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striking clarity and force. For example, Gibbons emphasizes the centrality of planning
for intellectual quality in designing curriculum and instruction for EL students. Drawing
on the research of Newmann and Associates (1996), she highlights the finding that
“students from all backgrounds are more engaged when classroom work is cognitively
challenging than when it consists solely of conventional low-level work” (p. 1). In
tellectually challenging curricula, according to this research, also raise the achieve
ment of all students and reduce equity gaps associated with income and ethnicity.
Unfortunately, as she points out, many programs for EL students “have traditionally
been more defined by low-level drill and practice activities and a focus on basic gram
matical forms excised from authentic contexts of language use” (p.2)
Gibbons introduces the notion of Learning in the challenge zone to highlight the
centrality of curriculum and instruction that simultaneously provide “high challenge
(tasks we cannot do unaided) accompanied by high support (the scaffolding that en
ables us to complete these tasks successfully” (p. 16). The book provides a wealth of
classroom examples of what learning in the challenge zone looks like in practice and
how teachers can engage even beginner EL students in rigorous and intellectually chal
lenging subject-based tasks.
A related and central theme of the book is the need for all teachers to develop
students’ knowledge of the academic, subject-related literacy of their own curriculum
area. The book offers a clear explanation of the challenges that academic literacy may
pose for EL students, and suggests numerous literacy-based activities that can be used
across all curriculum areas.
Linked to these ideas is the concept of rich tasks. These are tasks that focus on
central ideas of a topic or issue and require students to demonstrate deep knowledge of
the field, rather than simply knowledge of isolated facts. One example, presented in
Chapter 2, involves students presenting their learning about Antarctica in the format
of a popular television current events show where they take on adultlike roles as pre
senters, directors, studio managers, scriptwriters, interviewers, and members of an “ex
pert panel.” Gibbons points out that in the process of presenting the program, “students
need to manipulate the information and ideas that they have previously developed, and
combine facts and ideas in order to synthesize, generalize, explain, and interpret”
ix
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(p. 22). She points out that “if you watch students involved in such tasks, what strikes
you most is the enthusiasm and excitement with which the tasks are tackled, perhaps
because they are engaged in tasks over which they have some ownership and invest
ment” (pp. 34—35). Rich tasks also result in an end product (e.g., text and visuals, per
formance, multimedia) that has relevance beyond the classroom and is presented to an
audience broader than the teacher. In our research, we have used the term identity texts
to refer to these end products. Students invest their identities in creating the product
or performance, and once produced and shared it holds a minor up to students in which
their identities are reflected back in a positive light (Cummins, Brown, and Sayers
2007).
These ideas about learning challenge the more typical assumption that EL students
need to acquire a considerable amount of English before they can engage in this kind
of intellectually challenging curriculum. How can EL students generate new knowl
edge, create literature and art, and act on social realities before they have acquired
English? Answers to these questions are woven into the fabric of this book. Gibbons’
central point is that EL students will acquire the kind of academic English they need
to succeed in school only in the process of engaging in activities that simultaneously
challenge and support them, and which foster the development of what Patrick
Manyak (2004) has termed identities of competence. Furthermore, these high-challenge,
high-support tasks must be implemented in subject areas across the entire curriculum
if optimal development of students’ academic literacy is to occur.
Although many of these ideas may seem radical when applied to beginner EL stu
dents in the regular subject-matter classroom, the pedagogical principles advocated by
Gibbons are, in fact, in the mainstream of cognitive science research. We are simply
talking about apprenticeship learning involving collaboration between experts (teachers)
and novices (students). This collaboration builds on students’ prior knowledge and
stretches their expertise within the challenge zone (or in Vygotskian terms, the zone
of proximal development). School learning is linked to the real world thereby enabling
students to demonstrate their deep understanding of a topic. A central aspect of this
approach to learning involves positioning students as the people they might become.
The instructional focus is on their “potential achievement through explicit support
rather than on their current levels of achievement in English and so allows for teach
ing to be at an appropriate cognitive level” (p. 39). Gibbons points out that when EL
students are treated as the people they might become, they are given a new identity—
they are defined by their current and future accomplishments rather than by their pres
ent limitations in English.
This book is full of insights such as these, and related classroom applications, that
illustrate how feasible it is to engage EL students in rigorous and challenging tasks that
position them as intelligent, imaginative, and linguistically talented. In the United
States context, the book is particularly timely in view of the increase in high-stakes
standardized testing that has been ushered in by the No Child Left Behind Act.
Historically, education in the United States and in many other countries has been
characterized by a pedagogical divide whereby low-income students typically receive
‘C
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instruction based on drill and practice while more affluent students are much more
likely to be encouraged to use the lull range of their cognitive abilities. However, the
increase in standardized testing mandated by the No Child Left Behind Act has dra
matically increased the pedagogical divide in the United States as a result of the puni
tive sanctions imposed on schools that fail to demonstrate “adequate yearly progress”
(Cummins 2007).
Thus, the principles highlighted by Pauline Gibbons are diametrically opposed to
the pedagogical realities experienced by a large number of EL and low-income students
within the context of the initial phase (2002—2009) of the No Child Left Behind leg
islation. Because EL students were expected to achieve grade expectations on stan
dardized tests after a year of exposure to English (despite the fact that extensive
research shows that a minimum of five years is typically required for students to catch
up academically), teachers in many states spent an inordinate amount of time on test
preparation. Instruction during this period drew primarily on drill and practice activ
ities, mandated scripts allowed minimal time for instructional conversations, and super
ficial facts and skills substituted for inquiry and deep understanding.
This instructional approach has been a dismal failure for both EL students and
low-income students generally. For example, the Reading First Impact Study, published
in November 2008 by the U.S. Department of Education, reported that “Reading First
did not produce a statistically significant impact on student reading comprehension test
scores in grades one, two, or three” (2008, xv). The lack of improvement in reading
comprehension among low-income students, despite the $6 billion allocated to the
Reading First initiative, can be attributed largely to the drill and practice pedagogical
prescriptions that were virtually mandated by Reading First (Cummins, Brown, and
Sayers 2007).
In a rational universe, the upcoming reauthorization of No Child Left Behind
would acknowledge the failure of previous policies and pedagogical prescriptions and
strive for educational equity among low-income students on the basis of the scientific
knowledge base regarding effective instruction. As outlined clearly in this book, this
knowledge base highlights the importance of
•
•
•

posittoning students as competent rather than deficient;
supporting them in completing cognitively challenging tasks and projects; and
encouraging them to invest their identities in learning as a means of devel
oping academic expertise.

As I write this in January 2009, newly inaugurated President Obama’s two children
have begun to attend the Sidwell Friends School in Washington, DC. This is the same
school that Chelsea Clinton attended in the 1990s during President Clinton’s term in
office. Perhaps the education deemed appropriate for the children of presidents might
have some relevance to the development of educational policies for the masses. The
website of the Friends School expresses succinctly its educational philosophy, and not
surprisingly, it is entirely consistent with what we know about learning and also the
xi

FOREWORD

pedagogical principles outlined in this book. The Middle School educational philoso
phy is expressed as follows:
The rigorous curriculum focuses on basic skills, a disciplined manner of inquiry, in
dividual creativity, and good study habits. Students are encouraged to cooperate
rather than to compete and to share their special gifts and talents. (www.sidwell.edu/
lower_school/acadernics.asp)

The School also emphasizes the “frequent discussions of issues of equality, peace, and
social justice in our classrooms” (www.sidwell.edu/middle_school/lifeinms.asp).
This emphasis on inquiry, creativity, cooperation, and identification of student
talents, together with a locus on equality, peace, and social justice are totally absent
from the No Child Left Behind pedagogical prescriptions. Let us hope that leaders
within the new administration will extend their understanding of educational quality
(as applied to their own children) to all children as they rethink and reauthorize the
No Child Left Behind legislation. However, regardless of whether policy makers ac
knowledge the right of all children to an education characterized by intellectual qual
ity, educators retain considerable degrees of freedom in the pedagogical choices they
make. For educators individually and collectively who aspire to implement a curricu
lum based on intellectual quality, and who recognize the importance of infusing the
teaching of academic literacy across the curriculum, Pauline Gibbons’ book provides
inspiration and guidance. The wealth of classroom examples based on actual practice
convincingly refutes the argument, reflected in much current practice, that EL and
low-income students are incapable of benefiting from an intellectually challenging
inquiry-based curriculum. The Obama mantra, “Yes We Can,” is implicit in every page
of this wonderful book.
Jim Cummins
Toronto
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Intellectual Work in Practice
A Viewfrom the Classroom

Well, I think the idea of “intellectual challenge” does have a lot
of different dimensions because it can mean many different
things. One of the ways I think about it is for students to be able
to make their own meaning out of material and to construct
something new out of it instead ofjust reproducing it.
transferring it into a new situation or using it to do something
else.
and to consider new possibilities, to open up the way
they think about things.
—Grade 7 history teacher
.

.

What Counts as Intellectual Quality?
Deciding what counts as intellectually challenging learning, or, to put it another way,
to decide on the criteria for “intellectual quality,” is a complex task. Chapter 1 intro
duced some key notions associated with the idea of intellectual quality, drawn from a
number of current sources. These include students’ construction of knowledge and
their participation in disciplined inquiry, higher-order thinking, deep knowledge and
understanding, and substantive conversations. What is important to the teacher whose
comment begins this chapter is that her students do more than simply reproduce what
they learn. She suggests that they should also analyze and synthesize information and
apply it to new contexts, a process sometimes referred to as “construction of knowl
edge.” Bruce King and Schroeder (2001) describe the differences between construc
tion of knowledge (which they also refer to as authentic work) and reproduction of
knowledge:
In the conventional curriculum, students identify the knowledge that others have
produced (e.g., by recognizing the difference between verbs and nouns, labeling parts
of a plant, or matching historical events to their dates). In authentic work, however,
students go beyond memorizing and repeating facts, information, definitions, or
19
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formulas to produce new knowledge or meaning This kind of work involves higherorder thinking in which students analyze, interpret, or evaluate information in a
novel way. The mere reproduction of knowledge does not constitute academic
achievement. (3)
One group of teachers on being asked what students would be doing in an intel
lectually challenging classroom likewise spoke of the importance of learners’ being in
volved in activities that require higher-order thinking. They mentioned a range of
processes that this might involve: asking questions; solving problems; drawing rea
soned conclusions; using sustained subject-related talk; explaining concepts and ideas;
thinking critically and creatively; designing and planning; self-assessing; justifying
opinions; transferring knowledge across discipline areas; interpreting information for
use in different contexts and for different purposes; learning how to learn; taking on
adultlike roles in carrying out tasks; developing subject-specific academic language;
linking concrete knowledge with scientific knowledge; questioning everyday experi
ences; and making links between abstract concepts.
In summary, then, we can think of an intellectually challenging curriculum as one
where learners are afforded the opportunities to:

•
•
•
•

engage in higher-order thinking and in disciplined and inquiry-oriented
activity;.
construct their own understandings through participation in substantive
conversations with others;
transform and apply their learning in new contexts; and
take on new roles and relate school learning to real-world contexts.

This chapter offers a view from the classroom, and illustrates what these broad no
tions “look like” in the ongoing tasks and talk of day-to-day classroom life. In most of
these classrooms there were high numbers of EL learners. The chapter goes on to dis
cuss the implications for pedagogy and introduces the notion of apprenticeship learn
ing, and the potential that this offers for EL learners’ language development.
Before reading the next section, think for a moment about the kind of practices
you would expect to see in an intellectually challenging classroom. I-low would the
ideas about the construction of knowledge and authentic work be reflected in practice?
What would you expect learners to be doing, and what kinds of roles would they be
taking on?

Seven Intellectual Practices
This section gives examples of some key intellectual activities that represent how the
broad ideas above can be put into practice in classrooms with large numbers of EL

Intellectual Work in Practice
learners.’ They include classes with newly arrived migrants and refugee students, and
students who, although they have mastered basic conversational English and are well
able to talk about familiar everyday topics, are yet to develop the more formal and ac
ademic English associated with subject learning and literacy. (See Chapter 3 for a de
tailed discussion of academic language.) Because the focus is on what actually happens
in the classrooms, the term intellectual practices is used to refer to the recurrent and reg
ular practices in which students are engaged. Seven such practices are described below.
They are not of course intended to present a full picture of everything that occurs in
a high-challenge classroom! Hopefully, though, they will offer a springboard that will
help you, as you reflect on your own teaching context, to take on and adapt those
practices that seem relevant, and add additional practices. (The practices are num
bered for ease of reference, not to signify any order of priority.)

Intellectual Practice i:
Students engage with the key ideas and concepts ofthe discipline in ways that
reflect how Uexpens~~ in thefield think and reason
Engagement with key discipline-related ideas and concepts involves students in pur
suing a coherent line of reasoning through activities that require them to “mirror”
the ways of thinking and meaning of scientists, historians, or mathematicians; that is,
to use content and processes that are central to the particular discipline. This requires
students to have some “deep knowledge” of the field, rather than simply a knowledge
of isolated facts. Of course we should not discount the importance of students’ being
familiar with traditional items of knowledge (indeed such knowledge is critical to
thinking creatively and innovatively within the discipline). But it is the use to which
such knowledge is put that is significant in students’ developing an in-depth under
standing and knowledge of the field.

Example: Grade 7 History
Students are studying Ancient Egypt. As part of their research they take on the role
of archaeologists in examining re-creations of artifacts and tomb paintings that are
on display throughout the school. The students are given the task of explaining the
significance of these works in terms of what they signify about the way Egyptians
lived. That is, the students need to produce responses that go beyond literal under
standing and reproduction of knowledge about artifacts and tomb paintings. They
need to interpret what they are observing in terms of what can be learned from it, a
process that mirrors the work of archaeologists and historians, and to do this against
the background of what they have already learned about the topic. This kind of ac
tivity is in sharp contrast to one, for example, which requires students simply to label
the artifacts or to answer comprehension questions based on a reading about the
Egyptians.
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Intellectual Practice 2:
Students transform what they have learned into a differentform for use in
a new context orfor a different audience
Information-transfer exercises have long been common practice in language class
rooms and are excellent ways to focus on language learning as well as content. These
exercises require students to transfer information from one form to another—for ex
ample, to represent the information contained in a text as a graph. Here, however, the
notion of transfer is much broader and refers to students’ reconstructing knowledge
for new contexts, different purposes, and/or other audiences or into another medium
or artifact. The transformation usually involves a reconstruction of considerable
amounts of learning.

Example A: Grade 5 Social Studies
The class has studied Antarctica for some weeks: its physical features, its history, en
vironmental issues, and related political issues. This leads to a class presentation to
other classes about what they have learned. The children present their learning in the
format of a popular morning TV current events show with which they are all familiar.
The process of preparing for this involves students’ taking on adultlike roles as pre
senters, directors, studio managers, scriptwriters, and interviewers. Groups of students
work on different parts of the show, which includes a commercial for Tourism Australia,
a weather report, a debate about environmental issues by “experts,” news, and inter
views. In the process of presenting the program, students need to manipulate the in
formation and ideas that they have previously developed and combine facts and ideas
in order to synthesize, generalize, explain, and interpret. As they transform what they
have leamed about the disciplinary “content” into a TV show, the students need to ex
plore the differences between formal written language and the more informal spoken
language of the show. One student (who in the show represents Tourism Australia and
presents an advertisement for tourism in Antarctica), comments: “We learned all the
different qualities about Antarctica, why people go there to visit. And so we had to
learn a lot about Antarctica and then we put it into our lines.”

Example B: Grade 6 Social Studies
Year 6 students have been working on a unit about their local community. They have
carried out considerable research on issues such as house prices, recreational facilities,
and local shopping outlets. The school has a number of newly arrived migrant and
refugee students, and the students use the knowledge they have acquired to create an
information booklet about the area for the parents of these children. This requires con
siderable transformation of the information gained from the research of the area, in
cluding how to present the final substantial product as a very professional-looking
booklet, which they desktop publish. The booklet is not only tangible evidence of their
learning but also serves a valuable and real-life purpose in orientating newly arrived
families in the area.
22
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Example C: Grade 7 History
The transformation of students’ learning in this class results in the production of a
physical artifact. Based on considerable research about the shapes, patterns, and colors
of early Egyptian jewelry, students produce their own pieces of jewelry and also make
a museum card for each piece. One student explains that this activity, including the
making of the museum card, required a detailed knowledge of the topic:
And it was actually really fun because we got to do all this stuff about jewelry and you
got to make your own jewelry and that was, you know, you were learning a lot about
Egyptian jewelry but you were also doing it
and you got to make a museum card
for it and
to make the museum card you had to really know about it.
.

.

.

. . .

Intellectual Practice ~:
Students make links between concrete knowledge and abstract theoretical
knowledge
This refers to the relationship between everyday knowledge and concepts and between
discipline-related concepts and literacy. Chapter 1 gave an example of this, compar
ing a child’s concrete and everyday experience of magnetism (the magnet sticks to the
fridge) to the same phenomenon as expressed more abstractly within a scientific frame
work (magnets are attracted to ferrous metals). Being able to use the appropriate language
to express the scientific concept is of course of central importance, and this is discussed
in detail in Chapter 3. Learning to control this academic language (or register as Chap
ter 3 describes it) is one of the most demanding challenges for EL learners.
At the same time, we do not want students to “parrot” academic language with
out understanding it, any more than we want them to be constrained by having access
only to everyday ways of using language. This ability for students to understand and talk
about the connections between concrete and theoretical knowledge—to be able to ex
press ideas in both concrete and abstract ways and recognize the relationship between
them—is perhaps one of the most important characteristics of “deep knowledge” of a
subject.

Example A: Grade 7 Integrated Music and English Unit
All the students in the class have arrived in Australia within the last year and attend
a special Intensive English Center that caters to secondary-age students who are newly
arrived from a non-English-speaking country. Most students remain in these centers for
about a year before moving on to regular secondary schools, and receive intensive
English support in the context of secondary subjects taught by teachers trained in both
their subject specialty and as EL teachers.
The students are about to leave the center to go to local high schools and are
working on the theme of “belonging” in an integrated music and English unit. Clearly,
questions around conformity, identity, and belonging are particularly relevant to the
personal experience of students who have recently moved to a new country, and who
23
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have had to deal with personal and emotional loss in leaving their home country, and
the need to participate and develop a sense of belonging in a new culture and language.
Based on a range of songs that the students have studied, the music teacher devel
ops with the students a response to the question do you have to conform or compromise to
bela-rig? Students have opportunities to share ideas initially in same-language groups using
their mother tongue before sharing these “rehearsed” ideas in mixed groups through the
medium of English. Until the notions of conform and compromise have been explored
ftirther, the teacher initially rewords the question more concretely as talk about how you
have had to change in order to fit in with your friends. Drawing on the students’ personal ex
periences, the teacher guides the students to express these personal experiences in more
abstract ways, introducing to them the more abstract terms conformity and compromise.
In their English class the same students have studied a version of Shakespeare’s The
Taming of the Shrew and have used this study to continue their exploration of the themes
of belonging and conformity. As part of the unit, the students are asked to think about
their own experiences of leaving their country and settling in a new one. Among many
activities, they complete, in groups, the four sentence beginnings below. Some of the re
sponses of the students have been added in parentheses:
When I left my country I left. (my friends, dreams, my grandma, my home, war).
When I came to Australia I found
(sunshine, friends, fun, feelfree).
When I came to this school I found
(help, friends, new ideas, lovely teachers).
As I leave this school I feel. (sad, missing my friends, scared, grateful).
. .

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

.

The teacher works with each group individually to recode some of these responses
into more abstract terms such as friendship, sadness, joy, freedom, and harmony.
In these classes, then, the students have developed abstract ideas couched in more
abstract terms on the basis of their personal and concrete experiences, initially ex
pressed in their mother tongue. Moving from concrete to abstract has involved students
in shifting between “everyday” and more academic English, and between their first
and second languages. Much of this new learning is then transformed (see intellectual
practice 2) and used in a new context: at the end of the unit students present a con
cert based on the notion of “belonging” to the whole school. This includes stories and
songs performed in English and in the students’ first languages.
Given the relatively low levels of English competence, the teachers have not com
promised on intellectual demand. They have high expectations of what their students
can achieve, while using the students’ personal resources of language and experience
to develop sophisticated and generalizable abstractions and concepts.

Example B: Grade 10 U.5 History
This example is drawn from a paper (McConachie et al. 2006) referenced at the end of
this chapter in the further reading list. The writers describe a tenth-grade history class
studying a unit on immigration, which includes as one of the overarching questions,
24
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What are some of the farces pushing people away from their homekintis and pulling people to
immigrate to the United States? Since more than half of the students are first- or secondgeneration immigrants, the teacher taps into what the students bring to the topic from
their personal lives. The class generates a number of “pushes,” such as war and poor
living conditions, and “pulls,” such as job opportunities or freedom. These concrete
derstandings are then built on by the teacher as the class studies the conditions and
historical context of the homelands of particular groups of immigrants. In the second
part of the unit, students analyze the public debate over immigration and the responses
to it by the United States in different eras. Each of these examples shows how teachers
have built on their students’ concrete experiences, and used these to develop abstract
and theoretical concepts.

Intellectual Practice ~:
Students engage in substantive conversation
Substantive conversation involves extended talk around the substantive ideas (“big
ideas”) inherent in a topic and focuses on creating understandings of subject matter.
As well as building on what students already know, the process of taking part in sub
stantive conversations leads to an increased understanding of subject content, since it
creates space for students to explore new ideas, clarify their understandings, initiate
questions, and make their reasoning visible to peers. Such conversations promote
shared understandings. Unlike traditional classroom talk where the teacher controls all
the talk (which is often aimed, through teacher questions, at testing what students
know), substantive conversation is more reciprocal and extended, with students taking
a much more central and significant role in directing its flow and content.
This kind of talk not only is important for helping students develop understand
ings of subject content but also has particular significance for second language learn
ing: Merrill Swain (2000) has shown how extended talk is not simply an indication of
what has already been learned, but since it involves learners in ongoing interaction,
also itself provides an enabling context for new language learning. She comments that
knowledge-building dialogue “is where language use and language learning can occur”
(97). So for EL learners in particular, substantive conversation provides important con
texts for both content learning and language development.
Substantive conversations can occur both between teacher and student in wholeclass work, and between students in pair and group work. Typically, substantive con
versations have a number of characteristics that set them apart from the traditional
short teacher-student exchanges whereby teachers ask low-level recall questions and
evaluate students’ responses:
•

Substantive conversations are sustained, showing the continuation of a
thought or idea.
Students have opportunities to initiate topics or raise questions.
Students make extended contributions to conversations.

25
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•

•

•
•
•
•

Students give opinions and views, making their reasons for these views ex
plicit, and build on one another’s suggestions; when there is disagreement or
argument, groups remain socially cohesive.
There is intellectual substance as students draw on a knowledge base of the
subject—for example, their talk includes some subject-specific language and
ideas central to the discipline.
Students are treated as worthy conversational partners by one another and
by teachers, and ideas are taken seriously.
When the teacher is part of the conversation, there are generally equal con
tributions to the talk by teachers and students.
The teacher takes up opportunities to clarify and extend Conceptual thinking
and models subject specific language.
The teacher avoids, as far as possible, asking simple display questions,2 instead
asking questions that probe or extend students’ thinking or reasoning.

You will find more about substantive conversations and classroom talk in Chapter 7.

Example A: Grade 7 Science
In a unit of work on energy and forces, students are required to carry out scientific in
vestigations, using an appropriate experimental design, to test the validity of common
myths such as toast always lands with the buttered side down; heavy objects fall faster than
light objects; the heavier a pendulum the faster it swings; and objects float in water because
they are lighter than water.
In previous lessons students have developed some familiarity with the processes of
scientific investigation. Having chosen the myth they want to work with, each group
of four is given a single copy of what the teachers call a “thinking sheet.” This is a se
ries of questions intended to remind students of the process they should be following
and structure their thinking in ways relevant to the scientific task they will later carry
out. Giving one copy per group is significant, because it encourages students to talk to
gether to decide on the answers to the questions. The questions include:
Do we agree with the myth? Why? Why not?
How might we test this (give three suggestions and choose one).
What are the two variables?
What steps will we need to follow?
And after the experiment has been carried out:
Do we need to make any changes to our experiment? Why?
What have we learned about designing experiments?
What question have we helped to answer?
What is the scientific fact that explains our results?

26
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Using the “thinking sheet,” the students engage in substantive disciplinary-related
talk, in particular around key concepts such as dependent, independent, and controlled
variables. The thinking sheet plays an important role in allowing students to “talk their
way in” to understanding complex concepts, encourages them to make their ideas ex
plicit, provides a context in which to apply what they have learned, and requires the
use of subject-specific language.

Example B: Grade 7 Math
McConachie et al. (2006) offer an example of the significance of substantive conver
sation (although they do not use this term) for developing students’ understandings of
a math problem. The problem is based on a short narrative about a student who pur
chases an item using a 20-percent-off coupon and then uses a second coupon for 10 per
cent off to reduce the price still further. The task is for the students to decide whether
the bill would be for the same amount if the whole 30 percent had been taken off at
once, and to explain and justify their answer. Most of the students believe that the
first scenario would be the better deal. Though they are right in their answer, their ex
planation for their decision—that it is because there are two subtractions rather than
one—is not. Students are shown how to make sense of the problem by doing a calcu
lation for each of the scenarios. Having solved both calculations correctly, the stu
dents begin to talk about an explanation for the answer. Satisfied that the students are
beginning to understand, the teacher then asks them to “talk as a team” in preparation
for presenting a written explanation to the class.
As in the previous classroom example, students are scaffolded in their thinking
and are then given time to talk through that thinking. It is only by making time for
such substantive conversations that teachers can find out how students are reasoning
and thinking, whether that thinking is correct, and how to respond to incorrect
assumptions.

Intellectual Practice ~:
Students make connections between the spoken and written language ofthe
subject and other discipline-related ways ofmaking meaning
Language is the primary system for making meaning in school, but in addition, differ
ent subjects make use of alternative ways of representing information, such as diagrams,
graphs, tables, maps, or flowcharts. Other systems for making meaning include math
ematical or chemical symbols and musical notation. Students who are engaged in dis
ciplinary learning need to learn to “read” these visual representations just as they learn
other forms of literacy. They also need to be able to interpret and explain them through
language.
While presenting meanings in nonlinguistic ways is an intellectually challenging
activity, it may, conversely, also be a supportive one for EL learners, because it provides
them with an alternative source of meaning that may be more accessible than language
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alone. Mathematical symbols, for example, may be quite Comprehensible to an EL
learner who is already familiar with them, and serve as a bridge to the related spoken
or written language. Using alternative representations of meanings alongside language
may help make Complex language and abstract concepts more comprehensible to EL
learners, such as the use of the calculation to help students understand a problem in
intellectual practice 4.

Example: Grade 5 MathematicsjlnfOrmatiOfl Technology (IT)
In an integrated mathematics and IT class, groups of students explore a number of
myths—such as your ann span is the same as your height; taller people have bigger feet;
drinking a liter of water makes you heavier—to decide on their validity and develop their
own strategies for testing them. A major focus for the class is on how their findings are
to be represented. The teacher models the use of different types of graphs (bar graph,
pie graph, line graph, and sector graph), and the students work in groups to present and
explain their findings to their peers using Power Point presentations.
For many of the students, designing the graphs in a Power Point program requires
the development of new IT skills. As is often the case, IT skills vary considerably
throughout the class, and the teacher encourages peer tutoring and works with less
confident students herself. Since the students’ presentations are to be accompanied by
their own explanations of how the graphs should be read, some time is also spent on
students’ planning what they will say in these presentations and the best way to explain
what their graphs represent. In this example, the use of an alternative system for pre
senting information works in tandem with the use of language.

intellectual Practice 6:
Students take a critical stance toward knowledge and information
Taking a critical stance toward knowledge and “accepted wisdom” requires students to
recognize that it can be questioned. Traditional views of knowledge in schools see it as a
given body of facts, “a body of truth to be acquired by students” (Queensland School Reform
Longitudinal Study 2001). In reality this view of knowledge is inconsistent with the reality
of much authentic disciplinary work, which acknowledges that knowledge is not static:
indeed, it is changing at a pace previously unknown in the history of humanity.
In the classroom, this “problematization” of knowledge means that students are
encouraged to take a critical approach to reading a text, identify bias, critique differ
ent views, pursue a novel line of inquiry, offer an alternative solution to a problem, or
change their own thinking as a result of new learning. As the earlier examples have sug
gested, much of the work in an intellectually challenging program involves students in
collaborative problem solving and so in dealing with alternate views.

Example: Grade 7 History
Students have been asked to decide whether or not a particular Chinese emperor was
a just and fair ruler. Although they have been given access to a lot of historical material,
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it is left to the students to decide on how they should interpret these sources. Their
history teacher comments on her approach to the teaching of history emphasizing she
wants students to learn to draw conclusions and to question sources:

They had a whole lot of material about a Chinese emperor, and then they had
to test a hypothesis, was he a fair and just ruler? So instead of just learning
that he did all these things, they had to use the material to deduce something.
I think the concept that there are really no right answers is the important
one.
I try always to raise questions rather than [provide] answers. I spend
a lot of time in class talking about what the questions are, asking what are dif
ferent ways you could look at this?
.

.

Students comment that they find this process difficult but have enjoyed the chal
lenge. Their comments suggest their developing understanding that written history re
flects the biases, ideologies, and assumptions of the writer:
I actually decided he was good.
all the evidence against him was kind of biased.
But you can’t really say, because it’s so long ago and like all stuffs been written about
him.
‘Cause it’s one of the
you know there isn’t a real answer, you can’t get it right or
wrong, it’s just how you do it.
That’s what’s kind of scary about it.
.

.

.

.

.

.

.

intellectual Practice p
Students use metalanguage in the context oflearning about other things
Language plays a central role in any intellectual activity, and using it effectively in
reading, writing, and speaking is central to learning and to demonstrating learning.
But as well as learning how to use language, students also need to develop a language
to talk about language—that is, to develop metalanguage. What this means in reality is
that students are able to talk about language for the purposes of developing their lan
guage use, such as to develop more effective writing skills, develop an explicit aware
ness of how to read more effectively, or understand how different ways of expressing an
idea may be more or less effective depending on context. For example, there may be
explicit talk about the structure of a science report in the context of writing up an ex
periment, so that students are leaming about language in the context of using it. In this
process the teacher talks about language, for example, drawing students’ attention to
the function and form of the passive voice in this context, and how to express cause
and effect. Running through all the other intellectual practices that have been de
scribed is the practice of talking and reflecting on language itself.

Example: Grade 8 Social Studies
Students have been discussing the logging of old-growth forests and have researched
arguments from both the supporters (the loggers) and opponents of logging. At the
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end of the unit of work they present their ideas in the form of a written discussion.3 The
purpose of a discussion is to persuade the reader to take a particular point of view. Dis
cussions present arguments and counterarguments around a particular issue and usually
offer a conclusion or recommendations favoring one side.
In this classroom the teaching of content went hand in hand with the teaching of
the language and literacy that were integral to the task the students were engaged in.
The teacher had modeled a number of examples of this genre and previously discussed
with students the social purpose, structure, and language associated with a discussion.
To provide further scaffolding and to help students become more autonomous, the
teacher now provides each student with a language criteria sheet (see Figure 2.1) for a
written discussion, to which students can refer as they are writing and also use as a selfediting tool once they have completed their writing. The criteria sheet summarizes
some of the key language that makes for an effective piece of writing in this genre and
is an example of the teaching of metalanguage (language about language). The teacher
has focused particularly on the overall structure of the genre and on some typical con
junctions that signal the structure.

• Does my discussion have an appropriate title?
• Have I included all the parts of a discussion?
• identification and introduction to the issue
• arguments for and supporting points
arguments against and supporting points
conclusion (my view)
Have I introduced the “arguments for” with appropriate conjunctions
(e.g., first, second, in addition, besides, moreover)?
Have I used an appropriate conjunction to signal where the counterarguments begin (e.g., however, on the other hand, nevertheless, conversely)?
Have I linked related arguments appropriately (e.g., similarly, likewise, equally)?
• Have I introduced the conclusion appropriately (e.g., therefore, finally,
in summary, in conclusion)?
• Does my conclusion make clear what side I favor?
• Have I introduced examples appropriately (e.g., for example, to illustrate,
in other words)?
• Have I used correct technical vocabulary?
• Have I checked the punctuation and spelling?
Figure

2.1.

Criteria Sheet for Editing Your Work

Intellectual Work in Practice

Developing Intellectual Practices in the Classroom
The kinds of practices described above do not of course exist in isolation from one
another. As you were reading you will probably have noticed that several of the
examples could be seen as representing more than one of the practices: the graphing
activity, for example, could also be viewed as an example of learning being transformed.
And in many of the classroom examples it is possible to see almost every practice oc
curring at some stage. It is important, then, to see these practices not in isolation from
one another but as a cluster of practices and events that are likely to occur within a par
ticular pedagogical approach. The next section of the chapter describes this approach,
and discusses why it is particularly helpful for EL learners.

Learning Through Apprenticeship
One example of the kind of scaffolded learning discussed in Chapter 1 is learning
through apprenticeship. This is the way we learn most naturally. When young chil
dren learn to dress or feed themselves, they do so with the guided support of those
more skilled helping them little by little to accomplish the task; likewise, when they
grow older and learn to drive a car, they develop this ability gradually through doing
it themselves with the help of someone more expert.
The notion of apprenticeship in the adult world is one with which everyone is fa
miliar. Nurses, car mechanics, medical interns, housepainters, garage mechanics, hair
dressers, fashion designers, teachers, builders, and those engaged in many other
occupations all serve apprenticeships of one kind or another, where they learn to be
come increasingly more expert in their field by working in a real workplace. In my own
institution, for example, trainee teachers work in schools regularly throughout their
university-based course, teaching collaboratively alongside an experienced teacher
who is on hand to monitor their progress, introduce them to the many aspects of the
work of a teacher, and give feedback on their progress. During new teachers’ first years
of teaching, many schools offer further ongoing support in the form of teacher-mentors
who continue this apprenticeship process. In similar ways novices in any field (nurses,
mechanics, and so on) gradually over time become full members of their particular
community.
An important aspect of this learning is that it occurs while participating in tasks
that are authentic and relevant in the chosen field (nurses do not need to learn how
to assess student learning, nor do builders need to learn to give injections!). In addi
tion the complexity of tasks is carefully sequenced. Apprentices start off with very sim
ple tasks, at first supervised and helped by the expert. As they become able to do these
tasks on their own, they are expected to carry out increasingly complex tasks, always
initially with the expert’s help, until they are finally able to do all the required tasks
and activities performed by full members of that particular community.
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One of the best-known books about apprenticeship learning is by the researchers
Lave and Wenger (1991). They describe five examples of apprenticeship learning in a
range of countries, one of which is a study of the apprenticeship of tailors in Liberia.
They describe how the training begins with the apprentices’ learning to sew by hand,
then with a treadle sewing machine, and then learning to press clothes. They make the
point that learning processes do not always reproduce the sequence of the production
process. In fact, apprentices begin by learning the finishing stages of producing a gar
ment (such as attaching buttons to the finished garment or pressing it), before learn
ing how to sew it and lastly how to cut it. In this way, they understand the end point
of the task as a whole, before learning the earlier steps, so that they gain an under
standing of how the previous step of the real production process contributes to the
next step. In other words, the apprentices learn “mini-tasks” (such as sewing on but
tons) in the context of recognizing how these tasks are relevant to the larger task or
end product (making a full garment).
While apprenticeship learning varies across different contexts, most such learning
shares a number of characteristics. These are listed below. As you read them, substitute
teacher for expert and learner for novice, and consider how these characteristics differ
from those of traditional “chalk and talk” classrooms, where teachers see their role as
transmitting knowledge to passive learners.
•
•
—

•

•

•

Learning is authentic and socially situated, clearly related to the real world.
Learners can see relevant processes at work.
Learning is collaborative and shared: the expert and apprentice complete tasks
together, in the context of the work of a mechanic, a hairdresser, a nurse.
The novice is “shown how” and “helped to do.” The expert demonstrates
and models a task and provides relevant support to the learner until he or
she is able to take over that particular task alone. In this way, and over time,
the learner moves from novice to more expert, with ongoing monitoring by
the expert.
Once a novice is able to successfully complete a particular task or part of a
task, the expert gradually hands over responsibility to the novice, and with
draws the previous help.
While many basic skills may require repetition and low-level learning, they
are practiced in the context of a larger task or end product: their purpose is clear
and relevant to the apprentice.
Being an apprentice requires gradually taking on the disposition (attitudes
and beliefs) of an expert in the field, and in taking on the particular roles
and codes of behavior shared by those who are already part of the particular
expert community.
Apprentices are treated by experts as the people they will become; they are
identified by others, and see themselves, as potential teachers, nurses, hair
dressers, mechanics, and so on.
Apprentice and expert share the same goals.
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Apprenticeship Learning in School
Apprenticeship learning is not of course the only way to learn. In formal learning con
texts such as schools and universities we also learn by reading, by listening to lectures,
by interacting with a computer, and in many other ways. But many researchers see the
overall approach to learning described above as very relevant to the classroom (see, for
example, Collins et al. 1991). And, as I will suggest at the end of this chapter, it offers
to EL learners in particular many unique opportunities both for curriculum learning and
language development.
Like the different fields in which apprentices learn (and as later chapters illus
trate), schools and disciplines also have their own culture and language into which
learners need to be apprenticed and enculturated. Of course there are important dif
ferences between traditional apprenticeship learning and school learning. One of the
major differences is that in traditional apprenticeships learners are often learning some
thing concrete or tangible, and so for the learner there is visible and observable evi
dence of the relevant thinking processes. This is usually not the case in school, where
the processes of thinking are often not made visible to students. Collins et al. (1991)
argue that in school often too little attention is paid to the reasoning and strategies that
experts employ when they acquire knowledge or use it to solve complex tasks. Often
there is an emphasis on formulaic methods for solving “textbook” problems or on the
development of low-level subskills. As a result, they argue, much school learning re
mains “inert”—unable to be used—for many students. For this reason, advocates of
apprenticeship approaches to pedagogy refer to this kind of learning in school as cog
nitive apprenticeship. Cognitive apprenticeship is concerned with helping students learn
to think and reason and solve problems, and emphasizes the need for teachers and stu
dents to make thinking visible and explicit:
In schooling, the practice of problem solving, reading comprehension, and writing are
not at all obvious—it is not necessarily observable to the student. In [traditional] ap
prenticeship, the processes of thinking are visible. In schooling, the processes of think
ing are often invisible to both students and teacher. Cognitive apprenticeship is a
model of instruction that works to make thinking visible. (Collins et al. 1991, 1)
Making thinking and language visible is of critical importance in the teaching of
all students, but has extra significance for EL learners in particular. We will return to
this point later at the end of this chapter and in the chapters about the teaching of
reading and writing. First, though, let’s consider some of the more general implications
that this approach suggests for classroom teaching.

Learners participate in “rich” real-world-like tasks
As some of the earlier examples illustrated, many of the tasks in which students were
engaged required them to “mirror” the ways of thinking, the ways of using language,
and the activities that are characteristic of the discipline. This kind of authenticity
was illustrated in Chapter 1 with the example of the two students whose analysis of a
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fruit drink challenged a large corporation to rethink its advertising. Of course, as all
teachers will be aware, it isn’t always possible for every classroom task to be as truly
authentic as in this example. However, it is important that as far as possible, the
teaching of skills and items of knowledge occur in the context of a meaningful broader
task which has a relationship to the real world and in which the purpose of lower-level
or more decontextualized practice exercises is clear. Two examples of how this might
be done are included here.
In the context of a science unit on elements, compounds, and mixtures, the
teacher introduced a problem to the year 8 students: the local river had been polluted
and the students’ task was to discover what substances were in the river. This required
students to collect samples of the water and test them to see what substances they con
tained. In rhe process of this investigation, students built up knowledge about the sci
entific techniques used in separating heterogeneous materials (including filtration,
decanting, crystallization, and magnetization) and about the concept of solubility. At
the end of the investigation the students wrote a scientific report on the substances
they found in the river and what the possible causes were. Their reports made use of
the scientific language they had developed during the unit.
In this unit, the skills and knowledge that the students needed for this task were
in fact mandatory within the science syllabus; however, as with true apprenticeship
learning, they were taught not as isolated bits of knowledge but in the broader context
of a “real world” task that provided an authentic purpose for the mandated knowledge
and skills to be developed and utilized. In the stare of New South Wales, in Australia,
some schools now Contribute data that they have collected to an on-line program
known as Stream Watch. This in turn contributes to a database that provides impor
tant information to water companies.
Phillip Moulds (2002) gives the following example of work from a year 8 science
class. Students were given the task of designing a box for a pizza delivery business that
would keep pizzas at a constant temperature for thirty minutes. They were also asked
to design an experiment to gather data about how well the box maintained a constant
temperature of 45Q centigrade, and then to reflect on how the design might be im
proved. Moulds points out that in this activity students were acrively engaged in the
learning process, designing a product clearly related to real-world use. The students
needed to make use of their knowledge about heat transfer, incorporating information
about convection, conduction, and radiation; about what constitutes a “fair test”; and
about how the use of test results leads to design improvements.
In neither of these examples was traditional science learning compromised: in fact
it was essential for the students to do the tasks. What makes these tasks different from
traditional science teaching is the use to which the knowledge is put, the broad con
text in which the knowledge is gained, and the fact that knowledge is developed as part
of a coherent system, rarher than as sets of decontextualized and isolated items.
Tasks like these are sometimes referred to as rich tasks. They are real-world-like, in
that they mirror—or imitate—authentic ways of thinking, being, and talking in the
world outside the classroom. Imitating, unlike copying or mimicking, does not in
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volve simply reproducing the expert’s model, but involves a role reversal by the
learner, who begins to act in ways that mirror the expert or adult. If you watch stu
dents involved in such tasks, what strikes you most is the enthusiasm and excitement
with which the tasks are tackled, perhaps because they are engaged in tasks over which
they have some ownership and investment. You will find more about rich tasks later
in this chapter.

Thinking is made visible
Making thinking visible is an important aspect of cognitive apprenticeship. As Collins
et al. (1991) put it, teachers and students “need to deliberately bring thinking to the
surface, to make it visible, whether it’s in reading, writing, [or] problem solving.”
While experts complete many tasks without consciously thinking about what
they are doing, learners need the expert’s thinking to be “brought to the surface.”
They need to be shown explicitly those things that to an expert have become auto
matic. One example of what this means in practice is the use of the “thinking sheet”
described in intellectual practice 3 for supporting students in their design of an ex
periment. The thinking sheet gave learners an opportunity to make decisions collab
oratively in order to plan, make use of prior knowledge, and reflect on how to improve
their designs—that is, to mirror and model authentic scientific processes. Through
using the thinking sheet, their thinking was made explicit to themselves and to others
through talk. And as we are all aware, telling someone about something makes it
clearer to ourselves and frequently allows us to see gaps or inconsistencies in our think
ing. As well, others’ reactions to what we have said may require us to respond by mod
ifying or changing our own ideas. In this case, the thinking sheet provided scaffolding
for students to carry out the task itself successfully, and with a greater degree of un
derstanding, than if this planned time for thinking had not occurred. It also con
structed a context whereby students used subject-related language for authentic
reasons and in a meaningful context.
A year 7 math class also used a thinking sheet to assist them with solving word
problems. Most students in the class were EL learners, and word problems often pose
difficulties for them not because of the mathematical processes themselves, but be
cause of the language of the problem: EL learners simply may not recognize what math
ematical processes are required. In this case the learners as a group were given a
thinking sheet with the word problem to be solved at the top. They were asked first to
underline the key words in the problem and to give simple meanings for the words.
They then solved the problem and finally as a group were asked to write down the
process they went through to get to the answer. The group’s thinking sheet was used
by one of the students to report back to the rest of the class about how the group chose
to solve the problem. At this stage the teacher interacted with the students, modeling
new language, probing and clarifying what they were saying, and writing up on the
board what the students were saying mathematically. The process that the students
went through in making explicit their reasoning is a step that is often skipped over or
given little time in classrooms where only the “right answer” is considered important.
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Talking aloud their thinking also made it much easier for the teacher to check their
understanding, just as it did for the teacher in the grade 8 math classroom described in
intellectual practice 4.
The editing sheet used to support students in their writing described in intellec
tual practice 6 is a further example of making visible what skilled writers do intuitively,
namely to edit their own work. Here the students were given a list of key questions, to
gether with examples, to guide them to do something even many adults are not skilled
in doing~

Observation plays a key role: Learners are given opportunities to observe
models of a task as a whole prior to attempting to execute it
In all the classrooms students had a clear idea of what they were aiming at and what
the finished product might look like. For example, in the science unit described in in
tellectual practice 4, students were required to design an experiment to test the truth
of common myths. Prior to this, they had watched a Myth-Busters (a popular science
TV show) video focusing on proving or disproving the hypothesis, wearing a tongue
stud makes it more likely that you will be struck by lightning. In this very entertaining video
scientists set up a series of experiments, using increasingly larger metal studs embedded
in a number of constructed “heads,” while keeping the charge of lightning constant.
(Results were random and the scientists found no correlation between the stud and
the likelihood of being struck by lightning, at least not until the size of the stud was
increased to about a quarter the size of the head!) While watching the video students
made notes on the scientific process that the scientists followed, developing their un
derstanding of dependent, independent, and controlled variables, which they later ap
plied to their own experiments.
Similarly, the TV program on Antarctica described in intellectual practice 2 was
modeled on a real program with which all the students were familiar. The Power Point
presentations described in intellectual practice 5 were preceded by the children’s
watching similar presentations developed by another class in the school. Before the
children produced the community booklet for new parents in intellectual practice 2,
they had looked at other leaflets and brochures, and the teacher had discussed with
them the purpose and audience of the booklet and the style of writing this would re
quire. Before writing the discussion text discussed in intellectual practice 6, the stu
dents had looked at several models of other texts in this genre.

Abstract tasks or tasks involving low-level skills are situated in authentic
contexts, so that students understand the relevance of what they are doing
One of my Ph.D. students recently recounted to me his experience as a young man
when he was an apprentice to a barber in his home land of Turkey. He described how
one of the first things he was required to do was to shave a watermelon! As he talked,
it became clear why: the melon is similar in size and shape to a human head, it is cov
ered with fine hairs, and the action of shaving it imitates the flexible wrist movement
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of a barber as he shaves his cus
tomers. This is clearly an “exercise”
type activity that if taken out of its
context would be utterly meaning
less! However, in the context of
becoming a barber, it had real rele
vance and a clear purpose.
So it is with teaching a lan
guage: low-level or practice-type
exercises without a context have
little meaning or relevance to stu
He was required to slwve a watermelon,
dents. An exercise where students
turn a number of active sentences
(you mustn’t mix acid with water) into passive sentences (acid must not be mixed with
water) may help students to master the form and structure of sentences but tells them
nothing about how these forms relate to context and meaning, or about the different
contexts in which one or the other might be appropriate. The first sentence is likely
to be spoken, possibly as a directive from teacher to student in a laboratory setting.
The second is more likely to be written and might occur as a set of safety instructions
or as part of a written science report. And though the two sentences are closely re
lated in meaning, there is a subtle difference in what is being emphasized: the first
is concerned with you, the person being spoken to. The second is telling us something
about the acid. And so while formal practice of these language forms may be useful,
it is not sufficient. To excise language from its context and meaning is to tell only
half the story. It is like shaving a melon but not knowing whyl
And so it is important to teach language in ways that allow EL learners to see the
function and meaning of language, not simply the form and structure. Subject-based
teaching provides a ready-made context for this. The use and form of the passive voice
was an explicit focus of part of the science unit on designing scientific investigations
(see intellectual practice 4), because the students needed to use this in their reports.
The EL teacher, working collaboratively with the science teacher, taught this explic
itly, and the students spent some time locating and underlining the passive verbs in a
model report. They also talked about why formal report writing in science usually does
not contain references to the actual people who carry out the experiments and how the
use of passive verbs allows us to do that. This is an example of how there can be a focus
on a single aspect of grammar (including in this case having the students do practice
type exercises) occurring within a broader context in which the relevance of the prac
tice activity is clear.

Assessing Learning Through Rich Tasks
Several examples of rich tasks were described earlier in the chapter. In one such task,
students designed a box for a pizza delivery firm that would keep food at a constant
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temperature. In another, students produced a book about the local community that
Could be used by newly arrived parents. These tasks were closely linked to the skills,
knowledge, and practices of a particular discipline or disciplines and required students
to be actively engaged in the learning process. They were characterized by all or many
of the features below:
Rich tasks
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

Are problem based and require deep understanding.
May require knowledge related to more than one subject area.
Result in an end product that is for an audience broader than the teacher
and has relevance beyond the classroom.
Feature a real-world-like setting.
Can range in length from short-term tasks to long-term multistage projects.
Allow for end products to be open ended, complex, and authentic and take
a variety of formats (text and visuals, performance, multimedia).
Require collection, organization, synthesis, and transformation of substan
tial amounts of information.
Require students to consider alternatives to problems and make connections
with other learning.
Require students to participate in substantive conversation and elaborated
written and visual communication.

Because rich tasks are culminating performances, they also serve an important
assessment function. They are able to provide evidence that learners have a deep un
derstanding of a topic and are able to use their knowledge in context. Rich tasks are
a more appropriate means to assess this than quizzes, end-of-unit tests, and standard
ized tests (Wiggins and McTIghe 2004). These traditional assessments may have a
place in assessing the essential knowledge and skills that contribute to rich tasks but are
not by themselves sufficient to assess the kind of intellectual work that has been de
scribed in this chapter. Rubrics can be used to assess rich tasks, with criteria derived
from the key features of the task.
Moulds (2002) provides an example of a rich task used in a senior chemistry
course. Students were asked to investigate water quality in the Brisbane River by
analyzing data from a number of samplings for specific patterns, comparing their results
with government standards, and making and justifying recommendations as to how
the water quality could be improved. Along the way students completed many smaller
tasks that related and led up to the final task, and these tasks required traditional chem
istry knowledge about solubility and acid/base chemistry. Rubrics were used to assess
and provide feedback to students on these tasks. Moulds comments that from student
responses in the final report, it was evident which students had a rich understanding
of the key concepts and which had explored ideas at a superficial level.
You will find more about assessing learning in Chapter 8.
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Apprenticeship Learning and EL Learners
The approach to learning described through classroom examples in this chapter offers
the potential for a challenging and relevant learning environment for all students. But
for EL learners it also offers significant opportunities for language development:
•

•

What students hear and what they learn is contextualized. Language is
heard and used in a real context and used meaningfully to carry out subjectrelevant tasks.
There are many opportunities, through group tasks, for meaningful inter
actions in context.
• Interacting with others, in particular when students are engaged in problemsolving activities, creates an excellent environment for language develop
ment (Swain 2000).
• In small groups, students hear a wider range of language and have more
language directed to them than is possible in a whole-class context
(McGroarty 1993).
• Students have more opportunities to interact with other speakers, to take
more turns, and, in the absence of the teacher, to take on more responsi
bility for clarifying unclear wording.
In group talk around a task, ideas are often reworded and revised, key
words and phrases are repeated, problems are restated, and meanings are
refined, all of which give EL learners opportunities to hear similar ideas
expressed in a variety of ways; this makes what they hear more compre
hensible.
Group work often provides an environment in which less confident stu
dents feel more comfortable and more prepared to take risks.
There are opportunities for learning about language in the context of using
language.
EL students greatly benefit from an approach that makes thinking visible
and from the explicit teaching that goes along with this.
EL students are positioned as the people they might become, by taking on
adultlike roles. The approach focuses on students’ potential achievement
through explicit support rather than on their current levels of achievement
in English, and so allows for teaching to be at an appropriate cognitive
level.

Student Voices
This chapter concludes with comments from English language learners themselves.
They suggest that students want to be active learners and that they value thinking and
doing for themselves.

39

ENGLISH LEARNERS, ACADEMIC LITERACY, AND THINKING

Here are the Comments of three EL learners after completing the grade 5 math
unit on graphs:
I learned most when I was actually drawing the graphs because then I knew how to
draw them.
I had to think really hard when we were told to do four graphs by ourself [sic] but I
really enjoyed it.
I learned most when we were doing the power point because now I can do [it] at home
by myself.
An EL learner in a grade 7 science class comments in a similar way on the value
of the students designing, conducting trials, and evaluating their own experiments in
a unit on scientific investigation:
I learned because like we make it ourselves, like we don’t copy it from a book because
we get to do it
instead of just copying it, and it’s more fun if you design it and think
about it.
. . .

The students were also clear about what did not help theml Here are the com
ments of two students about work they had done in the previous year, which they com
pare unfavorably to the kinds of active experiences they now have:
And when we had [grade 7 history] practicals.
us and so we haven’t done anything on it.

. .

one teacher did most of the work for

I was excited when Miss S told us that our new [grade 5] maths theme is about graphs
because in my old classes we usually just did times table, addition, and subtraction, so
it was good learning about something new.
Students’ comments, like the words of the teacher that began this chapter, also re
flect the fact that they did not like activities that were too simple, seeing them as a
waste of time. Here are three grade 7 EL learners discussing what they find unhelpful
for their learning. They are referring to a low-level drill-and-practice exercise that a
teacher regularly used:
Student 1:

Student 2:
Student 3:
Student 2:

But with one teacher we get. a sheet, and it’s got all this stuff in it
and then a couple of words along the way she whited out Ideletedi a
word and then all that happen [sic] is that she read it all out and as she
read we fill it in. And that’s all that happen Isici and it doesn’t help.
Because like we don’t learn from that.
Instead of if you actually do it by yourself.
And we’re not actually thinking hard or like what should go in
here and why.
.
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Intellectual Work in Practice
Student 3:
Student 4:

You never used your brain!
In the end I know like nothing because it’s just, we get these sheets
and there’s little blank words and we fill in the blanks. And that’s
it and I didn’t learning [sicj anything from it. So I was really scared
when the test came.

From the students too, then, comes the suggestion that the most useful leaming envi
ronment is one in which they are active in their own learning and one that requires
more from them than the simple reproduction of knowledge.
The final comment comes from a refugee student from Somalia, who at the time
of writing has been in Australia for about three years. He is a superb athlete and until
recently this was the only thing in school that he excelled at and the one he enjoyed
most. After his experiences in one of the science classes described in this chapter, he
commented: “I think science is my favorite subject now.” For this student, being treated
as the person he could be has given him a new identity, that of the successful student.
There can be few more important things that a teacher who has high expectations for
students can do than this.

Summary
This chapter has illustrated what an intellectually challenging environment looks like
in practice. It has given examples of seven related intellectual practices that occurred
in the context of real-world-like tasks that mirrored authentic disciplinary practices.
These practices occurred in classroom environments that reflected an apprenticeship
approach to learning. Key points included:
•
•
•
•

Apprenticeship learning is a natural way to learn and involves collaborative
work between “expert” and “novice.”
Cognitive apprenticeship describes an approach to learning and teaching in
the classroom that focuses on making thinking visible.
Apprenticeship learning based on real-life-like tasks offers EL learners op
portunities for language development.
Rich tasks make use of the central ideas of a topic and link school learning
to the real world. They provide a way for students to demonstrate their deep
understanding of a topic.

To Think About...
1. Look again at the seven intellectual practices described here. Are there any
practices you would add to these?
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2. What additional Classroom examples from your own experience could illus
trate these practices?
3. How does apprenticeship learning differ from traditional teacher-centered
learning? How do the roles of the teacher and students change?
4. In what ways can teachers make thinking visible?
5. In your experience, how does collaborative work help EL learners develop
new language?
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Notes
1.

Some of the classroom examples in this section are based on research carried out
in collaboration with the Department of Education and Training, New South
Wales, 2004—2006 (see Gibbons 2008 and Hammond 2008).

2.

“Display questions” (sometimes referred to as “known-answer” questions) are so
called because their purpose is to test what a student knows; thus they are for dis
play purposes only, since the teacher already knows the answer.

3.

Chapter 6 describes a range of specific types of writing (or genres) used in differ
ent subject areas, of which a discussion is one.

