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Nonfiction, also known as expository text, provides information to the reader. Nonfiction comes in many forms and is used on a daily basis; newspapers, maps, instructions, magazines, advertisements, and many other forms. It is important for students to learn to read nonfiction at an early age. For ELLs nonfiction is yet another language/reading obstacle to overcome and teaching specific strategies and techniques can be very beneficial to their success in understanding expository text. It is often difficult to find nonfiction text that is at a level of proficiency that meets a beginning ELL’s needs but I have found Scholastic and Time for Kids to be very helpful in providing interesting text that is well written and follows a teachable format. For the following lessons I am using a Scholastic article on The Study of Wolves. I find that animals are typically things that all students can relate to although their prior knowledge is often very different and this alone requires attention.

Unlike narrative, which tells a story, expository text explains facts and concepts, many of them complex and difficult to understand. These texts use a whole different set of features and structures which pose challenges to all students, not just ELLs. For this reason some of these activities might be able to be done in a regular ed classroom with ELLs receiving the same instruction just with additional support. Some of the most important challenges to address when teaching nonfiction include: Content, Vocabulary, Text Features, and Text Structure. My unit will include a lesson on each of these challenges. This is not to say that one lesson is enough, constant review and practice is necessary for mastery and different levels will require different accomodations. I am basing my lessons on students at a higher level of proficiency at a middle to high school age.

Lesoon #1: Characteristics of Nonfiction Text

Context (real or created): Mainstream 8th grade classroom of 19 students. 4 ELLs at level 3/4 proficiency (This will remain the same for all the following lessons)

Book/Subject Area: Study of Wolves/Conservation (see article attached)

Objectives:

Students will understand that nonfiction is different from narrative writing because it gives specific information. It explains, informs, or persuades and is very different from a story or a novel. 

Students will be made aware of the different characteristics of nonfiction.

Activitiy:

Using many forms of nonfiction students will browse text and look for similarities amongst them. Classroom textbooks, magazine articles, and other text may be used. 

A group list can be made as students identify things like; chapter titles, headings, subheadings, visual aids, italicized or bold words, and pronunciation aids.

Students should identify these characteristics in the variety of texts available and some discussion about their interactions with expository text can occur. This is one way to assess prior knowledge and experience with this kind of reading.

Lesson #2: Prepare to Read the Text

Objective:

Students will read an article about an experimental program to increase the population of wolves. 

Students will learn what the concept of an ecosystem is.

Students will create a chart with important information to help them read and understand the text.

Activity:

Ask students what they know about wolves and create a KBWL,sometimes refered to as a Smart chart (Knowledge. Background, What We Want to know, What We Learned) . Through guided questioning students can share information that they know about wolves and their exisitence in the environment today. It is important not to list just “wolf facts” but to guide them so that the information will help them understand the article’s main topic better.

After students have had a chance to share what they know you can do some instruction on background information they will need to know to read the article. This information can come to them in visual format with text. The gaps in their prior knowledge will determine what information needs to be taught.

Finally, discuss what the students want to know about wolves and their current existence, recording their questions on the chart.

The “What we Learned “piece will be filled in at the end of the reading/unit.

Lesson #3: Preteaching Vocabulary

Objective: To introduce students to words in the text that may be unfamiliar to them. To giv students strategies to use when confronted with a new word.

Activity:

The teacher should identify some words that may be unfamiliar to the students as well as the identified vocabulary words (usually in bold).

Locate and introduce the new words in the text.

Give a visual such as a picture/photo to help with understanding. Sometimes this visual can come directly from the text but may need to come from another source.

Model the pronunciation of the word and have students practice it.

Provide a synonym or a definition for each word. 

Through direct questioning check students’ understanding.

Give examples and non examples and have students tell whether the example illustrates the meaning or not.

Practice using the word in vocabulary activities such as: cloze sentences, matching words to definitions and writing sentences using the word.

These words will need to be reviewed and practiced to ensure mastery. Both verbal and written practice should be provided.There are many types of webs that can be used to do this.

Lesson #4; Text Features

 Objective: Students will learn to identify and use text features to understand the expository text being presented. 

Activity:

Provide each student with their own copy of the article and make a transparency(in color, if possible) to be used with the whole class.

Explain that text features are tools that can be used to help with understanding the reading.

Introduce, locate and have students underline some important features such as: title, introduction, headings, boldfaced type, pronunciation guides and all graphic aids and captions.

As the class reads through the piece of text stop and make predictions, check for understanding and study the graphic aids carefully.

A “Think aloud” is a good strategy to use as the class moves through the text; the teacher modeling strategies such as: “I was thinking ________, but now I predict ________.” “What I’m seeing in my mind now is _________.” This reminds me of _________.” This is confusing; I need to reread that section.’

