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IMPROVING NATIVE AMERICAN STUDENT OUTCOMES: 
ADDRESSING THE ACADEMIC LANGUAGE GAP PILOT

Catherine Johnson 

August 1-4, 2016

Today’s Objectives 
 Know what the research says about academic language 
development 

 Learn about NCCC Academic Language Development Pilot 
◦ Implementation 
◦ Results
◦ Successes 
◦ Challenges 
◦ Lessons Learned 

 Access resources to enable your teachers to implement 
classroom strategies that develop students’ Academic 
Language
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Which group do you represent? 

 School Staff 

 District Staff

 State Education Agency

 Other

North Central Comprehensive Center
Building Capacity to Make a Difference

Provide high‐quality technical assistance that builds the capacity of State 
Educational Agencies (SEAs) to implement, support, scale up, and sustain initiatives
statewide to lead and support their districts and schools in improving student 
outcomes
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North Central Comprehensive Center
Tribal Reservations in the Region 

Developed in collaborationwith Indian 
Education directors and other SEA staff from 
our region

Year 1 Pilot Schools – Middle School Focus 
(grades 5‐8)

Building human capacity
Focusing teacher practice with academic 
language instruction 

Evolution of the Academic Language Development 
Pilot Project 
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Achievement Gap… or Academic Language Gap?

In order to succeed in school, all students need opportunities to develop 
abilities to use language that is associated with learning content domains…the 
development of language and literacy is one of the most important 
factors…and has been increasingly cited as a major contributor to gaps in 
achievement. 

~Anstrom et. al., 2010; Francis, Rivera, Lesaux, Kieffer, & Rivera

“There are no native speakers of academic language” 

~Wong-Fillmore

Everyone is an Academic Language Learner = ALL™

What is academic language?  

Vocabulary of Content

Syntax of Content 

Discourse of Content

Adapted from: http://www.aldnetwork.org/O’Hara, Zwiers & Prichard
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Providing Opportunity – Reciprocal Teaching 

Reciprocal Teaching is a cooperative learning structure in which 
students engage in extended discourse about their 
comprehension/problem solving and shared learning experience

Readers:
 Summarize
 Clarify
 Question
 Predict 

Mathematicians:
 Clarify
 Plan 
 Question 
 Summarize 

• 30 years of research (Brown & Palinscar) 
showing it significantly accelerates 
learning 

• Robert Marzano, effect size = .86
• John Hattie, effect size = .74

• Most research is in language arts-
emerging math practice

WHY RECIPROCAL TEACHING?
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ALL™ Pilot Project‐ Participants

Middle Schools (grades 5‐8)
 Wolf Creek Upper ES‐Mission, SD
 Niobrara Public School‐ Niobrara, NE

14 (12) teachers of 5th‐8th grade 
students

 64% female; 36% male 

 93% Caucasian/white;7% minority 

 50% ELA; 36% Math Teachers; 
14% multiple/other

Students 
 Wolf Creek‐158 students 100% 

Native American

 Niobrara‐ 56 students 68% Native 
American 

Year 1: 2014‐2015  Year 2: 2015‐2016 
Middle Schools (grades 5‐8)
 Tiospa Zina Tribal School, Agency Village SD
 Omaha Nation Public School – Macy, NE
 Arapahoe Middle School, Arapahoe, WY 

(joined mid‐year)

 19 teachers of 5th‐8th grade students
 47% female; 53% male 

 68% Caucasian/white; 32% minority 

 42% ELA; 26% Math teachers; 
 32% multiple/other

Students 
TZTS ‐106 students 100% Native American

Omaha Nation‐ 112 students 100% Native 
American 

Arapahoe‐115 students 99% Native American 

Professional Development:
1.5 Day Initial Training – Sioux Falls, SD (July)
Virtual support (yr1) – Reciprocal Teaching in Action Training Series 
Monthly Webinars (yr2) (focus varies) 

Implementation (started September)

 Schools developed implementing calendar (yr2) to use of reciprocal teaching.

 Ongoing coaching & materials for teachers 

Ongoing monitoring/supporting:
Data Collection
Classroom Observations‐ virtual observation tool (yr2)

Demonstration teaching (yr2)

Face‐to‐face and virtual coaching  

Pilot Components
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Pilot Goal: Changing Teacher Practice

Focus questions (continuous improvement): 
o How confident are teachers to introduce & implement reciprocal teaching (RT) in 
their classrooms after the training?

o How frequently do teachers use reciprocal teaching in their classrooms?
o What are teachers’ successes in using RT?
o What are teachers’ challenges in using RT?
o What other supports do teachers need to implement RT?
o Are students engaged during RT?
o What are students’ perceptions of using RT during the learning process?

Data Collection: 
o Pre/post training survey
o Teacher surveys (implementation logs)
o Classroom observations
o Student focus groups 

Teacher Pre & Post Survey Results 

*AL = Academic Language structures
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Instructional Training Videos

Reciprocal Teaching in Action 
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Year 1: Teacher Survey Results 
(Implementation Logs) 
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Year 1: What teachers said….

+ It has made me more aware to at least give the students opportunity to 
share with a partner before sharing out loud...that way they have more 
confidence in their answer.

+ Team, pair, share is something my students can do. I have many who, 
traditionally, do not speak up. In small groups, with people they are 
comfortable, they open up a bit.

+ The highlight moment was a lower level student encouraging the advanced 
student to find a different solution. 

Δ Taking the time needed to implement it correctly due to testing and other 
obligations of students.

Δ It has been a challenge to have students apply knowledge let alone in a 
process that takes so many steps.

Δ Trying yet to distinguish the difference of the clarifier and questioner. They 
seem to have the same thoughts or roles.

Year 1: Student Focus groups- Results 
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Choices: more this year, more last year, about the same, I’m not sure
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+ “This year, we learned way more probably with reciprocal teaching…”

+ Students indicated they helped each other figure out problems if they needed 
help,

+ “My grades are way better now” (some students were unsure) 

+ Students agreed that they felt more confident in their understanding of topics 
when in the RT groups, and sometimes, they felt more engaged.

+ “I think it's easier to learn about the subject because the more people that 
learn about it the easier it gets, but it was kinda hard because like you had to 
agree with your whole group, but if you're by yourself you can just be like B or 
C”.

+ “So when you are at work and when someone needs help you can just help 
them along the way” (when asked if learning this way would help them in a 
job). 

 One student indicated that students may argue over roles, so it’s better off the 
teacher picking

Year 1: What students said…. 

Changes in Year 2: 

Narrowed focus from Academic Talk to Reciprocal Teaching 

Demonstration Teaching in lieu of observation 1

Focus on grouping and introduction of RT to students 

Video observations for #2

No change for observation #3 
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Changes for Year 3: 

 Increase engagement of school leadership

 Foster greater collaboration among teacher participants 

 Focus on basics of increasing student discourse in class

 Continue with demonstration teaching

 Greater emphasis on intentional grouping

YR 2: How are students grouped for RT?      
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YR 2: How is RT introduced to students? 
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Teacher Comments‐ Successes
• Students had better understanding of reading subject

• Students seemed more engaged

• Students self confidence rose, they were more attentive/responsive

• Students were able to help each others who may have been absent/didn’t 
understand through explanation and demonstration of processes

• Students created their own “teacher‐like” questions

• Student using academic language when describing a painting to classmate

• Students are more independent when working in groups 

• Students recognized RT from another class and were able to use prior 
knowledge

• Students willingness to try it 

• Classes who have done this before were able to attain great 
success/retention

• Students are beginning to work together/getting better
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Teacher comments‐ Challenges 
• Getting students to critically think/understand roles
• Students not as willing to work (engage in activities) within newly formed 
groups

• Rolling out the program with limited knowledge/skills I felt I needed

• Implementing with chronic tardies, early leaves, pull‐outs, etc. 

• Students who grasp ideas quickly find the process superfluous –became 
disengaged 

• Keeping kids on task
• Having to start over with new students every 9 weeks 
• Some students are not willing to try it

• After lunch it is difficult to keep them on task 

• Learning curve for classes that have not done RT yet
• Trying to find right group dynamics

• Continued resistance for some students 

Teacher comments‐ Support
•Need additional learning/teaching strategies that can be implemented 
quickly

•More practice is key (x3) 

•More webinars/videos 

•“Quick‐fire” plan to implement at times when students come & go 

•More feedback about techniques from other colleagues‐ the more 
students use RT the more they will respond because it will be a normal 
part of their learning 

•Having McREL try RT with students was helpful for students to hear this 
was good from someone other that me
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One Teacher’s Journey 

Changing School Culture 



6/17/2016

16

Please feel free to contact me with any questions or comments:

Catherine Johnson
cjohnson@mcrel.org

Resources for math & reading http://www.nccc.mcrel.org/
(scroll to bottom “Reciprocal Teaching In Action”)


