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She Sells Seashells
by the Seashore

Things You Should Know
about English Language Learners

The person who suppos-
edly inspired this children’s
tongue-twister was Mary
Anning. She was born into a
poor family in the U.K. in
1799, one of ten children.
Mary had a tragic childhood
and only she and her brother
Joseph lived to adulthood.
(Note that in the 19" centu-
ry in the U.K. almost half of
children died before the age
of five.) Mary almost died
at the age of 15 months
when a neighbor was hold-
ing her while standing under
a tree chatting with two oth-
er women when the tree was
struck by lightning killing
all three women, severely
injuring baby Mary. Com-
ing from a poor family
Mary had an extremely lim-
ited education, learning to
read and write predominant-
ly attending Sunday school,
and then teaching herself
geology and anatomy.

Mary’s father supple-
mented the family income
by hunting and selling fos-
sils (called “curiosities”
back then) and was assisted
by his children, Mary and
Joseph. When Mary was
only 11 years old her father
died. To help the family
Mary continued the fossil
business while Joseph ap-
prenticed himself to an up-
holsterer.

When she was twelve, she
and her brother found an
unusual fossilized skull. It

took Mary months, but she
(Continued on page 3)

English Language
Learners, ELLs, in the
U.S. make up one of the
fastest growing student
populations, close to five
million ELLs. In 34 of the
50 states ELLs make up
6% to over 20% of stu-
dents. In ten states they
make up between 3% and
just under 6%, and in six
states they make up less
than 3 percent. This ex-
plains how 64% of U.S.
teachers have at least one
ELL in their class. By law,
all public schools must
offer these students an ap-
propriate level of educa-
tion, but unfortunately
“appropriate” is not the
same in all schools.

Is learning a second
language difficult? As
long as a student does not
have a diagnosed language
disorder or other cognitive
issue, all students have the
same natural ability to ac-
quire language skills. But
learning a second language
will depend in part on the
similarities of the lan-
guages. The similarities or
differences in alphabet,
sentence structure, syntax,

reading is done left to right or
right to left, top to bottom or
bottom to top can make learn-
ing another language easier or
more difficult.

Learning a second lan-
guage has been shown to pro-
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mote all areas of cognitive
learning. In particular a bilin-
gual brain helps in developing
functional skills such as
thinking under stress, switch-
ing attention, and working
memory.

Many assume that all
ELLs are immigrants, and
many assume they are undoc-
umented immigrants. But ap-
proximately 72% of ELLs are
U.S. citizens. Many believe
that Spanish is the most com-
mon language ELLs speak.
While it is the number one
home language spoken, it is

for students. Spanish is the
#1 language spoken in 45
states, but in Maine it is
Somali, in Vermont it is
Nepali, and in Montana it is
German. Arabic is the sec-
ond most common home
language, followed by Chi-
nese and Vietnamese. Note
there are actually almost
400 different languages that
are spoken at home by Eng-
lish Language students.
What impact do ELLs
have on teachers in the
classroom? It means teach-
ers need to model their ex-
pected student actions, what
is expected through actions,
thinking aloud their prob-
lem solving process, and
showing teacher and stu-
dent work samples. It
means being aware of their
rate of speech (slow down
as necessary) and wait
time (more is better).
Increase non-linguistic
cues (visuals, sketches,
gestures...). Give writ-
ten instructions along
with clear verbal instruc-
tions. Try and check stu-
dent understanding, not
by asking are there any

or pronunciation; or if not the only home language (Continued on page 4)
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What do you know about the Underground Railroad?

(Identify the following as true or false. Answer all ten before checking the answers in the box below.)

1. As slaves headed north to freedom only a small minority of people in the North supported
the Underground Railroad.

2. The term Underground Railroad was familiar to most slaves

3. Most of the helpers/workers on the Underground Railroad were white abolitionists.

4. Only a small percentage of the total population of slaves successfully escaped on the
Underground Railroad.

5. Quakers overall were extremely active in assisting on the Underground Railroad.

6. Slaves made quilts with codes sewn into them to help others escape and find safe routes.

7. A lantern in a window was a common sign used to designate a safe house for slaves.

8. Slaves sang a number of spirituals referencing escaping.

9. Most slaves who escaped were not from the deep South.

10. While conductors like Harriet Tubman did go to plantations to help slaves escape, most
slaves planned and acted on their own.
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(Anning—cont'd from page 1)
carefully excavated the 5.2 meters
(just over 17 feet) skeleton. What
Mary found, unidentified at the
time, was an Ichthyosaurus. Mary
earned 23 pounds for the skeleton
which was later auctioned off for
much more. At twenty-two, she was
the first person to unearth the com-
plete skeleton of a plesiosaur.
Being a woman and from the
lower class she continuously fought
to earn respect from the male scien-
tific community. Her fossil finds
were often discussed in lectures by
males, but carefully omitted her
name. The Geological Society of
London refused to admit Mary as a
member because she was a woman.
Rich men often bought then donat-
ed Mary’s fossils to museums, but
only the man’s name was credited.
At twenty-nine Mary found the
first remains of a Dimorphodon,
one of the largest-ever flying ani-
mal. She also pioneered the study
of fossilized dinosaur poo, copro-
lites.

She died at the age of 47. After
her death her friend, the president
of the Geological Society of Lon-
don, read her eulogy to the society
highlighting Mary’s accomplish-
ments. Later she was posthumously
made an honorary member of the
society. Science writer Stephen
Jay Gould is said to have called
Mary “probably the most important
unsung (or inadequately sung) col-
lecting force in the history of pale-
ontology.”

The area where Mary did her
fossil hunting is now referred to as
‘Jurassic Coast’ and is one of the
richest fossil-hunting areas in the
U.K. It is recognized as a UNESCO
World Heritage Site.

More information can be found
in books such as Fossil Hunter:
How Mary Anning Changed the
Science of Prehistoric Life, Stone
Girl Bone Girl: The Story of Mary
Anning; and The Fossil Hunter:
Dinosaurs, Evolution, and the
Woman Whose Discoveries
Changed the World.

The Literature Connection

Sewing Stories: Harriet Powers’ Jour-
ney from Slave to Artist, by Barbara Her-

kert and illustrated by V. Brantley-

Newton, ISBN is 978-0-385-75462-0 is a
book for elementary students. It is based

on a true story. The book follows Har-

riet’s life from birth in a world of slavery,
through marriage, the Civil War, and Re-
construction. One of her jobs as a slave

growing up was to make textiles ,threads,
and to sew. Her favorite activity was tell-

ing stories through her
quilts. One of her quilts
today is at the Smith-
sonians Institute’s Na-
tional Museum of
American History.

The Biggest (and

Best) Flag That Ever Flew by Rebecca C.

Jones and illustrated by Charles Geer,

ISBN 978-0-87033-440-5, is another ele-
mentary level book based on a true story.
Most students are exposed to Betsey Ross

sewing our flag. But there was another
pair of women who sewed a flag im-
portant in our history. While the book
centers on Caroline Pickersgill and her
mother (Mary), they did not do it alone.
They had the assistance of at least two
other women family members and two

indentured black servants. During the War

of 1812 Pickersgill was commissioned
to make the biggest flag in the world to
fly over Baltimore’s Fort McHenry to
show that Baltimore was safe. When
the flag was finished it was 30 feet
wide, 42 feet long, and weighted 200
pounds, and when hoisted could be
seen over three miles away. It was fly-
ing when Fort McHenry was attacked.
Francis Scott Key saw this and was
inspired and wrote a poem which be-
came our national anthem. Today the
flag, somewhat tattered, is the biggest
exhibit in the Smithsonian’s National
Museum of American History.

Middle school students and older,
can benefit from reading Juan Felipe
Herrera’s Portraits of Hispanic Ameri-
can Heroes, ISBN 978-0-8037-3809-
6. They do not need to be Hispanic to
enjoy it. The heroes are from a wide
range of fields—sports, music, civil
rights, television, education, law, sci-
ence, military, social work, space—so
any student should be able to find
something of interest.. Each hero has
a three page section highlighting their
life and accomplishments. Some are
well-known and others will be new to
most readers. It is a great read.

The Connection between Feathers and Potatoes

It was 1847, a terrible year for the
Irish who were living through the
worst year of the ongoing potato fam-
ine in Ireland. Across the world the
Choctaw were working to reestablish
their society and their government
after having endured the 500 mile
“Trail of Tears,” the forced winter
migration from the Mississippi River
Valley area (mostly today’s Mississip-
pi, Louisiana, and Alabama) to Indian
Territory (present day Oklahoma),
years earlier. Hearing of the plight of
the Irish the Choctaw, even in their
own poverty, managed to raise $170
(equivalent to over $6,000 today) to
help provide food to the starving Irish.

Years later, the Irish realized the
sacrifice and selflessness the Choctaw
exhibited. In 2015 the Irish commis-

sioned artist Alex Pentek to create the
monument “Kindred Spirits,” which the
Irish dedicated to the Choctaw in recog-
nition of their kindness. The monument
features nine twenty foot high steel
feathers which stand upright forming the
shape of an empty bowl. During Covid
the Irish, remembering the help the
Choctaw had given them, contributed
$3 million dollars to assist the Navajo
Nation. The
Choctaw and
Irish continue
to work to-
gether and
provide assis-
tance for peo-
ple around the
world who
suffer from
famine.
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A Pinprick Away
from Death

When one thinks of
space travel most do not
think about who made the
spacesuit, but the astro-
nauts who first wore them
do. Making the suits was
difficult, from finding the
best materials to use
which would be flexible
and not bulky, the right
people to sew them, and
the right sewing ma-
chines. The seamstresses
worked for Playtex with
experience working on
bras and girdles, not
spacesuits They mastered
working on 21 layers of
ultra thin fabric to a pre-
cise 1/64th of an inch.
Each seamstress who was
working on a suit knew
the astronaut it was made
for and that it was their
job to keep him safe. A
mistake, even a pinprick
could cause the astronaut
to overinflate, burn up, or
worse. None of the suits
ever failed.

(ELLs—Cont’d from page 1)
questions but have inter-
active monitoring of the
class like “Thumbs up if
you understand, thumbs
down if it is not clear, or
sideways if you are not
sure.” Or you can have
students use a Post-it
note they place on their
desk to show they have a
question.

A teacher should learn
to pronounce their stu-
dent’s name as it is pro-
nounced in their home
language and not angli-
cizing it or changing it
arbitrarily. Do not ask a
student “Does that sound
right?” To an ELL it
probably does sound
right based on the syntax
and word structure with
which they are familiar.
A teacher should encour-
age and support ELLs
continuing to read and
learn in their native lan-
guage as well as English.

Another important im-
plication is for teachers to
understand that BICS
(Basic Interpersonal Com-
munication Skills) is much
easier to learn than CALP
(Cognitive Academic Lan-
guage Proficiency) a.
Teachers should not over-
estimate a child’s ability to
acquire academic language
based on their interpersonal
language skills. A teacher
should recognize it takes
five to seven years to ac-
quire academic English.
Teachers should learn about
and respect the child's cul-
ture. It is helpful to label
classroom and school areas
in English and the home
language. In addition, pro-
vide the student a sheet in
English and their home lan-
guage (it will be a helpful
reference for the teacher as
well) of common school
phrases such as:

Can I go to the bathroom?
What page are we on?

1 have a question.

I don’t understand.

I understand.

Howdo you say __ ?
What’s your name?

My name is

1 feel sick.

Can I go to the nurse’s of-
fice?

1 forgot my homework,
What is the homework?
When is it due?

Can I get a drink of water?
Talk more slowly?

Do you need help?.

I need help.

Why?

How?

When?

Where?

Please

Thank you.

I’'m sorry.

Excuse me.

Sit down.

Raise your hand.

Be quiet.

Turn in your homework.
Turn to page .

Put your name on your pa-
per.

This is a fire drill.

This is an intruder drill.
This is a tornado drill.
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