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Quick background 
2004: SERP: Strategic Education Research Partnership: non-profit 

organization that partners with districts around district-nominated 
issues/ research and development arm is at the Harvard Graduate 
School of Education 

2006: Developed Word Generation – a cross-content middle school 
academic language program with Boston Public Schools and researchers 
around the U.S.  - available as free, downloadable curriculum-  

2010: SERP received a large grant from the USDOE-IES to modify Word 
Generation- for grades 4-8 grades tied to Common Core Standards with an 
emphasis on building discussion, academic language and perspective-taking in 
the early grades with a focus on science and social studies in the later grades 

2014: Developed new materials for grades 4, 5, 6, 7, 8- will be publicly available 
TBA 



CCSS Preface: Corporate Voices for Working Families, American Society for 
Training & Development, and Society  for Human Resource Management. 
(2006). The Ill-Prepared U.S. Workforce 
p  According to employers and college faculty, high school graduates do not 

have the skills they need to succeed. 
p  » 72 percent of employers rate new entrants with only a high school diploma 

as “deficient” in writing, 54 percent rate them as “deficient” in mathematics 
and 38 percent rate them as “deficient” in reading comprehension.  

p  » 70 percent of employer respondents rate new entrants with only a high 
school diploma as “deficient” in critical thinking/problem solving (skills that 
58 percent of employers rate as “very important” to on-the-job success). 

p  » 39 percent of employers are unhappy with recent high school graduates’ 
ability to apply what they learn to solve real-world problems. 

p  » 38 percent of employers believe that the graduates are inadequately prepared 
for the quality of writing that is expected, and 34 percent are unhappy with 
graduates’ oral communication skills. 

p  » About three-quarters of postsecondary writing, reading, mathematics and 
science professors say incoming students are “very poorly” or “poorly” 
prepared for college-level work in their content areas.  



CCSS attends to building these skills 
and addressing these “deficiencies” 
p  (although this preface seems to place the blame 

squarely on schools and teachers instead of on more 
structural societal problems such as the number of 
children and families living in poverty)  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Communication and Discussion Skills Strongly Reflected in 
the CCSS: How will teachers teach low-income and ELL 
students to:  
 
p  SL: Initiate and participate effectively in a range of collaborative discussions 

(one-on-one, in groups and teacher-led) with diverse partners on grade- level 
topics, texts and issues, building on others’ ideas and expressing their own 
clearly and persuasively. 

p  Propel conversations by posing and responding to questions that probe 
reasoning and evidence; ensure a hearing for a full range of positions on a 
topic or issue; clarify, verify or challenge ideas and conclusions; and promote 
divergent and creative perspectives. 

p  Respond thoughtfully to diverse perspectives; synthesize comments, claims 
and evidence made on all sides of an issue; resolve contradictions when 
possible; and determine what additional information or research is required to 
deepen the investigation or complete the task. 



 
What skills do teachers need to 
operationalize these new standards?  
 
p We generally do not offer training in structuring 

academic classroom conversations that build the 
previously cited SL skills in CCSS in our teacher 
ed programs (although this is changing) 

And teachers are being evaluated on their ability to 
operationalize these standards 



Commitment: Intentional efforts to level the 
playing field for ELLs, language minority students, 
and low-income students  
 
p   by apprenticing ELLs into effective language and 

communication skills we know are rewarded and valued 
by school and society 

p  by modeling discussion/debates  
p  By modeling academic writing  
p  We need to develop and offer professional 

development and curricula that apprentices teachers 
into all of the above 



Modeling matters 
Social cognitive theory posits that portions of an 

individual's knowledge acquisition can be directly 
related to observing others within the context of social 
interactions, experiences, and outside media influences. 
In other words, people do not learn new behaviors 
solely by trying them and either succeeding or failing, 
but rather, our survival is dependent upon the 
replication of the actions of others. 

But this is not the general model followed by schools  

   



 
 

Low 
track 
classes 

Middle 
track 
classes 

High 
track 
classes 

Mixed 
classes  

Minutes of  
discussion/lesson 

0.70 1.44 3.30 1.42 

Classroom discussion is rare and brief   
(Applebee, Langer, Nystrand & Gamoran, 2003) 
 

And it always has been (Gamoran & Nystrand, 1991)  

Evidence concerning  
the role of  discussion 



Word Generation: Theory of  Action 

 

Teacher skill  
in promoting 
discussion 
and debate 

Discussion 
 and debate 

•  Perspective taking 
•  Complex reasoning 
•  Academic language skills 

•  Deep reading comprehension 
•  Analytic writing 
•  Productive participation in 

discussion and debate 



A discussion-based approach with dilemma and 
controversy as foundation for engagement and 
building academic language 

p Word Generation 



CC shifts in 
expectations for 
learning Word Generation  

p  50/50 genre balance  
p  Text complexity 
p  Building content knowledge 
p  Perspective and argument 
p  Text-Based questions 
p  Academic vocabulary 
 

p  Engaging, informational, 
narrative, expository text 

p  At grade level text across 
content areas 

p  Weekly discussion and 
writing to enhance argument 
and perspective skills 

p  Intense weekly study of 
academic vocabulary 

Common Core Standards and WG 
 



 
Word Generation-T: Features 
 p  3 series (3 years of materials). 
p  24 week-long units  each focused on a set of 5 target words selected from 

the Academic Word List (AWL)  
p  Cross content activities: 20  minutes a day/5 days a week) 
p   Texts written at 6th grade level 
p  Passages written to engage adolescents in high-level discussions 

on nationally-relevant topics as well as on topics that are of great 
interest to this age group 

• Politics and Privacy: Do we need to know 
everything about a political candidate’s life? 
• Should amnesty be given to undocumented 
immigrants? 
• Should we label food that comes from genetically 
modified organisms? 
• Should you be able to rent a pet? 
• Should there be curfews for teenagers? 
• Junk food: Should it be sold in schools? 



 
Word Generation: Weekly Schedule 

 

Monday 
Launch  
passage 

introduces 
words 

Tuesday-Thursday 
Math-Science-Social Studies 

Friday 
Writing with 
focus words 





Math 
MCAS-type mathematics 
problems using some of  the 
target words	



a)  Students can work in pairs 
b)  Whole class discussion 
c)  Open-response (show/

explain how you got your 
answer) 



Science 
Page 1 Page 2 

Thinking experiments to promote discussion  
and scientific reasoning   
 



Debate/
Discussion 

Developing positions on the issue 
set out in the passage, to help 
the class frame the debate 



Writing/Taking a Stand Give evidence to 
support your 
position. 



WG-Enhanced- Grades 4-8 
*Develop new curriculum for grades 4 and 5 w/discussion, 

debate as primary driver, cross-content exposure to AWL 
words through engaging and age-appropriate dilemmas  

 
*Modify existing Word Generation middle school program for 

6th, 7th, 8th grade grades through enhanced science and social 
studies units  

 
n  Structured discussion is the driver  
n  Tied to content and Common-Core standards 
n  Incorporates perspective-taking, complex reasoning, 

academic language 







General results for WG-T 
-Program has been shown to positively impact second language 

learners as well as native English speakers on outcome measures 
-On average, 2 of the 5 words are used in each weekly essay; writing 

gains in final 10 weeks of implementation (data show 
consolidation after summer months) 

-Discussion-based approach and opportunities for speaking seem to 
be the basis for these gains 

-All students, if they knew 70% of WG words scored in the 
proficient category in ELA on our standardized test 

-Currently working on the analysis of data gathered from 4 years of 
WG-E 



Conclusion 
p  Let’s give English language learners and low-income students 

something to talk about- engaging them in the ethical issues of 
our day not only builds academic language but civic engagement 
which in turn helps them develop academic, social, and political 
identities 

p  Let’s give teachers the tools they need to operationalize effective 
classroom discussions so that they can apprentice and engage 
ELLs in daily discussion-based activities across content areas 

p  Dilemma-centered curricula, discussion-based classroom 
activities as well as systematic vocabulary instruction are 
together, a powerful combination for engagement, for academic 
language development, and reading achievement of our most 
vulnerable students 



Thank you.. (white.claire@gmail.com) 


