learners can learn about reading comprehension as they 
progress through the stages of language proficiency. We made decisions about 
what lessons to include based on how students responded. We picked lessons 
that motivated students by actively engaging them in strategy use. 

Not all of these lessons will be necessary for your students. As you work 
through the book, keep in mind the standards for which you are responsible 
and choose those lessons that match your students’ needs.
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The Nuts and Bolts of Small-Group Strategy 
Instruction for English Language Learners
There is no silver bullet for teaching English Language Learners. Language 
proficiency is a moving target, and each year in school the linguistic demands 
are greater.

Imagine chasing after a bus as it pulls away from the curb, running and 
running to try to catch up only to be left standing in exhaust fumes as it rum-
bles away. Or visualize Harry Potter. He’s in the midst of a Quidditch match. 
Flying on his broomstick, he swoops down to catch the nearly invisible Snitch 
only to watch as it darts off in another direction.

Kids learning English often find themselves in similar situations. It’s a fact: 
a third grader needs to be able to comprehend more than a second grader. 
Sixth graders need to learn about ancient civilizations while they are learning 
to read in English. As language skills increase, the expectations do, too. 

The strategy lessons in this book are kid tested, but they won’t help stu-
dents hit the bull’s eye unless their classrooms support them as they use the 
strategies they are learning. Based on our experience, certain conditions need 
to be in place in classrooms to support small-group strategy instruction for 
English Language Learners. Among these are flexible, data-driven grouping 
structures, supportive teaching environments, well-organized classroom man-
agement, and an understanding of the stages of language proficiency.

Grouping Structures—Data-Driven Instruction with  
Flexible Grouping

One of the first considerations with small-group instruction is identifying 
which students will work together. Flexible groups based on students’ needs 
provide opportunities for students to have targeted instruction for a short 
pe riod of time. Often, groups are formed just for particular students who are 
struggling with a specific strategy, such as asking questions. That means the 
groups do not always consist of the same students, as used to be the case, with 
the “bluebird group” being the low reading group.

With strategy instruction, groups are formed based on data. Students are 
assessed in a variety of ways to determine what they know about using strate-
gies as they read. Then instruction is planned based on the assessment results. 
After the instruction, students are assessed again and groups are reconfigured 
based upon their instructional needs. It is this ongoing cycle—assessing, plan-
ning instruction, learning, and assessing again to plan the next instructional 
steps and regroup students—that provides a flexible structure for grouping 
students. Small groups are not formed based on ability but rather are data 
driven, and students are frequently regrouped based on assessments.

One of the assessments used to form small groups of English Language 
Learners is the student’s stage of language proficiency. This information helps 
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teachers select books that provide the right balance of support and challenge 
and allows them to promote oral language development. Often small groups of 
English Language Learners may be mixed across stages of language proficiency 
because of other assessment data or numbers of students. In this case, it is 
important to provide plenty of comprehensible input (such as pictures, realia, 
and hands-on activities) and scaffolding to make sure all students in the group 
have access to the lessons and comprehend the instruction.

While teachers are working with students in a small group, there’s 
always the question, What are the others in the classroom doing? Providing 
high-quality activities that engage the rest of the class in literacy learning is 
an important consideration with small-group instruction. Debbie Diller has 
written two books that provide solutions for this dilemma. Literacy Work 
Stations includes activities appropriate for primary students, and her new 
book Practice with Purpose: Literary Work Stations for Grades 3–6 adds 
activities for the intermediate grades. Many of these ideas are also appropriate 
for English Language Learners.

Teaching Environments
A variety of teaching environments can support small-group instruction. 
We’ve worked in three different configurations plus after-school tutoring.

Workshops in Regular Class Settings

The whole class participates in a variety of independent activities designed to 
enhance instruction while the teacher works with a small group for strategy 
instruction. Usually, the teacher has previously done mini-lessons with the 
whole class to teach the strategy and wants to do additional teaching and  
follow-up, targeting English Language Learners. Students who are not in the 
small group frequently do independent reading as part of their workshop 
activities. In some instances, an additional teacher works in the classroom in 
coordination with the classroom teacher during this time.

Flexible Grouping (Centers, Rotations, Work Stations)

The whole class is divided into flexible groups based on certain criteria. The 
criteria change based on instructional needs, so the students in the groups are 
frequently changing as well. One purpose for grouping is to provide strategy 
instruction that matches the stage of language proficiency of English Language 
Learners. Students participate in one to four different groups each day, 
depending on the class format. Most often our groups include as many as five 
students. We find that more than five in a group restricts the amount of con-
versation and learning that takes place. We usually choose our groups based on 
the stage of language proficiency and strategy assessments. Groups often span 
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more than one stage. In that case, it is important to be flexible and carefully 
observe how students comprehend the lessons so we can adjust instruction.

Pull-out Classes

Students leave their classrooms to participate in small-group strategy instruc-
tion with a “pull-out” teacher. Often this teacher works with programs for 
Title 1 and/or English Language Learners. Will these lessons work on their 
own, isolated from classroom contexts? A skilled teacher in a pull-out setting 
such as ELD, ESOL, or ESL can make these lessons work. However, constant 
communication with the classroom teacher facilitates students’ integration of 
strategies into classroom activities.

Classroom Management
It won’t matter how wonderful the small-group strategy lessons are or how 
much time the teacher spends planning if classroom management to support 
small-group instruction is not in place. Remember the teacher who said, “But 
you know how my kids act during workshop time. They are all over the 
place.” Small-group instruction works only when classroom routines support 
independence.

Expectations and Standards for Behavior

To set the expectations and standards for behavior during small-group instruc-
tion, we use three simple guidelines, posted on a large wall chart.

Expectations and Standards for Behavior

1. Respect everyone.
2. Follow directions.
3. Ask three, then me.

We teach students each of these expectations as part of our initial whole- 
group instruction. Number one—Respect everyone—refers to how we all wish 
to be treated. Number two—Follow directions—reinforces the importance of 
listening carefully and paying attention. Number three—Ask three, then me—
follows up on the idea that students need to take responsibility for their own 
learning. Before asking the teacher a question, without disrupting instruction, 
they ask three students. If none of the students’ responses meets their needs, 
they can ask the teacher. This limits interruptions during small-group instruc-
tion as well as teaching a strategy for developing independence as a learner. 
Additionally, it helps the teacher monitor what students understand about their 

© H
aw

ke
r B

row
nlo

w E
du

ca
tio

n



Introduction

© 2018 Hawker Brownlow Education • 9781760564032 • SHP4032 9

assignments. If three other students cannot satisfactorily answer the student’s 
question, the information probably needs to be restated to the whole group.

To teach these expectations we discuss each one separately, asking the stu-
dents to think about what it means and then to draw an illustration of what it 
looks like. Each student shares his or her work with a small group and keeps 
the illustration in a notebook to refer to from time to time. Just like we teach 
each strategy, we carefully teach each of these expectations so that we can 
hold students accountable for their behavior.

Teaching the Desired Behaviors

We want our small-group strategy instruction to go smoothly, so we keep 
interruptions to a minimum. When we teach other students in the classroom 
to work independently as we teach a small group, they accept more responsi-
bility for their learning. To facilitate a gradual release of responsibility to the 
students, we begin by having all students do the same activity before we even 
start working with small groups.

For example, we want all students in our classrooms to participate in inde-
pendent reading. Before we start small-group instruction, we teach them how 
to do this. We give them a rubric by which to judge their independent reading.

Independent Reading Rubric

1. Oops! I wasted precious reading time.
2. So-so . . .  I read some of the time. I used strategies to help me under-

stand what I was reading.
3. Good! I read most of the time. I used strategies to help me understand 

what I was reading.
4. Wow!  I read the whole time. I used strategies to help me understand 

what I was reading.

Adapted from a photograph in The Art of Teaching Reading (Calkins 2001)

After a whole-class discussion of the criteria from the rubric, everyone 
reads independently for a set period of time, usually fifteen to thirty minutes, 
and then evaluates their reading based on the rubric. This self-evaluation has 
a profound effect on students’ behavior during independent reading. They can 
easily see where they fall on the rubric and what they need to do to improve.

After we teach independent reading using the rubric, we choose a small 
group of students for strategy instruction. The rest of the students are reading 
independently following the rubric and the Expectations and Standards for 
Behavior that are posted on a large wall chart. Students keep track of their 
rubric scores for independent reading as a self-assessment and write a reflec-
tion once a month. Teaching independent reading to the whole group before 
starting small-group instruction provides an activity that engages students 
in applying strategies and gradually releases responsibility to them while the 
teacher works with small groups.
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