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Purpose 
 
Identify Ministry objectives and Board Improvement Plan goals that aligned with the 
project (align with Student Success, School Effectiveness Framework, and Leadership 
Framework). 
 
The purpose of this collaborative inquiry was to identify instructional strategies/interventions that impact 
on the acquisition of English language proficiency for English language learners in grades 7-12 who have 
limited prior schooling. This particular project is linked to a number of Ministry priorities, including: 
• Student Success/Learning to 18; 
• Student Achievement; 
• Growing Success – Assessment, Evaluation and Reporting; 
• Literacy; and, 
• School Effectiveness Framework. 
 
Project Question 
 
What were your specific objectives in doing this project? 
 
In the spring of 2009, the Curriculum Services Department of the OCDSB presented a report to the 
Education Committee that included a plan to address the programming needs for English Language 
Learners with limited prior schooling. Work began in two secondary schools and one elementary school 
during the 2009-2010 school years and was expanded to include one more elementary school in 2010-
2011.  
 
This year, two additional elementary sites have been added. Much of the work up to this point has focused 
on: identification of English Language Learners; tracking proficiency of English Language Learners  



Project Question (contined) 
 
through Trillium; support for ELLs with special needs; programs for ELLs with limited prior schooling; 
professional learning for teaching and support staff in relation to ELLs; and, cross-panel 
collaborativeinquiry focusing on differentiation for this group of learners. This project will allow the 
district to extend our learning and thinking from the collaborative inquiry in which staff was engaged 
during the 2010-2011 school year, by focusing on the following question: 
 

 What reading strategies/interventions could accelerate English language acquisition (i.e., enable 
students to acquire 2-years worth of learning to reading, reading to learn into one) for English 
Language Learners with limited prior schooling?  

 
As a district, this work is directly linked to our Board’s literacy plan and the goal of facilitating students’ 
ability to analyze and evaluate texts from different perspectives and communicate with a distinct voice for 
specific purposes. The intent of this work is to scaffold students in an ELD program towards attainment 
of the Board’s literacy plan and the goal of facilitating students’ ability to analyze a variety texts and 
communicate with a distinct voice for specific purposes. 
 
Method 
 
How did your project succeed in meeting these objectives? 
 
Please include a description of the process you used to collaborate, to collect relevant data, 
and to research appropriate indicators of success (e.g. surveys results, report card marks, 
attendance statistics, credit accumulation, EQAO scores, other data). 
 
If applicable, “How did your teacher collaboration project processes/methods/tools differ 
from those outlined in your initial proposal? Why were the changes necessary?” 
 
In November 2011, a group of 13 teachers gathered in a collaborative network to address the strengths 
and challenges of their grade 7 to 12 ELD reading programs. The participants, from 4 elementary schools 
and 2 secondary schools, were teachers of 48 elementary and 60 secondary English Language Learners 
(ELLs) in congregated English Literacy Development (ELD) programs. A starting point for their 
discussions was a concern regarding the strategies and conditions that best support the literacy 
development of English Language Learners (ELLs) in accelerated ELD programs.  
 
Believing that ELD students can succeed personally and academically when they are included in learning 
tasks with a shared vision of high expectations supported by appropriate linguistic scaffolding, the joint 
elementary and secondary ELD teachers’ network embarked upon a six-month collaborative inquiry 
process. This project was funded by two grants:  Managing information about Student Achievement 
(MiSA) and English Language Learners Policy and Program Implementation Project.  The findings of the 
inquiry were shared at the MiSA Symposium in Kingston, Ontario and at the ELL Policy and Program 
Implementation Project in Toronto, Ontario in May, 2012. 
 
Experienced in teaching intermediate and secondary students aged 12 - 19, most of whom are no longer 
beginning readers, one of the first tasks for the participating teachers was to address their own gaps in 
knowledge around how to teach reading, administer reading/running records to adolescents, utilize 
running record data, and conduct classroom-based research. Teachers decided that beginning with running 
records was the foundational piece that was needed to start the inquiry. 
 



Method (continued): 
 
Meeting once a month, the teachers adopted an integrated approach that began with the use of 
reading/running records and moved to guided practice that incorporated whole text, sentence and 
word/sound level work. Weekly quick-write prompts were sent electronically to encourage teachers to 
reflect in their MiSA logs. A teacher observational survey and a teacher self-assessment questionnaire 
provided a structure for teachers to look carefully at what they were doing instructionally, and to reflect 
on how this impacted their students’ learning. At the end of the study, student perceptions of their reading 
interests and skills were gathered in a student reading survey. 
 
Results  
 
Please attach a copy of evidence gathered, such as charts, graphs, surveys, data, etc. 
 
In September and October 2011, teachers began gathering student data using reading/running records. 
Some of the teachers recorded student reading levels on chart- sized data walls, while others created excel 
spreadsheets or recorded their findings in assessment binders. Records were updated at least once a 
month.  
 
In April 2012, the participants analyzed the student data, teacher observational notes/records and student 
responses on the student reading survey. The results showed an increase in student awareness of reading 
strategies that were supporting their comprehension of texts. As one secondary teacher wrote in his MiSA 
Log, “I can see how my explicit instruction of certain reading behaviours has led to an increased 
awareness of these same desired reading behaviours.” 
 
In response to a quick-write prompt, one elementary teacher observed: “ Before this year, I did reading 
records...unlike running records - which were completed in isolation, with unfamiliar texts and no pre-
reading or conferencing afterwards.  PM Benchmarks were my record of choice.” As the inquiry 
progressed, many teachers reported more flexibility and facility in using any text to conduct a 
reading/running record. They noted how valuable they found the information collected from these records 
for monitoring students’ reading abilities and for planning future instruction of decoding skills and 
comprehension strategies. 
 
See Appendix A for detailed information about changes in students reading results over the course of this 
project. A copy of the Curriculum Services Newsletter that describes the results from this collaborative 
inquiry has also been included as a separate document. 
 
Discussion/Conclusion 
 
Describe the lasting outcomes of the impact of this project on your teaching practice.  
What did the data collected and analyzed during your project tell you about student 
achievement? 
 
In April 2012, as the inquiry moved towards completion, the following observations and conclusions 
emerged:  
 
Grouping ELD Learners:  During the ELD teacher network debriefing sessions, and when analyzing the 
raw student reading-level data and self-assessment surveys, many teachers noticed that students at 
different reading levels often had similar instructional needs (e.g. problems finding/stating the main  



Discussion/Conclusion (continued): 
 
idea(s), difficulties with sentence structure, challenges with vocabulary, confusions with sounds). This 
observation changed teachers’ perceptions about how to group students for guided practice. Although  
earlier thinking was to group students based entirely upon their reading level, all of the teachers came to 
believe that a more effective basis for grouping was the need to intentionally target specific reading 
strategies (at the genre, sentence structure, word spelling pattern, punctuation and sound levels.) In short, 
in addition to every student’s quantitative reading level, there is the qualitative data around student 
proficiency in the use of reading strategies. Both types of data create the overall breadth of ELLs’ 
progress in language acquisition and literacy development. 
 
Instructional Next Steps:  Based upon many of the teachers’ reading/running record notes and MiSA log 
reflections, inquiry participants found that, while their records gave them information about how students 
were doing with various reading strategies (e.g. asking more questions, self-correcting more instead of 
just reading on, using images in text as well as the words as a source for meaning), they felt uncertain 
about the next steps in their guided reading program. This suggests that further professional learning 
about connecting strategies with instructional next steps is needed.   
 
Careful Planning For Guided Practice:  On the teacher self-assessment questionnaire, several 
elementary and secondary teachers wrote about how their students increased their learning when there 
was a clear plan --a sense of instructional purpose -- about what they as teachers wanted their students to 
learn, and what they would be intentionally looking for as evidence of student learning. These teachers 
concluded that careful planning for guided practice and conferencing is highly supportive of ELD 
students learning to read/reading to learn because student learning is by design rather than by chance. 
  
Data Analysis:  From the reading/running record data collected for the 54 student participants over a six-
month period, we found a wide range of gains in reading levels. Some students increased by as little as 1 
level, while others increased by as much as 19 levels. The most common number of levels of 
improvement was 7-9 levels, with 46% of participants making this amount of gain. Our analysis suggests 
that elementary students gained more than secondary students; however, our analysis at the secondary 
level had some limitations because there were relatively few secondary students who had scores over the 
entire six-month period (i.e., the secondary students were in a semestered ELD program, unlike the year-
long ELD program at the elementary level). 
 
  



Appendix A 

Change in Reading Levels Over a Six-Month Period (by gender, panel, and language family) 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Data suppressed to protect privacy. 
 



Appendix A 

Change in Reading Levels Over a Six Month Period (Whole Group)
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ELD and ESL programs are 
distinct programs. According 
to the Ministry of Education: 
 

“ELLs with limited prior schooling 
require English Literacy Develop-
ment Programs, which combine 
language learning with acceler-
ated literacy development.  Stu-
dents who require ELD support in 
English will likely require ELD 
support in all subject/curriculum 
areas. Given the appropriate sup-
port and instruction in literacy 
development, ELLs with limited 
prior schooling  can transition 
from ELD to ESL programs. Over 
varying lengths of time, ELLs will 
develop the level of English profi-
ciency that supports academic 
success and full integration into 
mainstream programs.”  
 

(Ministry of Education, Supporting 
English Language Learners with 
Limited Prior Schooling, Grades 
3-12, 2008, p.7.) 

Collaborative inquiry is a process where teacher’s examine their practices. In Collaborative inquiry is a process where teacher’s examine their practices. In Collaborative inquiry is a process where teacher’s examine their practices. In Collaborative inquiry is a process where teacher’s examine their practices. In 
short, it is “short, it is “short, it is “short, it is “getting to the heart of what we think will work and trying it.”getting to the heart of what we think will work and trying it.”getting to the heart of what we think will work and trying it.”getting to the heart of what we think will work and trying it.”    

    

                               - Jennifer Donohoo, Phd, MiSA London Region Professional Network  

In November 2011, a group of 13 teachers gathered in a collaborative network to 
address the strengths and challenges of their grade 7 to 12 ELD reading programs. 
The participants, from 4 elementary schools and 2 secondary schools, were teachers 
of 48 elementary and 60 secondary English Language Learners (ELLs) in congregated 
English Literacy Development (ELD) programs. A starting point for their discussions 
was a concern regarding reading standards for ELD students. All participants recog-
nized how helpful such standards would be, not only for their students, but for all the 
103 elementary and 175 secondary students in accelerated ELD programs across the 
system. Established standards would facilitate the monitoring of ELD students’ on-
going reading achievement as well as provide one of the indicators of student readi-
ness to transition from an ELD program into an English as a Second Language (ESL) 
program.  
 

From this starting point, the network teachers focused their investigation on identify-
ing the strategies and conditions that best support the literacy development of Eng-
lish Language Learners (ELLs) in accelerated ELD programs. By implementing these 
identified strategies and conditions, and observing the progress ELD students were 
able to make, the teachers felt that they would have information that could be helpful 
to any future development of ELD standards, and more importantly, would provide 
them with an understanding of realistic expectations for their own learners. Believing 
that ELD students can succeed personally and academically when they are included 
in learning tasks with a shared vision of high expectations supported by appropriate 
linguistic scaffolding, the joint elementary and secondary ELD teachers’ network em-
barked upon a six-month collaborative inquiry process. This project was funded by 
two grants:  Managing information about Student Achievement (MiSA) and English 
Language Learners Policy and Program Implementation Project.  The findings of the 
inquiry were shared at the MiSA Symposium in Kingston, Ontario and at the ELL Policy 
and Program Implementation Project in Toronto, Ontario in May, 2012. 
 

The following is our journey. You may find that, while many of our strategies and in-
sights are “good for all,” it was the factor of teaching with intention that stood out as 
an essential ingredient for the success of ELLs with limited prior schooling who are 
learning to read/reading to learn in an accelerated ELD reading program. 

Inquiry Begins with a Heartfelt QuestionInquiry Begins with a Heartfelt QuestionInquiry Begins with a Heartfelt QuestionInquiry Begins with a Heartfelt Question    

The ELD network teachers were curious about the following question: “What reading 
strategies or interventions can accelerate English language learning and literacy devel-
opment for ELD students?” The Ministry of Education indicates that ELLs with limited 
prior schooling must cover “approximately two academic years in each year to catch up 
to their age peers”  (Ministry of Education, 2008, p. 14). In order for this to happen, 
intensive instruction with “targeted support at the appropriate time” (Ministry of Educa-
tion, 2008, p. 14) is critical. The inquiry participants set out to identify the key elements 
of this intensive instruction.  



Teacher Moves: Instructional Strategies Teacher Moves: Instructional Strategies Teacher Moves: Instructional Strategies Teacher Moves: Instructional Strategies     

              Reading/Running Records: Data Informed Instruction              Reading/Running Records: Data Informed Instruction              Reading/Running Records: Data Informed Instruction              Reading/Running Records: Data Informed Instruction    
 

In September and October 2011, we began gathering student data using read-
ing/running records. Some of the teachers recorded student reading levels on chart- 
sized data walls, while others created excel spreadsheets or recorded their findings in 
assessment binders. Records were updated at least once a month. Teachers also 
gave their students a reading inventory and attitudinal survey as a way of gathering 
students’ perceptions of their learning. 

 

In April 2012,  we analyzed our student data, using teacher observational 
notes/records and student responses on the student reading survey. Our results 
showed an increase in student awareness of reading strategies that were supporting 
their comprehension of texts. As one secondary teacher wrote, “I can see how my ex-
plicit instruction of certain reading behaviours has led to an increased awareness of 
these same desired reading behaviours.” 

Theory in ActionTheory in ActionTheory in ActionTheory in Action    

The resources that we used to facilitate our understanding of the reading process were:   

• Marie Clay’s, Observational Survey ; and 

• Fountas & Pinnell’s, When Readers Struggle.   
 

To support our understanding of the collaborative inquiry process, we consulted:  

• Dianne Cunningham’s Improving Teaching with Collaborative Action Research;  

• the Ministry of Education’s Capacity Building Series monograph entitled “Collaborative 

Teacher Inquiry (http://www.edu.gov.on.ca/eng/literacynumeracy/inspire/research/CBS Collbora     

tive_Teacher_Inquiry.pdf ); and  

• the MiSA website (www.misaeast.on.ca). 

 

In response to a quick-write prompt, one elementary teacher ob-
served: “ Before this year, I did reading records...unlike running 
records - which were completed in isolation, with unfamiliar texts 
and no pre-reading or conferencing afterwards.  PM Benchmarks 
were my record of choice.” As the inquiry progressed, many teach-
ers reported more flexibility and facility in using any text to conduct 
a reading/running record. They noted how valuable they found the 
information collected from these records for monitoring students’ 
reading abilities and for planning future instruction of decoding 
skills and comprehension strategies. 

 

One inquiry teacher’s reading/running record data 

Many teachers in the study used running 
records to evaluate the reading levels of their 
ELD students. Running records can be done 
with any text. Teachers do not need photocop-
ies of the passages before completing the 

assessment. 

 

Experienced in teaching intermediate and secondary students aged 12 - 19, most of whom are no longer beginning read-
ers, one of the first tasks for the participating teachers was to address their own gaps in knowledge around how to teach 
reading, administer reading/running records to adolescents, utilize running record data, and conduct classroom-based re-
search. Teachers decided that beginning with running records was the foundational piece that was needed to start the in-
quiry. 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Meeting once a month, we adopted an integrated approach that began with the use of reading/running records and moved 
to guided practice that incorporated whole text, sentence and word/sound level work. Weekly quick-write prompts were 
used to encourage teachers to reflect in their MiSA logs. A teacher observational survey and a teacher self-assessment 
questionnaire provided a structure for teachers to look carefully at what they were doing instructionally, and to reflect on 
how this impacted their students’ learning. At the end of the study, student perceptions of their reading interests and skills 



Guided Practice : Intentional and Personalized Teaching Guided Practice : Intentional and Personalized Teaching Guided Practice : Intentional and Personalized Teaching Guided Practice : Intentional and Personalized Teaching     

    

By early January 2012, reading/running record data began to shine the light on the range of 
student proficiency in reading skills within every teacher’s ELD class. Some students in each 
class performed at the pre-reader/emergent level while others were transitional - more profi-
cient - readers. It became imperative to find a way to differentiate reading instruction to provide 
precise, “just right support” in a timely manner to all of these students. What emerged amongst 
the teachers was a growing appreciation that it wasn’t so much the reading level that was the 
critical factor here. Rather it was the reading strategies that the students were using that had 
the greatest impact on their reading progress.  

 

Reminded of the portion of balanced literacy called guided practice, teachers decided to incor-
porate guided groups and conferencing as a way of supporting students who had similar reading 
needs in the areas of decoding and comprehension strategy usage. Reflecting on the teacher observational surveys and logs 
when implementing these guided groups, common threads of thinking began to surface. Many of the teachers noted the cru-
cial need for their guided practice lessons to have a precise learning goal within a thoughtful lesson plan. One teacher wrote: 
“Including a learning goal, such as teaching a reading strategy or strategically teaching a specific letter sound pattern, has 
been helpful to me personally because it keeps me on track during my guided lesson.” 

 

One of the secondary teachers wrote in her MISA log: “While I may not get to guided practice as much as I would like to... it is 
the intentionality of my overall teaching and having a clear focus for how to reinforce a particular reading strategy with par-
ticular students that appears to be making a difference.”  Another observed, “It is hard to get lost in a small group of learners.”  

When students are reading in their 
primary language, text acts as a door-
way to meaning and new information.  
When students are learning to read in 
a second language, meaning is the 
key that unlocks the 
door to compre-
hending text. 

 

(Adapted from 
Cloud, 2009) 

                                       

Teaching Using an Integrated ApproachTeaching Using an Integrated ApproachTeaching Using an Integrated ApproachTeaching Using an Integrated Approach    

 

Many teachers came to appreciate the importance of teaching using an inte-
grated approach. As one participant wrote in her MiSA log: “There is no way 
around it… ELLs in an ELD program have to be explicitly taught how to decon-
struct a text in order to understand its parts. The parts involve everything from 
genre, the big ideas, and author’s message/main idea(s) to the very smallest 
sound level. Every part relates to the whole and the overall meaning of the text. 
Sound level work makes sense in the context of words, words make sense in the 
context of a sentence and a sentence in the context of a paragraph. And then, 
the paragraph makes sense in the way it supports the author’s message or main 
idea(s). Once students understand the parts, they are better equipped to con-
struct text for themselves. It is that simple. This fulsome learning is not some-
thing that happens by chance.”  

 

The need for “comprehensible input” is not new to many ESL teachers. Jim Cum-
mins has long documented the importance for ELLs of having a context for their 
learning before they can engage in meaning making. James Martin’s “The Com-
plexity of Language Instruction Model” provided us with a model for working with 
students in a contextualized manner.  In our network, we found that the more we 
used a text to work with whole-text ideas such as genre, main ideas and/or author 
message, and then used the same text for sentence- and word-level work (e.g., 
word choice, grammar, decoding unfamiliar words, looking at words and their 
sounds), the more the students’ level of engagement and ability to talk about the 
text in deeper ways unfolded before our very eyes.   

 

One teacher reflected at the end of the MiSA inquiry: “This is my 3rd year teaching 
an ELD class. This feels like the most important so far. I am teaching all 4 levels 
of text more regularly (i.e., letter/sound, word, sentence, paragraph). On average, 
my students are gaining 2 to 3 reading levels a month. They are familiar with 
strategies and can tell you the ones they are currently using regularly.” 

James Martin’s Complexity of Language Instruction 
Model : An Integrated Approach 

Slide from the Designing a Language-based Theory 
of Teaching powerpoint delivered by David Rose at 
the Seminar for Multilingual Research Institute, 

Stockholm, 2010. 

 

 

A secondary teacher works with a 
student in a guided conference. 



Further InquiryFurther InquiryFurther InquiryFurther Inquiry    
 

“Learning is in the doing” wrote J. 
Dewey (1916) and we agree!  Through-
out the collaborative inquiry process, 
we found more functional understand-
ings of how to teach reading, adminis-
ter reading/running records to adoles-
cents, utilize data, and conduct class-
room-based research. 
 

Should we have the opportunity to 
continue our research next year, our 
inquiry would be:  What are the fea-What are the fea-What are the fea-What are the fea-
tures of a comprehensive guided prac-tures of a comprehensive guided prac-tures of a comprehensive guided prac-tures of a comprehensive guided prac-
tice lesson plan that would, over a sixtice lesson plan that would, over a sixtice lesson plan that would, over a sixtice lesson plan that would, over a six----
month period of explicit teaching, re-month period of explicit teaching, re-month period of explicit teaching, re-month period of explicit teaching, re-
sult in increased learning for ELL stu-sult in increased learning for ELL stu-sult in increased learning for ELL stu-sult in increased learning for ELL stu-
dents with limited prior schooling in an dents with limited prior schooling in an dents with limited prior schooling in an dents with limited prior schooling in an 
ELD reading program?ELD reading program?ELD reading program?ELD reading program? 

 In April 2012, as our inquiry moved towards completion, the following observations and conclusions emerged:     

    

Grouping ELD Learners:  Grouping ELD Learners:  Grouping ELD Learners:  Grouping ELD Learners:  During the ELD teacher network debriefing sessions, and when analyzing the raw student read-
ing-level data and self-assessment surveys, many teachers noticed that students at different reading levels often had simi-
lar instructional needs (e.g. problems finding/stating the main idea(s), difficulties with sentence structure, challenges with 
vocabulary, confusions with sounds). This observation changed teachers’ perceptions about how to group students for 
guided practice. Although earlier thinking was to group students based entirely upon their reading level, all of the teachers 
came to believe that a more effective basis for grouping was the need to intentionally target specific reading strategies (at 
the genre, sentence structure, word spelling pattern, punctuation and sound levels.) In short, in addition to every student’s 
quantitative reading level, there is the qualitative data around student proficiency in the use of reading strategies. Both 
types of data create the overall breadth of ELLs’ progress in language acquisition and literacy development. 

 

Instructional Next Steps:  Instructional Next Steps:  Instructional Next Steps:  Instructional Next Steps:  Based upon many of the teachers’ reading/running record notes and MiSA log reflections, in-
quiry participants found that, while their records gave them information about how students were doing with various read-
ing strategies (e.g. asking more questions, self-correcting more instead of just reading on, using images in text as well as 
the words as a source for meaning), they felt uncertain about the next steps in their guided reading program. This suggests 
that further professional learning about connecting strategies with instructional next steps is needed.   

 

Careful Planning For Guided Practice:  Careful Planning For Guided Practice:  Careful Planning For Guided Practice:  Careful Planning For Guided Practice:  On the teacher self-assessment questionnaire, several elementary and secon-
dary teachers wrote about how their students increased their learning when there was a clear plan --a sense of instruc-
tional purpose -- about what they as teachers wanted their students to learn, and what they would be intentionally looking 
for as evidence of student learning. These teachers concluded that careful planning for guided practice and conferencing is 
highly supportive of ELD students learning to read/reading to learn because student learning is by design rather than by 
chance. 

  

Data Analysis:  Data Analysis:  Data Analysis:  Data Analysis:  From the reading/running record data collected for the 54 student participants over a six-month period, 
we found a wide range of gains in reading levels. Some students increased by as little as 1 level, while others increased by 
as much as 19 levels. The most common number of levels of improvement was 7-9 levels, with 46% of participants making 
this amount of gain. Our analysis suggests that elementary students gained more than secondary students; however, our 
analysis at the secondary level had some limitations because there were relatively few secondary students who had scores 
over the entire six-month period (i.e., the secondary students were in a semestered ELD program, unlike the year-long ELD 

program at the elementary level). 

Observations and ConclusionsObservations and ConclusionsObservations and ConclusionsObservations and Conclusions    
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