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Making Nonfiction Informational Text Comprehensible for ELLs	  
by Jo Ann Miles, edited by Debra Calluzzo 	  
	  

This article explores the challenges that ESL teachers face when designing and implementing 
nonfiction informational text lessons for English language learners (ELLs). The Common Core 
Learning Standards (CCLS) require that all educators be teachers of all four of the English 
language subsystems (listening, speaking, reading, and writing) and instruct across the content-
area curriculum. This paper provides a model for adapting and creating materials targeted to 
meet the various language levels and academic needs of the ELLs.	  

The creation of a nonfiction informational unit of study requires specific components that 
include a series of interrelated lessons in language arts, the content areas, and the arts. In a unit 
of study on the Arctic Snow Fox (which I wrote two years ago for my students), lessons are 
tiered to meet the new language performance levels: Entering, Emerging, Transitioning (Figure 
1), Expanding, and Commanding. Although the following unit was designed for students in 
Grade 2 who are currently designated as Intermediate- and Advanced-level language learners, it 
could readily be adapted for primary levels (K and 1) or elementary levels (3 through 5). As the 
Arctic Snow Fox is a nonfiction informational text, academic language will be made 
comprehensible for ELLs through a series of interrelated lessons that feature repetitive language 
through words, phrases, and sentences. 	  

Each day’s lesson features a different New York State literacy standard: a grammar structure, 
phonics, academic language (Tiers One and Two), comprehension citing text evidence, writing 
both constructive and extended responses, and study skills. 	  

The initial lesson is a teacher-led picture walk in a narrative style that uses visuals and realia 
that represent the story characters, e.g., “Once there was an arctic snow fox that was hungry and 
went for a walk on a cold winter day . . .” The purposes of this narrative walk are to: (a) provide 
schema for English language learners, (b) to develop listening skills for note taking and oral 
retelling;  and (c) make a connection between fiction text and nonfiction informational text. This 
transitions into a nonfiction retelling that uses facts and details. A question is posed, such as, 
“Did you know that the arctic snow fox lives in a frigid, frozen environment?” The use of an 
interrogative is deliberate because it engages the students and prompts them to think in an 
expository style. Realia is introduced to generate an oral language discussion that focuses on 
grammatical features. For example, the teacher holds up the replica of an arctic fox and asks 
“What does an arctic fox have?” A student might respond with “A arctic fox have feets.” This 
response prompts the ESL teacher to have a mini lesson about articles, singular and plural noun 
verb agreement, and irregular plural nouns. 	  
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The second lesson requires the students to discern the important ideas in the story. For 
example, the teacher retells the story, stopping between each paragraph to elicit from the students 
what the central ideas were. As the students generate the ideas, the teacher writes them on the 
board and the students, in turn, write them on lined paper (Figure 2). This writing exercise 
segues into an oral language activity as the students are asked to take the phrases and shape them 
into complete sentences.	  

In the third lesson, the students mark up the story by paragraphs, circling punctuation as they 
read from left to right. This exercise allows for repeated contacts with language, a silent and 
quick reread to develop fluency, and preparation for middle-grade “skimming and scanning.” 
The students then read the story aloud, as it has been targeted for their language level. 	  

The fourth lesson calls for a close reading requiring the students to answer literal and 
inferential questions using paragraph reference, and also to define vocabulary. In order to 
develop academic language and use of adjectives, the students do scientific diagramming and 
labeling of the arctic fox’s body parts. This exercise is a precursor to writing and functions in the 
same way as a graphic organizer. 	  

Grammar is the purpose of the fifth lesson. Using nouns directly from the text, the students 
are required to change irregular nouns from singular to plural and cite the grammar rule (Figures 
3 and 4). They are also required to write a complete sentence using that noun and varying its 
format: statement, interrogative, and exclamatory. 	  

The sixth lesson concerns phonics. Using words directly from the text, the students are 
required to identify digraphs, blends, and suffix s endings. 	  

In the final phase, expository writing skills are developed. To guide the students in writing 
their essays, an initial activity calls for them to write three facts (Honigsfeld, 2013) in the 
following categories: Habitat, Physical Characteristics, and Food Source. The next prewriting 
activity requires the students to organize their ideas by paragraph. Finally, the students compose 
a full-length essay, accompanied by an illustration (Figures 5 and 6).	  

The arts are included throughout the entire unit of study. Every activity allows the students to 
draw a visual representation of a particular aspect of the story—for example, “Draw a snow fox 
with furry feet walking on the ice and hunting a snow hare.” 	  

This model can be used in any curriculum area to meet the needs of English language learners 
in accordance with the CCLS for reading informational texts. 	  
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Figure 1 
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Figure 2. Standards SL.2.2 and W.2.8	  
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Figure 3. Standard L.2.1b	  
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Figure 4-Standard W.2.8 	  
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Figure 5-Standard-W.2.2	  
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Figure 6 –Standard W.2.7 

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  

	  


