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“We need to shift from a conversation about English language learners that is 
often steeped in deficit language about challenge and problem and struggle,” 
says Melinda McBee Orzulak, author of Understanding Language: Supporting 
ELL Students in Responsive ELA Classrooms (NCTE, 2018) . “By thinking in 
an asset-based mode, we are able to learn from our multilingual students and 
build on what they bring to the classroom as students.”

The recent book by the Bradley University associate professor is rich in 
practical applications, insights, and reflection for educators who seek to enrich 
their teaching. 

One such way is to be deliberate when framing and selecting class texts, 
and McBee Orzulak recommends a series of questions to consider when 
seeking out thematically rich and culturally appropriate text: 

●	 Does the text or lesson avoid negative stereotypes of the students’ 
cultures or any other cultures? 

●	 How does the text or activity include students’ experiences with other 
cultures and/or capitalize on students’ strengths in terms of background 
experiences? 

●	 What are the big questions at play that could link to other texts and 
experiences?

Thematic planning is beneficial to all students, McBee Orzulak says, but 
especially for ELL students, due to the opportunities to draw upon student 
experience, texts, images, and other content. 
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RECOMMENDED RESOURCES
While it’s wonderful that individual teachers adapt to better serve students, 
says author Melinda McBee Orzulak, when school demographics rapidly 
change it can be necessary to look at institution-level adaptations. 

For this, she recommends Schoolwide Approaches to Educating ELLS: 
Creating Linguistically and Culturally Responsive K–12 Schools by Sonia 
Soltero as a starting place. 

“If your school/leadership is desiring a culture shift in the way it uses 
language, this is a great text to help think about larger structural changes. 
It’s great if individual teachers want to better serve shifting demographics 
and diverse classrooms, but a schoolwide approach can be necessary as 
well,” McBee Orzulak says. 

At the classroom level, she suggests exploring the website ¡Colorín 
Colorado!, a bilingual website for educators and families, which describes 
stages of language acquisition and hosts a plethora of multimedia resources 
and suggestions (www.colorincolorado.org).

Viewing the divergent language experiences that students bring to the 
classroom also opens the door to an analysis of the way words are used to 
either empower or oppress marginalized groups. 

“There are language myths linked to deficit or racist ideologies that 
we can unpack,” McBee Orzulak says, “and these conversations can lead 
to better appreciation of each other as human beings. [Being] open to 
learning from each other and seeing what [others] bring to the table . . . 
makes for a richer classroom.”

PAUL BARNWELL IS A VETERAN MIDDLE AND HIGH SCHOOL ENGLISH TEACHER NOW WORKING AS A 
FREELANCE WRITER. HE CAN BE REACHED AT PSBARNWELL@GMAIL.COM.

Visit the NCTE Store to order 
your copy:
bit.ly/CC-Understanding

Turning the Page on Literacy. Visit our website: http://bit.ly/NCTECtJ2 or call toll-free: 1-877-369-6283.
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BECOMING A BETTER TEACHER OF AUTHENTIC WRITING

Ken Lindblom and Leila Christenbury

Ken Lindblom and Leila Christenbury return with the second volume in the Continuing 
the Journey series, this time focusing on authentic writing instruction for middle and 
high school classrooms. The authors draw on what research has taught them about 
writing—concepts deeply rooted in personal identity and real-world experience—and 
why we must teach writing accurately, effectively, and fearlessly. As in the previous 
volume, the book includes visits to an ideal Teachers’ Lounge, featuring highly 
experienced colleagues and well-known researchers in English teaching. Topics covered 
include responding to student writing, handling the paper load, teaching grammar 
and usage in the context of writing, and seeking real-world feedback.

Although once again focusing on a veteran English teacher audience, Lindblom and 
Christenbury provide a wealth of information, advice, and resources that will help 
teachers at any stage of their careers better support their students’ writing both in 
and out of school.
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