 SBE Staff Response to ACSA and the Californians Together Coalition
This document serves as a response to the concerns expressed in the documents submitted by ACSA and the Californians Together coalition to the State Board of Education staff regarding the Reading/Language Arts Framework and Criteria adoption.  Prior to this document, two separate summaries were submitted to all parties to assure that Board staff correctly understood the issues of concern presented.

This document is divided into two sections: 1) An historical recap of the development of the framework and criteria by the Curriculum Commission; and 2) Responses to Specific Issues of Concern
An Historical Perspective

Curriculum Commission Charge from the State Board of Education

In 2005, the Curriculum Commission embarked on its work to revise the Reading/Language Arts Framework.  Based on direction by the State Board of Education, the work of revising framework chapters 1-8 was limited to updating the framework to reflect new, confirmed research, statutory and regulatory requirements, and the policies of the State Board of Education.

Curriculum Commission Goal

The major focus of the Commission’s work was the development of the new draft “Criteria for Evaluation of Instructional Materials” (Chapter 9 of the framework). From the very beginning, the primary goal of the Curriculum Commission was to develop instructional materials to help close the academic achievement gap to ensure that all students in California’s diverse classrooms master the English-Language Arts Content Standards.

These criteria build on the experiences of the 2002 Reading/Language Arts Adoption which has produced significant gains for California’s students in those districts that have had time to implement their adopted, standards-aligned programs. It should be noted that some school districts did not begin implementing the state adopted reading/language arts programs until the 2002-03 school year and other districts began implementation in 2003-04.  Within this short time frame there have been promising gains by English learners.  However, the Commission has acknowledged that there is still much more to be done to close the achievement gap.  Providing teachers with all the instructional materials they would need to close this gap became the priority for the Commission.  

Research and Development Process
The Reading Language Arts Subject Matter Committee of the Curriculum Commission formed work groups that reviewed numerous papers and research studies to determine which areas of reading/language arts content and instruction were most critical to close the achievement gap and which researchers could best provide advice in these areas. The resulting issues that arose from the Commission’s review of the research which became the focus of the framework update and criteria development include the following:

· Oral and written vocabulary development 

· Academic writing

· Assessments to guide instruction 

The Commission invited researchers and authors with recognized expertise in these areas to provide information and guidance in the instructional design and content of instruction that would be most effective in closing the gap for all students. These researchers include:

· Dr. Russell Gersten, researcher in the area of English learners from the University of Oregon

· Dr. Robin Scarcella, expert in English as a second language and writing instruction for English learners and Director of the English as a Second Language Department at U.C. Irvine 

· Dr. Andrew Biemiller, researcher in the area of vocabulary, including vocabulary development in a second language from the University of Toronto

· Dr. Isabel Beck, researcher in vocabulary and language development from the University of Pittsburgh

From these presentations, the Commission determined that vocabulary differences present the greatest challenge in closing the achievement gap.  Researchers concurred that students enter Kindergarten with very wide ranges in their vocabulary.  The gaps between high achieving and low achieving students may be as large as 2000 words in Kindergarten and grow to 4000 words by the end of grade two.
Based on their own review of research, guidance provided by the experts, and input they received from the field, the Commission focused on two areas: 1) strengthening the academic content of the core program in the three areas identified by the Commission, the field, and the experts (vocabulary, writing, and assessment), and 2) developing new instructional components to directly address these critical areas.

The Commission took extreme care to make sure that the framework and criteria provide teachers with the tools and materials they need to help all their students master grade level ELA content standards. Beginning instruction for newcomers that includes survival language and vocabulary instruction are required in many of the new instructional elements added to the criteria. Examples of the new tools and instructional materials designed to close the gap for English learners (including newcomers) and other students include:
· Strengthened and Improved daily academic writing and vocabulary instruction embedded in the core program
· 30 minutes of extra support through instructional materials and practice to provide additional help to struggling readers and English learners so that they can be successful in the daily lessons of the core program. These materials prepare students for the upcoming lessons (pre-teaching) or provide additional instruction and practice in key skills introduced in the core program in which students are experiencing difficulty (re-teaching) 

· A new 60 minute component of English Language Development instructional materials that may be used in addition to the core program to provide English learners with coherent, well sequenced and comprehensive ELD instruction that is connected to the themes and knowledge content in the core program

· Intensive Vocabulary Instruction designed to address oral vocabulary and language concept development in young children who enter school with vocabulary gaps and/or who are learning English. The purpose of these materials is to provide intensive instruction to close the gap in vocabulary and language development of young children beginning immediately upon their entrance to school

· A Reading Intervention Kit to provide new early intervention materials to help teachers immediately target essential skill areas (including vocabulary) where young students are experiencing difficulty

· Improved diagnostic and progress monitoring assessments to assist teachers in planning instruction and when necessary, providing early and intense intervention

The State Board’s Continuing Commitment

The Basic Program and its support pieces were designed specifically to teach the academic knowledge and language skills to students at all skill levels, including English learners at the lowest levels of English proficiency, to ensure mastery of the English-Language Arts Content Standards.  For those teachers who wish to provide more instruction and practice in language acquisition, the Commission proposed the new 60 minute ELD component. To conclude this section, it is important to reiterate that the Board has expressed a continuing commitment to achievement of the ELA content standards for all of California’s children.  It is within this framework of thinking that we respond to specific areas of concern represented in the two documents submitted to the Board.

Responses to Specific Issues of Concern

In this section, Board staff has formulated the issues that were presented in the documents submitted by ACSA and Californians Together into questions and then answered those questions.

Question 1:  ELA Standards and ELD Standards

What is the difference between the English Language Arts Content Standards and the English Language Development Standards?

Answer:

In reviewing the documents submitted by ACSA and the Californians Together coalition, the Board staff has noted a recurring request to “accept and utilize the English Language Development Standards for instructional purposes.”  This request is fundamentally at odds with the Board’s original intent when it adopted the ELD standards--that these are primarily descriptors for the CELDT proficiency levels.  Therefore, the Board staff does not view the ELD standards as content standards.

The Basic Program and its support pieces were designed specifically to teach the academic knowledge and language skills to students at all skill levels, including English learners at the lowest levels of English proficiency, to ensure mastery of the English-Language Arts Content Standards.  Scientific evidence supports the notion that English learners learn to read in much the same way as native speakers of English.  This is why the “learning to read” or “reading skills” standards in Grades K-2 are the same in both the ELA and ELD standards.  The scientific evidence confirms the choice to make those standards the same.  
Where the two sets of standards start to differ is in the language, vocabulary, and comprehension standards.  The scientific evidence supports the idea that as English learners learn to decode, they simultaneously learn language by instruction in vocabulary, comprehension, and writing.  In other words, it is through reading instruction that children learn the English language.  However, some districts wish to provide additional English language development instruction to support the needs of English learners.  The Commission recognized this desire when it proposed the extra 60 minute ELD instructional materials.  The Board staff believes that high quality, rigorous reading/language arts instruction is English language development.  Therefore, the Board staff is committed to high quality instructional materials to support teachers’ delivery of high quality reading/language arts instruction so that all students achieve mastery of grade level standards.  
The Commission recognized that many children—English learners, speakers of the African-American Vernacular, and other children who may have reading difficulties—need more time to access the ELA standards.  The additional support materials described in the previous section, provide teachers with these high quality materials.  Teachers can use these additional support materials in a flexible manner based on students’ assessed levels of skills and knowledge to provide extra teaching time to allow them to stay up with their grade-level peers.  

Question 2:  60 minute ELD Instructional Materials and the core Basic program
Why should the 60 minutes ELD Instructional Materials not be integrated with the core, Basic program?

Answer:

In order to adequately prepare students to master grade level ELA content standards in the core Basic program, teachers and administrators from across the state have expressly stated that they need the full recommended time indicated by the Framework to accomplish this task: one hour in Kindergarten, 2.5 hours in Grades 1-3, 2 hours in Grades 4-5, and 1-2 hours in Grades 6-8. There is a request for the Board to consider inclusion of English language development instruction based on language proficiency levels within the core Basic program instructional time.  This is not appropriate because there will not be enough time to devote to the ELA standards. 

Issues Related to Embedding the ELD Standards in the Core Program

There are several issues to consider related to integrating ELD instruction in the core Basic program and thus within the same time frames described above. Given the academic rigor of the ELA standards and the amount of time required to teach those standards, some portion of the ELA standards will have to be omitted to make room for ELD instruction. The question then is, what gets left out?  Children are held accountable for mastery of the ELA standards.  It is not acceptable to eliminate a third or up to a half of the ELA standards. 

As previously stated, the proposed Criteria for the core Basic Program provide for a comprehensive language development and literacy program. However, the Board staff acknowledges that districts may want or need additional time to assist some students in English language development.  This now is addressed through the additional 60 minute ELD Instructional Materials.  The Board staff supports extra instructional materials for English language development and views this time spent on ELD as an addition to time spent on instruction in the core Basic program.  Therefore, the Board staff does not support integrating the ELD instruction into the core Basic program.
Question 3: Proposed Program Option 6
Will Program Option 6 lead to improved academic achievement of English learners?

Answer
This issue seems to be based on the assumption that English learners learn to read and write by differentiating instruction based on language proficiency levels rather than by differentiating instruction based on assessed reading/language arts skills and knowledge. We do not agree with this assumption.  The evidence indicates that English learners learn to read and write in the same manner and require the same research-based instruction as English only students.   What English learners do need is to be continually assessed for mastery of the English-Language Arts standards (through assessments provided in the core Basic program) and be provided additional instructional time and extra teacher support to fully and successfully participate in the daily lessons of the core program. All the material required to accomplish this is provided in Program Options 1, 2, and 3.  Using language proficiency levels to determine what type of instruction a child receives or level of intensity taught is not founded in any scientific evidence to date.  What is supported by the scientific evidence is ongoing assessment of reading skills to determine what skills need to be taught further and what the student has mastered.
There is a question as to how an Option 6 program would be structured.  If students are to be taught according to language proficiency levels, then how would this be accomplished?  The Option 6 proposal recommends that children at the Beginning, Early Intermediate, and Intermediate levels would receive instruction in the program.  It is very likely that the teacher would have all three levels in the classroom.  Would the teacher teach the phonics lesson three different times to three different groups in three different ways based on the concept of differentiating the instruction according to language levels?  If so, what about the other components of reading/language arts instruction—phonemic awareness, oral reading fluency, vocabulary, reading comprehension, and writing?  Would the teacher differentiate based on language levels for each of these components and thus teach three different lessons for each of these?  This does not seem manageable for a teacher.
Implementation of Option 6 would require districts and schools to separate their students by language proficiency and provide different core programs based on students California English Language Development Test (CELDT) score levels.  These scores typically become available in February of each year. Districts will have to place students into core instructional programs in July/September based on a test not intended for that purpose and with test scores that reflect student language proficiency six months prior. 

Native speakers, as well as English learners at the Early Advanced and Advanced levels of language proficiency would be placed either in Program Option 1 or 2 while English learners at the lowest three levels of English proficiency would be placed in a separate core program (proposed Program Option 6). In this proposal, students in Program Option 6 would be segregated from their native speaking peers and from English learners at the highest 2 levels of English language proficiency. In this scenario, English learners at the lowest levels of English proficiency will not have the benefit of participating in classroom discussions and/or learning from their more English proficient peers. Only when they have acquired English to the Early Advanced level of proficiency will they be integrated back into classrooms with their more English proficient peers. 
Once English learners placed in Program Option 6 reach the early advanced level of English language proficiency, the district will need to purchase more instructional materials and transition these students to Program Option 1 or 2.  It is unclear how districts will transition students into a more appropriately challenging program when they have not had the same exposure to the ELA standards as the other students who have participated in Program 1 or 2 all along.
Question 4: Literature Selections and Decodable Text 
Should the Criteria requirements for literature selections be modified to reduce linguistic complexity and should the requirements for decodable text be modified to include “more natural sounding language”?

Answer
Literature Selections
The criteria requires “reading selections, including those read to students and those that students read, are of high quality, interesting, motivational, multicultural, and age-appropriate for students.” Literature selections and reading passages must reflect the required grade level genre and types of informational text described in the standards and provide a wide variety and grade appropriate amounts of high quality reading materials. All children should have the opportunity to experience reading and discussing challenging literature of all types. To ensure this, the framework and criteria provide clear and extensive direction to publishers about how core reading/language arts programs must meet the needs of all students including the learning needs of English learners, students who use African-American Vernacular English, struggling readers, and students with disabilities. 

The purpose of the core instruction and extra support is so that all students have an equitable opportunity to master grade level content. Instead of limiting vocabulary and complexity of content, the teacher is provided all the materials necessary to help students keep up with their peers and succeed in the core program’s daily lessons. This is done by preteaching new or difficult vocabulary and content, extra time to build background knowledge and concepts necessary to understand the reading selections, reteaching skills and concepts that are difficult, providing additional time to learn and practice on the structural features and grammatical rules of English, and providing extra support in grade level writing assignments. 
Decodable Text
It has been suggested that decodable text for English learners should take into account “more natural sounding language” in order to develop phonics skills along with language development. This is contrary to the purpose of decodable texts. The major purpose of decodable text, which typically appears as a sequenced set of short books that are part of the core Basic program materials, is to provide students with practice in reading words in context that contain those sound/spellings that they have recently been taught.  It is through this practice that students become automatic and fluent with reading text.  Its main function is to serve as a transition from a reader of simple text into a reader of literature and informational text. Decodable text is not the only reading materials available to students in the programs.  In addition to decodables, children are offered rich literature selections that can be read to them or that students read in which students discuss ideas and learn new vocabulary and comprehension skills.  

Why would we teach children to read text that has “more natural sounding language” when narrative and expository text are not the same as spoken language or “natural sounding language?”  Narrative and expository text are unlike spoken language in that there is a higher level of vocabulary and more complex sentence structure.  It is with this in mind that children practice their decoding skills with decodable text so that they can become automatic at reading words.  When this automaticity happens, their attention can be focused on understanding what they read.  During and beyond decoding instruction, children are taught vocabulary, knowledge content, and comprehension skills and strategies to become proficient and accomplished readers. 
Question 5: Equity and Access

What steps did the Curriculum Commission take to ensure that the instructional programs for the 2008 adoption will be fully accessible to all students?

Answer

Making sure that the core program is accessible to English learners, students with disabilities, students who use African-American Vernacular English, and struggling readers is an issue of equity. Ensuring equitable access was a driving force behind the decision-making regarding the requirements of the criteria. Instructional materials need to be easily accessible so that students do not have to struggle to navigate their way through the material. Issues of equity and access were addressed in two ways:

1. Accessible instructional design

2. Instructional pacing

Accessible Instructional Design
English learners and other students at risk of not mastering grade level content need to be clearly and directly taught. They need to be able to anticipate what comes next in the instructional sequence and what is expected of them so they can focus all their attention on learning the new academic content, skills, and strategies presented in the lessons. 

The Commission made a conscious decision about the approach to accessibility. They chose to develop materials that eliminated needless lesson complexity and learner confusion while maintaining grade level rigor and learning expectations by providing extensive instructional support.  This support includes extra instructional and practice time, to make sure that students would master grade level skills and strategies at the same rate as their classmates. 

In contrast, Option 6 would require instructional materials that simplify vocabulary and linguistic structures, reduce the density and complexity of reading materials, and reduce the degree of difficulty levels for student writing.   To be successful in school, students need to learn high-level academic vocabulary and academic content. They need systematic and direct instruction and ample practice to replace simple words and sentences with more sophisticated ones in their speaking and writing. 

Some examples from the criteria of the accessibilities requirements built into all program options include:

· Internal structure of the program within a grade level and across grade levels is coherent and consistent in the design of weekly and daily lesson planners and in the teaching routines and procedures used in program components. 

· Dimensions of complex tasks are analyzed and broken down into component parts; each part is taught in a logical progression. 

· The amount of new information is controlled and connected to prior learning, and students are explicitly assisted to make connections through direct instruction.

· Instructional materials include directions for:

· Direct teaching

· Teacher modeling and demonstration

· Guided and independent practice and application with corrective feedback during all phases of instruction and practice

· Appropriate pacing of lessons

· Preteaching and reteaching as needed

Instructional Pacing
Another important issue related to equity and access is appropriate instructional pacing. Appropriate pacing within a lesson and across lessons is necessary to ensure that all students (classroom to classroom and school to school) are provided equal opportunities to master all grade level standards. To do this, students must have the opportunity to receive quality instruction that covers the entire curriculum so they don’t fall behind. Too often in the past, those children who needed the most instruction, received the least. In many classrooms, instruction was slowed down so that not all units were taught, or parts of the program were omitted.  Doing this denies students the opportunity to receive multiple opportunities to receive instruction and to practice the standards as they move systematically through the entire curriculum. 
The criteria call for researched-based instruction and repeated opportunities to practice and review skills and content throughout the instructional year. Without this, students will not master grade-level content or be able to retain and apply the new skills and strategies that are taught.  With the advent of state standards and accountability, all children are held responsible for the mastery of the same standards.  This is what makes completion of the materials, which thoroughly teach the standards, an imperative.  The criteria provide specific additional instructional materials and support.  These are the materials and tools that teachers need to provide English learners and other students at risk of not mastering the grade level content. 
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