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2HOW FIFTH GRADERS ESL TEACHERS CAN IMPROVE

Part 1

Background

The literacy comprehension levels is a significant concern in many American states.

According to the World Population Review (2020), the National Center for Education

Statistics shows that 79% of the US adults have average English literacy skills. About 21% of

American adults are believed to have low literacy skills. However, statistics indicate that these

data vary by state. New York is rated as the second-highest state in literacy levels with a rate

of 77.7%. According to the NCES, New York is the ninth-state with the highest number of

adults with a bachelor’s degree or higher approximated to be 35.7%. The Literacy New York

(2020) reveals that nearly 3.4 million residents in New York cannot speak English or are

functionally illiterate. The Organization found that despite the high literacy needs in New

York, there are less than 10% Americans reported to be seeking literacy needs in the state

(Literacy NY 2020a). The National Adult Literacy Survey conducted almost three decades

ago in the US showed language use and literacy practices to be a critical issue in New York

(Literacy NY 2020b). The survey results are similar to the current literacy levels despite the

state’s dramatic interventions to raise these levels since 1974. Currently, there are 22% of

adults in New York who experience low living standards due to their literacy levels (Literacy

NY 2020b). Statista (2020) shows that about 21.2% of residents in New York have a
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Bachelor’s degree in 2009. Literacy is a fundamental part of school programs in the New York

and other American States. Most of the New York public schools are expected to select a

literacy curriculum that will cater

HOW FIFTH GRADERS ESL TEACHERS CAN IMPROVE

for the students’ literacy needs. Poor literacy comprehension remains to be significant

problem in the New York education system. The 2009 National Assessment of Education

Progress in the state reported more than 68% of eight graders to be below the basic level

(Hall, 2012). The detrimental effects of low literacy levels among New York residents’ life

show the importance of literacy comprehension assessment in the US.

                According to the New York State Education Department (2020), teachers believe

that students with high reading literacy levels are more independent and are likely to become

more successful in life. The NY Education Department states that reading is among the

foundational skills for learners’ personal growth and development. Students’ success in school

including excelling in their examinations are relating well with teachers depend on their

reading and understanding. In the 21st century where teachers and students are applying

digital platforms to learning, reading has become a critically functional skill. About 43% of

parents who have low literacy skills in New York live in poverty (Literacy NY 2003). The

New York welfare programs reveal that the welfare recipients stay on the programs the

longest compared to others.

                Teachers are worried that students with low literacy skills face daily living

challenges and are mostly unemployed or in the informal sector after school. The Literacy

Partners (2020) observe that children whose parents have high educational levels have the

strongest cognitive and linguistic development. Such children experience high academic

achievement and school readiness unlike learners from lowly educated parents. Students and

teachers with inadequate literacy skills are among the 46% of the New York residents who

spend about $232 million health care
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costs which are linked to the incurred medical expenses from low literacy skills (Literacy

NY 2020c). The American literacy crisis and specifically in the New York has been largely

ignored over years. Historically, literacy levels in New York have been underfunded and

under-researched. Nietzel (2020) is convinced that teachers working in schools where students

have high literacy skills climb the career ladder easily. As a result, they receive high incomes

and other socio-economic gains. Despite findings by the New Economy Study which showed

that low adult literacy levels cause New York and other American States to lose $2.2 trillion

annually, reports continue to underscore the importance of literacy providers and literacy

skills in the economy.

Problem statement

Literacy improvement for the elementary students is a crucial issue to be examined by the

current education stakeholders in New York. The state should prepare to deal with the 21st

literacy challenges among students at an early age to lower adult illiteracy levels and improve

people’s standards of living. Improving the k-12 graders’ literacy skills enhances education

success among a school cohort that would translate to significant socio-economic incentives
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for the New York people. There is a need to examine the New York education curriculum,

learning strategies, and professional learner management and bridge the large and growing

literacy gaps for the young learners to improve the future of children. Elementary schools

prepare students to read, write, and develop other skills that make them successful learners in

the future. The rising literacy challenge shows that policy makers, schools systems, and

educators have continued to overemphasize technical reading skills among students over the

years while neglecting learners’ literacy comprehension skills. As

HOW FIFTH GRADERS ESL TEACHERS CAN IMPROVE

a result, children from kindergarten through twelve grade develop weak literacy

comprehension skills which affect their reading and writing skills as they progress in life.

Therefore, a critical review of New York’s education system will improve learners’ literacy

skills and enhance their competence in the job market after completing school. This study

serves as a prerequisite towards the needed ongoing contributions towards early literacy

development.

Summary of the Plan

This study will rely on action research to investigate how schools in New York can

improve elementary students’ comprehension skills. Action research is a qualitative research

method that is very effective in identification of creative solutions. Emerald publishing notes

that this type of research method is organizational and participatory in nature and fundamental

in promoting an effective change process. Action research is commonly used for education

research due to the need for improved practice. This paper will provide a map that will target

the research. The map will identify the research participants, and the setting. I will collect data

from the fifth grade ESL teachers to investigate strategies that they can use to improve their

reading comprehension methods.

Setting of Study

The study will take place in Tracey school which is a public school. The school which is

located in Portchester, CT has a total of 415 students in grades PK, K-5. The student-teacher

ratio in the school is 14 to 1. This study will apply both the classroom setting and online

classes to examine the ESL reading comprehension and the different methods that teachers

use. The online classes will help deal with challenges brought by the COVID-19 limiting

physical classes. The study will also allow in-person
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examination of the ESL reading comprehension through the classroom setting. Tracey school

serves as the best study site for my research because that is where I am working currently.

Despite the COVID-19 pandemic, being a worker at the school makes the site the closest

resource with proximity to the study participants who happen to be my colleagues.

Area of Focus

The study will involve ESL teachers in the first grade. I will select only the teachers with

1st graders to make the research process more accurate. The first grade ESL teachers are the

first teachers that children meet when beginning to learn how to read. This study will involve

only four teachers within the ESL program in the school. I will also involve the 5th graders by

giving them the study instructions. The four teachers should meet all the ESL professional
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requirements in New York to participate in the study. The 4 ESL teachers are supposed to

teach students English in a variety of social settings and help them achieve academic success

across all the subject areas. Enhance student’s self-advocacy in English and teach them

effective use of learning strategies. The teachers involved must be empathetic to the

immigrant students to help them cope with the migration experience and stress. Teachers

should also be helpful with students’ English speaking classroom cultural elements. To

achieve this they must have prior experiences with English speaking culture. The teachers

sampled for the study are between 45 to 55 years with more than 10 years’ experience as ESL

trainers. The teachers are from the local area and have been area residents for over 20 years.

Two out of the four teachers

HOW FIFTH GRADERS ESL TEACHERS CAN IMPROVE

are Hispanic.

                The ESL teachers are considered as a critical learning resource for students that

have not mastered English. The study selected the ESL because it is a huge focus in the

education curriculum for schools that work towards reinforcing reading comprehension

among students with not English mastery. The ESL teachers help the ELLs students to learn

English by improving their fluency and comprehension. The ELLs students have problems

with mastery of concepts in other subjects like Mathematics, Science, and Social studies

because they cannot comprehend different concepts in this subject. As a result, qualified ESL

teachers help the ELLs students at all the English proficiency and literacy levels to work on

their comprehension and other literacy skills.

Methods of Research

I will make use of interviews and zoom calls to collect data from the teachers. I will collect

information about the current comprehension methods used by teachers and how they measure

student’s success for each of those methods. The data collected will examine the potential

challenges in reading comprehension among the students including having limited learning

time, absenteeism, large classes, lack of materials, inadequate budget, among others. I will

also ask the ESL teachers to suggest some of the most effective literacy comprehension

methods and their thoughts on reading improved reading comprehension towards advancing

professional development. The qualitative information from the survey will help answer the

question how to ESL teachers can improve reading comprehension for the fifth graders.

Research

The internal research for this study will involve collecting the current NY curriculums

through the teachers and the Department of Education System. Secondary research will

involve literary review on literacy comprehension improvement methods.
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I will use a power point workshop for teachers’ research presentation and then create a

feedback survey.

Conclusion

The research plan I have presented above will help with effective answering of the study

questions. At the end of this research, I expect to have established an effective way of helping
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the 1st grade ESL teachers develop an overall approach that helps them enhance literacy

comprehension.

Part 2

Literature Review

Introduction

Reading comprehension is a critical challenge in New York’s education system for over

four decades now. The low literacy skills among adults in the state is a concern for the state’s

education system. Literacy improvement is among the viable interventions that the education

system can adopt to improve New York’s literacy skills among young children and raise their

literacy levels even as they become adults. This study seeks to bridge the literacy gap between

the New York students in the elementary schools and the national literacy scores. The study

will review different methods that have been used to improve reading comprehension to

provide the most suitable recommendations.  

Body of Literature Review

Literacy improvement is not only important to a child’s academic success but also to their

communication development and development of conflict resolution skills. Akanwa, Okorie,

Ojeabulu, and Ken-Agbiriogu (2020) conducted a study among primary school children from

63 primary schools to assess the impact of their literacy levels on their ability to resolve

challenging issues and found the relationship between the two variables to have a significant

effect. The study showed the children that were more exposed to literature exhibited improved

communication and conflict resolution skills compared to their counterparts. The latter

showed signs of inferiority complex and stage
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fright. Children are taught most of the social skills at the elementary levels. These skills

which are related with their literacy levels help them to relate well with their teachers and

peers who they spend most of their time with. Dogan and Kaya-Tosun (2020) conducted a

study to investigate whether literature circles was an effective method towards children’s

social skills’ development. The results were consistent with the existing literature results

which reveal a positive effect of the literature circles on students’ sociability and

communication.

                Studies reveal that struggling literacy learners (SLLs) are low achievers and have

low literacy skills. Their limited literacy skills affect their reading comprehension and cause

them to have poor reading abilities. As Merga (2020) says, literacy research and interventions

towards reading comprehension is focused on the primary school years. A study to examine

teacher-perceptions on the barriers experienced by their SLLs in Australia revealed that

literacy skills gaps, home and school factors, learning difficulties, student attitudes, and

English language status were among the significant factors negatively associated with

struggling literacy learners (Merga 2020).  The study showed that there were high diversity

levels in barriers faced by the SLLs. The researchers suggested that the array of intrinsic,

extrinsic, individual, and group literacy barriers required dynamic interventions for literacy

improvement.

                Several studies assert that reading comprehension is a major problem with most

American students today. Almutairi (2018) examined different strategies to help teachers

improve their students’ reading comprehension abilities and found that there are many

activities that schools can use to improve third graders’ literacy levels. According to the study,

different reading problems require different reading comprehension problems. Teachers use

numerous
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criteria to identify the best reading comprehension strategies to use among the third

graders. The study revealed that students’ educational needs and abilities, prior knowledge,

pre-reading skills and reading level, third graders’ learning style were among the fundamental

factors to be considered when looking for reading comprehension strategies. Almutairi (2018)

suggested that maintaining ongoing and effective cooperation between the ESL teachers and

the general education teachers is an appropriate intervention for students’ literacy

improvement.  The study recommended schools to start comprehension strategies in early

grades where most reading problems among most learners manifest. Half of the teachers from

the study said that they were using reading comprehension methods to deal with reading

disabilities right away without having to wait for students to fail. However, the other half

admitted that they used the reading comprehension strategies only on students who failed.

Almutairi (2018) identified five subcategories of effective reading comprehension strategies to

be used among third graders. These included the non-computerized and computerized

strategies. Some of the first category strategies included the story mapping, graphic

organizers, questioning, thinking loud, text discussion, peer-assisted reading strategy, and

different grouping.   The study participants identified three computerized comprehension

strategies including the System 44, Fast Forward, and the Raze Kids method (Almutairi 2018).

These strategies enhanced students’ thinking, reading and vocabulary which are critical for

comprehension.

                                                                                                                                                       

                                                                                                                  

                A ten weeks’ experiment on fluency-based interventions among students in 6th,

3rd, and 5th grades showed that paired reading was more effective than any isolated fluency

activity (Neumann, Ross & Slaboch, 2008). The study showed that students’ awareness about

their fluency elements including rate, automaticity, and prosody enhanced their self-

monitoring ability and thus, their ability

HOW FIFTH GRADERS ESL TEACHERS CAN IMPROVE

to set improvement goals. Group activity ad collaborative interventions such as reader’s

theatre and choral poetry reading de-emphasized competition and improved students’ attitudes

towards learning. Duke and Block (2012) assessed the implementation of research based

recommendations to improve reading comprehension among the young children and found

some lagging. According to the authors, most of the schools pay much attention to the

student’s world-reading skills while neglecting other interventions like concept and content

knowledge. Vocabulary knowledge, and comprehension strategy use. As a result, students

from the 4th grade upwards have continued to exhibit stagnation in comprehension

achievement. Duke and Block (2012) believe that policy makers, parents, and the education

community have a role to play to achieve meaningful improvements in reading

comprehension among the American children.

                Many developed countries with inadequate labor force like the US rely on

immigrants for skilled workforce and population growth. However, most of these immigrants

use English as their second language and experience many literacy-related barriers. Adesope,
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Lavin, Thompson, and Ungerleider (2011) meta-analysis to examine strategies to improve

literacy among the immigrant students revealed increased competence in reading and writing.

From the three main interventions used by the ESL teachers on immigrant students,

collaborative reading proved to be the most superior followed by systematic phonics

instruction and finally the multimedia-assisted reading interventions. The meta-analysis

proved the pedagogical strategies to be associated with increased reading and writing

competence. Similarly, studies show that migrant workers’ children fail to meet the New York

state content standards in readability. An exploratory study to explore the potential strategies

to help migrant students with improved reading comprehension proved numerous methods to

be effective. Most of the teachers
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proposed comprehension monitoring and metacognition as some of the most effective

strategies in tracking students’ comprehension.

                Most studies on effective reading strategy for the last two decades have yielded

several effective reading strategy programs that ESL teachers can use to improve their SLLs’

students’ reading comprehension. An intervention study to teach university students different

reading strategies showed that reading skills are critical for lifelong learning (Koch & Spörer,

2017). The study which fostered the reading skills of primary school students showed that

providing teachers with information on psychological research is critical for effective

teaching. However, most teachers do not spend enough time to teach the university students

about the reading strategies. Most ESL teachers rely on asking questions and summarizing to

assess reading comprehension. The study identified scientifically based reading practices as

critical and effective for reading comprehension.

                The Literature in this study shows that there are numerous reading

comprehension strategies that ESL teachers can adopt to help SLLs students with fluency and

reading skills. Some of the references have provided new information regarding the

importance of reading skills on students’ communication and conflict resolution. Some studies

show that reading comprehension is associated with improved social skills among students.

This raises questions whether lack of reading comprehension among students is a significant

cause of low self-esteem and anxiety issues among young students. Though this information is

new, it is relevant to the study since it explains some of the factors to consider when adopting

a reading comprehension strategy to students. Other studies revealed information about the

challenges that cause poor reading comprehension among students. This information help the

education stakeholders to identify the most
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suitable reading comprehension strategies to adopt among learners experiencing different

reading problems. Generally, research from the literature material shows that there are

dynamic comprehension interventions that can be adopted by the ESL teachers. It is also clear

that group activity and collaborative interventions are the most critical strategies to help the

SLLs students with reading comprehension improvement.

Conclusion

According to the past studies, reading comprehension is a challenge that can handled by

the state education system. By understanding why students have low literacy skills in their
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fifth grade would contribute significantly to selecting the most optimal intervention towards

improving literacy comprehension. For instance, fifth graders with literacy skills gaps due to

school factors might require different interventions compared to those with learning

difficulties because of their attitudes or English language status. However, the studies

suggested collaborative interventions such as group reading, peer-assisted reading, and other

groupings as the best solutions for fifth grade reading comprehension. Teachers should

understand the students’ dynamics to improve the reading comprehension dynamics and

provide the most suitable intervention for every student situation.

Part 3
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