
Thinking in English:  
Building	  Cri+cal	  Literacy	  with	  Refugee	  English	  Learners	  

Abstract	  of	  the	  Thesis	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  There	  is	  a	  very	  unique	  popula+on	  of	  students	  who	  are	  not	  o=en	  represented	  in	  research	  and	  
literature.	  	  These	  are	  beginning	  English	  learner,	  secondary	  students	  who	  are	  recent	  immigrants	  from	  
areas	  with	  limited	  or	  interrupted	  formal	  educa+on.	  	  These	  students	  are	  o=en	  from	  areas	  of	  great	  conflict	  
and	  many	  of	  them	  have	  had	  trauma+c	  experiences	  before	  being	  reseDled	  in	  the	  United	  States	  and	  many	  
of	  these	  students	  arrive	  in	  the	  US	  with	  a	  strong	  desire	  to	  beDer	  their	  circumstances	  through	  educa+on.	  	  
	  
	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  The	  Thinking	  in	  English	  curriculum	  addresses	  the	  no+on	  that	  when	  English	  learners	  are	  challenged	  
to	  use	  cri+cal	  literacy	  in	  a	  series	  of	  ac+vi+es	  that	  include	  a	  common	  theme	  of	  goals,	  their	  language	  
proficiency	  will	  improve,	  as	  well	  as	  their	  cri+cal	  thinking	  and	  decision-‐making	  in	  rela+on	  to	  their	  
understanding	  of	  the	  educa+onal	  system	  of	  the	  United	  States.	  	  It	  was	  implemented	  in	  a	  large,	  urban	  
district	  in	  southern	  California	  where	  students	  were	  enrolled	  from	  a	  variety	  of	  countries	  around	  the	  world	  
and	  spoke	  a	  variety	  of	  languages	  and	  dialects.	  	  Over	  a	  series	  of	  ac+vi+es,	  the	  students	  were	  challenged	  to	  
think	  cri+cally	  through	  recep+ve	  and	  expressive	  tasks	  that	  built	  on	  a	  theme	  of	  goals	  and	  provided	  them	  
appropriate	  scaffolding	  to	  meet	  their	  language	  needs.	  	  The	  data	  shows	  that	  students	  with	  limited	  prior	  
educa+on	  with	  very	  beginning	  English	  proficiency	  can	  successfully	  improve	  their	  proficiency	  while	  also	  
building	  cri+cal	  literacy	  that	  will	  help	  them	  become	  more	  successful	  as	  members	  of	  the	  social	  and	  
educa+onal	  community	  of	  the	  United	  States.	  
	  	  

Context	  of	  the	  study:	  
	  
	  -‐	  Diverse	  neighborhood	  of	  City	  Heights	  
	  	  	  	  in	  San	  Diego,	  California	  
	  
	  	  
	  
-‐	  high	  school	  English	  as	  a	  second	  language	  classroom	  
	  
	  
	  
	  -‐	  classroom	  seOng	  with	  mul+ple	  languages	  spoken	  by	  students	  	  	  	  
	  	  	  	  from	  a	  variety	  of	  countries	  around	  the	  world	  

	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Frameworks	  and	  how	  they	  were	  applied	  and	  shaped	  the	  project:	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  
	  

Design/ImplementaAon	  of	  the	  project:	  
	  
•  Five	  Ac+vi+es	  over	  a	  course	  of	  four	  months	  	  

•  Unifying	  theme	  of	  goals	  
	  
•  Recep+ve	  and	  expressive	  tasks	  
	  
	  
Ac+vity	  One	  –	  I	  Have	  a	  Dream,	  too!	  
Ø  Students	  read	  and	  listened	  to	  “I	  Have	  a	  Dream”	  and	  analyzed	  it	  to	  study	  Dr.	  Mar+n	  

Luther	  King,	  Jr.’s	  goals.	  	  They	  then	  wrote	  original	  speeches	  about	  their	  own	  goals	  for	  
their	  future.	  

	  
Ac+vity	  Two	  –	  Photo	  Gallery	  
Ø  Students	  studied	  a	  collec+on	  of	  photos	  to	  determine	  what	  the	  subject	  or	  the	  

photographer’s	  goals	  were.	  	  The	  students	  then	  took	  photos	  that	  represented	  their	  own	  
goals.	  

	  
Ac+vity	  Three	  –	  A-‐G	  Pathway	  to	  Gradua+on	  
Ø  Students	  filled	  out	  a	  four-‐year	  schedule	  planner	  of	  high	  school	  courses	  and	  studied	  an	  

ar+cle	  and	  an	  accompanying	  presenta+on	  about	  the	  A-‐G	  requirements	  for	  gradua+on.	  	  
A=er	  the	  ar+cle	  and	  presenta+on,	  they	  were	  given	  the	  opportunity	  to	  redo	  their	  planner	  
for	  gradua+on.	  	  

	  
Ac+vity	  Four	  –	  Art	  Analysis	  
Ø  Students	  studied	  a	  portrait	  and	  a	  sculpture	  and	  analyzed	  both	  to	  determine	  what	  they	  

thought	  the	  subject	  and/or	  the	  ar+st’s	  goals	  were.	  	  They	  then	  chose	  to	  do	  either	  a	  
pain+ng	  or	  a	  sculpture	  of	  their	  own	  that	  represented	  their	  own	  goals.	  

	  
Ac+vity	  Five	  –	  Visual	  Storytelling	  
Ø  Students	  read	  and	  analyzed	  a	  story,	  More	  Than	  Anything	  Else,	  by	  Marie	  Bradby	  and	  

studied	  how	  the	  main	  character	  set	  and	  took	  steps	  to	  achieve	  his	  biggest	  goal.	  	  They	  then	  
wrote	  their	  own,	  visually	  rich	  stories	  to	  explain	  what	  is	  their	  own	  biggest	  goal	  and	  how	  
they	  planned	  to	  accomplish	  it.	  

	  

EvaluaAon	  of	  the	  project:	  
	  
	  
Goal	  #1	  -‐	  New	  arrival	  students	  with	  interrupted	  formal	  educa+on	  will	  improve	  English	  language	  proficiency	  to	  
enable	  them	  to	  successfully	  take	  part	  in	  mainstream	  classes.	  
ü  Finding	  1:	  	  Students	  were	  highly	  engaged	  and	  moAvated	  in	  acAviAes	  and	  were	  moAvated	  to	  improve	  

their	  proficiency	  in	  the	  four	  modaliAes	  of	  language	  proficiency:	  listening,	  speaking,	  reading,	  and	  wriAng.	  

Goal	  #2	  -‐	  New	  arrival	  students	  with	  interrupted	  formal	  educa+on	  will	  be	  able	  to	  use	  cri+cal	  literacy	  skills	  to	  
build	  and	  use	  higher-‐level	  thinking	  in	  all	  of	  their	  classes	  and	  across	  a	  variety	  of	  subjects.	  
ü  Finding	  2:	  	  Students	  demonstrated	  an	  increase	  in	  criAcal	  literacy	  as	  evidenced	  by	  the	  increase	  in	  

specificity	  in	  expressed	  goals.	  

ü  Finding	  3:	  	  Students	  demonstrated	  an	  increase	  in	  criAcal	  literacy	  as	  evidenced	  by	  their	  performance	  on	  
the	  progression	  of	  recepAve	  tasks.	  

	  
	  
Goal	  #3	  -‐	  New	  arrival	  students	  with	  interrupted	  formal	  educa+on	  will	  make	  beDer	  academic	  decisions	  about	  
coursework,	  gradua+on	  requirements,	  and	  college	  and	  career	  planning	  to	  become	  effec+ve	  self-‐advocates	  as	  
they	  learn	  to	  maneuver	  through	  our	  educa+onal	  system	  in	  the	  US.	  
ü  Finding	  4:	  	  There	  are	  indicators	  of	  students’	  growing	  ability	  to	  set	  and	  pursue	  goals	  and	  successfully	  

navigate	  the	  system	  of	  educaAon	  here	  in	  the	  United	  States.	  

ü  Finding	  5:	  	  ReflecAng	  an	  increased	  sense	  of	  support	  and	  community,	  students	  were	  empowered	  to	  seek	  
out	  help	  from	  one	  another	  and	  to	  offer	  help	  to	  each	  other,	  regardless	  of	  language	  similariAes	  or	  
differences.	  

	  

	  

ImplicaAons/Conclusion:	  
	  
²  A	  challenging,	  and	  cri+cally	  engaging	  curriculum	  benefits	  all	  students,	  including	  students	  with	  interrupted	  formal	  

educa+on	  who	  are	  English	  learners.	  

²  Though	  difficult,	  it	  is	  possible	  to	  scaffold	  ac+vi+es	  to	  make	  it	  possible	  for	  beginning	  English	  learners	  to	  par+cipate	  
while	  s+ll	  leaving	  the	  ac+vity	  open-‐ended	  to	  allow	  for	  crea+ve	  and	  cri+cal	  thought.	  

²  In	  teaching	  recently	  arrived	  students	  how	  to	  be	  beDer	  understand	  the	  US	  system	  of	  educators,	  students	  become	  
more	  comfortable	  seeking	  out	  and	  providing	  peer	  assistance	  and	  are	  beDer	  equipped	  to	  be	  effec+ve	  self-‐advocates	  
in	  US	  formal	  educa+onal	  seOngs.	  
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Copy	  of	  a	  two	  page	  story	  from	  the	  class	  book	  showcasing	  students’	  goals	  and	  plans	  to	  achieve	  their	  goals.	  
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Students	  can	  think	  about	  their	  own	  learning	  and	  self-‐regulate	  their	  ac+ons	  based	  on	  their	  thoughts	  
Allowing	  a	  level	  of	  
autonomy	  and	  
empowerment	  will	  help	  
students	  develop	  more	  
intrinsic	  mo+va+on	  to	  
work	  hard	  and	  
persevere	  in	  school	  


