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OBJECTIVES 

★We will demonstrate a need for the 

development of academic writing skills for 

Beginner English Language Learners (ELLs).  

 

★We will describe an instructional method that 

leads Beginner ELLs  to academic writing. 



AGENDA 

★ Rationale – Why teach academic writing to beginner ELLs? 

★ Our Method 

★ An Example: Sequence 

★ An Example: Compare & Contrast 

★ Wrap-up & Q&A 

 



Academic language is the key to success in today’s 

classrooms, and students need explicit instruction at the 

word-level, sentence-level, and discourse-level, especially 

ELLs.  

      (Gottlieb and Ernst-Slavit, 2013) 

WHY TEACH ACADEMIC  

WRITING TO BEGINNERS? 



WHY TEACH ACADEMIC  

WRITING TO BEGINNERS? 

“the set of all words and phrases that  

(1) describe content area knowledge and 

 procedures,  

(2) express complex thinking processes and 

 abstract concepts, and 

(3) create cohesion and clarity in written and oral 

 discourse”  (Zweirs, 2005, p. 60) 

 



COMMON CORE SHIFTS 

● Academic language & vocabulary 

● Text complexity 

● Multiple genres of text 

● Writing using textual evidence 

 

 (Ernst-Slavit, 2013) 

WHY TEACH ACADEMIC  

WRITING TO BEGINNERS? 



ACADEMIC LANGUAGE &  

COMMON CORE 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.6-8.1c Use of words, phrases, and clauses to 

creation cohesion and clarify relationships among claim(s), 

counterclaims(s), reasons, and evidence  

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.6-8.2 Write informative/ explanatory 

texts, including the narration of historical events, scientific 

procedures/experiments, or technical processes 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.6-8.2 Write informative/explanatory texts to 

examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and information through the 

selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content 

 

 



Description Sequence 

Compare & Contrast Cause & Effect Problem & Solution 

(Akhondi, Malayeri, & Samad, 2011) 

ACADEMIC LANGUAGE &  

COMMON CORE 



● Academic language & vocabulary 

● Text complexity 

● Multiple genres of text 

● Writing using textual evidence 

 

 (Ernst-Slavit 2013) 

● Massachusetts adopts WIDA 

standards in June 2012 

● New focus on learning language 

through content 

WHY TEACH ACADEMIC  

WRITING TO BEGINNERS? 



ACADEMIC LANGUAGE & WIDA 



WIDA Can-Do Descriptors (Grades 6-8, Writing) 

According to most scales of English Language Development, ELLs begin to develop 

proficiency with Academic Language when they reach and intermediate level (Hong Xu, 2013). 

WHY TEACH ACADEMIC WRITING TO  

BEGINNERS? 



AGENDA 

★ Rationale – Why teach academic writing to beginner ELLs? 

★ Our Method 

★ An Example: Sequence 

★ An Example: Compare & Contrast 

★ Wrap-up & Q&A 

 



OUR METHOD  

Proper, systematic scaffolds, when embedded in 

familiar thematic vocabulary units, enable beginners to 

write academically in different text structures.  

 

  

 

 

1. CONCEPTUAL 2. WORD 3. SENTENCE 4. DISCOURSE 



AGENDA 

★ Rationale – Why teach academic writing to beginner ELLs? 

★ Our Method 

★ An Example: Sequence 
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AN EXAMPLE: SEQUENCE 

Applications 
 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.WHST.6-8.2 Write informative/explanatory 

texts, including the narration of historical events, scientific 

procedures/experiments, or technical processes 

 
Sequence 



CLASS CONTEXT 

• Garfield Middle School (Revere, MA) 

• Grades 6-8 

• Diverse Newcomer / Beginner  

• Spanish, Arabic, Portuguese, French, Vietnamese, 

Haitian Creole, Amharic, Albanian 



SEQUENCE: CONCEPTUAL LEVEL 

Use familiar pictures to build / 

connect to the concept of the 

text structure. 

 

Other examples: 

• Recipe 

• Daily school schedule 

• Daily routines 



SEQUENCE: WORD LEVEL 

Connect the pictures to the 

signal words of the given text 

structure. 

• First, To begin, At the 

beginning 

• Next, Then, After 

• Last, Finally, In the end 

 

 



SEQUENCE: SENTENCE LEVEL 

Embed the concept and 

signal words into the 

thematic unit students 

are studying.  Students 

use their knowledge of 

the content and signal 

words to describe 

pictures. 



SEQUENCE: DISCOURSE LEVEL 

Students connect their 

previously written sentences 

to form an organized and 

structured paragraph. 



Sentence Level Discourse Level 



APPLYING THE STRUCTURE  

Students read an accessible text and apply the text 

structure as a way to demonstrate comprehension 



AGENDA 

★ Rationale – Why teach academic writing to beginner ELLs? 

★ Our Method 

★ An Example: Sequence 

★ An Example: Compare & Contrast 

★ Wrap-up & Q&A 

 



AN EXAMPLE: COMPARE & CONTRAST 

Applications 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.6.2 Write informative/explanatory texts to 

examine a topic and convey ideas, concepts, and information through the 

selection, organization, and analysis of relevant content. 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.6.2a Introduce a topic; organize ideas, concepts, and 

information, using strategies such as definition, classification, comparison/ 

contrast, and cause/effect 

CCSS.ELA-Literacy.W.6.2c Use appropriate transitions to  

clarify the relationships among ideas and concepts. 

 

 

 

 



CLASS CONTEXT 

• UP Academy Leonard (Lawrence, MA) 

• Grades 6-7 

• Newcomer / Beginner class, 15 students from the 

Dominican Republic, El Salvador, and Puerto Rico, 

all Spanish speaking 



COMPARE/CONTRAST: 

CONCEPTUAL LEVEL Introduce: 

• idea of same and 

different and connect to 

terms compare/ 

contrast 

• concept through 

thematic vocabulary 

(body parts)  

• organizational structure 



COMPARE/CONTRAST:  

WORD LEVEL 

Introduce signal words. Use sentence frames to 

scaffold sentence-level writing.    

Compare Contrast 

Both are_____. ________.  However, ______. 

Both have _____. _______.  In contrast, _______. 

____. In the same way, ____. _____.  On the other hand,___. 

_____.  Similarly ______.  ________, but _________. 

_____.  Likewise, ______.   



COMPARE/CONTRAST:  

SENTENCE LEVEL 



COMPARE/CONTRAST:  

DISCOURSE LEVEL 
Model and co-

construct writing at 

the discourse level.  



COMPARE/CONTRAST:  

DISCOURSE LEVEL 

Some students will 

still need paragraph 

templates.   



COMPARE/CONTRAST:  

PUTTING IT TOGETHER 

1) 2) 



3) 

COMPARE/CONTRAST:  

PUTTING IT TOGETHER 



APPLY THE STRUCTURE  



OUR METHOD  

Proper, systematic scaffolds, when embedded in 

familiar thematic vocabulary units, enable beginners to 

write academically in different text structures.  

 

  

 

 

1. CONCEPTUAL 2. WORD 3. SENTENCE 4. DISCOURSE 



WIDA Can-Do Descriptors (Grades 6-8, Writing) 

IT CAN BE DONE! 

Through this approach, beginners are able to reach an intermediate level of writing 

proficiency faster and can apply these structures to more rigorous grade level 

concepts.  



AGENDA 

★ Rationale – Why teach academic writing to beginner ELLs? 

★ Our Method 

★ An Example: Sequence 

★ An Example: Compare & Contrast 
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QUESTIONS?  

 

 

Allison Balter, UP Education Network 

allison.e.balter@gmail.com  

 

Lindsey Mayer, Garfield Middle School 

ljanemayer@gmail.com  
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