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TASK SHEET 

Current Approach 

Quick Write  
Take 3 minutes to describe how you teach complex text to English learners. 

Partner Work  
Take 2 minutes to share with a table partner (1 minute each). Be prepared to share with the 
large group.   
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Your Turn: Text Complexity Analysis 

Directions 
1. Individually, carefully read “A Life Boat” by Judith Ortiz Cofer1  

2. In pairs, use the following tools to assess the complexity of the text: 

• CCSS Qualitative Measures Rubric for Informational Texts  

• IFL Criteria: Looking Beyond Complexity  

3. Create a chart with your responses to at least four of the six questions listed below. Be 
sure to identify textual evidence (e.g., line numbers) to support your responses. 

Questions 
1. Which aspects of this text are very or exceedingly complex?  

2. Which aspects of this text are moderately or slightly complex? 

3. What ideas will students find interesting, engaging, and/or difficult? 

4. What information in this text is worth knowing? Why?  

5. What will students learn about through their study of this text? 

6. Does the text support students to do intellectual work that’s valued by the CCSS? What 
is the intellectual work?  

 
 

                                                 
1 Cofer, J. O. (2011). A life boat. Lessons from a writer’s life: Readings and resources for teachers and students 
(pp.22-23). Portsmouth, NH: Heinemann. 
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“A	  Life	  Boat”	  by	  Judith	  Ortiz	  Cofer	  
	  
Like	  the	  poet,	  the	  immigrant	  is	  primarily	  a	  metaphor	  maker,	  a	  translator	  of	  experience.	  
Struggling	  between	  languages,	  I	  learned	  this	  skill	  early:	  how	  to	  answer	  a	  question	  Como	  
se	  dice?	  by	  making	  a	  comparison,	  by	  trying	  to	  access	  the	  unfamiliar	  road	  by	  following	  
the	  familiar	  camino	  first.	  When	  I	  heard	  an	  unfamiliar	  word,	  I	  went	  through	  my	  mental	  
files	  for	  a	  comparison.	  In	  the	  poem	  “Underwater,”	  I	  recall	  one	  of	  the	  “shipwreck”	  
moments	  early	  in	  my	  American	  life:	  a	  day	  when	  a	  teacher	  innocently	  assumed	  that	  all	  
her	  students	  knew	  what	  a	  cruise	  ship	  was.	  I	  did	  my	  best	  to	  guess	  what	  she	  wanted	  based	  
on	  what	  I	  had	  experienced	  in	  my	  Spanish-‐speaking	  life.	  In	  Puerto	  Rico,	  I	  had	  seen	  the	  
fisherman’s	  dinghies	  in	  the	  seaside	  pueblos	  that	  we	  visited.	  I	  thought	  I	  heard	  the	  teacher	  
say	  the	  word	  cruz,	  a	  familiar	  symbol	  in	  the	  Catholic	  church	  I	  attended	  and	  in	  my	  home.	  
My	  parents	  and	  grandparents	  had	  books	  on	  Puerto	  Rico’s	  Spanish	  colonial	  days,	  so	  I	  
knew	  that	  some	  ships	  were	  adorned	  with	  crosses.	  I	  used	  all	  I	  had	  to	  come	  up	  with	  my	  
“cruz	  ship.”	  My	  efforts	  were	  met	  with	  disdain	  by	  my	  fellow	  students,	  and	  the	  teacher’s	  
attempt	  to	  gain	  sympathy	  for	  me	  by	  reminding	  the	  class	  that	  “she	  doesn’t	  understand”	  
only	  made	  me	  feel	  more	  alienated.	  
	  
	   These	  are	  the	  moments	  that	  are	  seared	  into	  the	  memory	  of	  a	  child	  struggling	  to	  
master	  a	  new	  language:	  when	  you	  fail	  to	  know	  what	  everyone	  is	  supposed	  to	  know,	  and	  
therefore	  to	  be	  “like	  everyone	  else.”	  But	  something	  I	  understand	  now	  is	  that	  my	  story	  
could	  have	  been	  interesting	  to	  the	  class	  if	  the	  assignment	  had	  been	  a	  bit	  more	  open.	  If	  
we	  had	  been	  asked	  to	  draw	  our	  favorite	  boat,	  or	  one	  that	  we	  had	  seen.	  It	  could	  have	  
been	  a	  time	  to	  share	  knowledge,	  an	  occasion	  for	  the	  others	  to	  see	  what	  I	  saw,	  rather	  
than	  a	  setback	  in	  confidence	  for	  the	  student	  who	  “doesn’t	  understand.”	  
	  
	   Recently	  I	  witnessed	  the	  empowering	  effects	  of	  giving	  a	  story	  to	  the	  students	  
rather	  than	  simply	  dictating	  it.	  In	  a	  middle	  school	  classroom	  I	  visited	  in	  Atlanta,	  there	  
was	  one	  Latino	  student,	  Alejandro,	  the	  silent	  one	  in	  the	  back	  of	  the	  room.	  His	  class	  had	  
read	  some	  of	  the	  stories	  in	  my	  book	  An	  Island	  Like	  You:	  Stories	  of	  the	  Barrio,	  and	  their	  
teacher	  had	  assigned	  them	  each	  to	  write	  and	  deliver	  a	  three-‐minute	  monologue	  based	  
on	  their	  favorite	  character.	  It	  was	  exciting	  for	  me	  to	  hear	  how	  individual	  students	  
transformed	  my	  characters	  into	  versions	  of	  themselves	  by	  giving	  them	  new	  voices,	  new	  
mannerisms,	  and	  new	  ways	  of	  explaining	  their	  actions.	  
	  
	   The	  teacher	  had	  warned	  me	  that	  Alejandro	  might	  not	  participate.	  He	  was,	  she	  
said,	  aggressively	  silent,	  refusing	  to	  answer	  questions	  in	  class,	  and	  she	  feared	  that	  he	  
was	  destined	  to	  drop	  out	  of	  school	  to	  follow	  his	  migrant	  worker	  parents	  as	  soon	  as	  he	  
could.	  Alejandro	  did	  wait	  until	  the	  end	  of	  the	  presentations.	  He	  then	  walked	  to	  the	  
podium	  and,	  standing	  very	  straight,	  delivered	  a	  monologue	  that	  left	  everyone	  stunned	  
by	  its	  power.	  It	  was	  based	  on	  a	  character	  I	  created,	  who	  is	  in	  rebellion	  and	  close	  to	  
losing	  everything,	  including	  his	  freedom.	  Everyone	  thinks	  he’s	  a	  gangster	  because	  he	  is	  
just	  plain	  bad,	  but	  in	  reality	  he	  is	  grieving	  for	  the	  mother	  he	  recently	  lost	  and	  is	  unable	  



to	  help	  his	  father,	  who	  has	  also	  been	  defeated	  by	  emotional	  pain.	  In	  the	  story	  he	  finds	  
love,	  and	  he	  also	  learns	  a	  lot	  about	  giving.	  Alejandro	  read	  his	  monologue	  in	  a	  thick	  
Spanish	  accent,	  which	  was	  exactly	  right	  for	  the	  character.	  He	  read	  it	  dramatically,	  and	  
with	  emotion.	  His	  resolve	  to	  make	  each	  word	  he	  said	  count	  brought	  tears	  to	  his	  
teacher’s	  (and	  my)	  eyes.	  I	  observed	  his	  fellow	  students	  looking	  at	  Alejandro	  with	  a	  
mixture	  of	  wonder,	  curiosity,	  and	  maybe	  (I	  hoped)	  a	  growing	  sense	  of	  respect.	  Later,	  I	  
saw	  that	  several	  girls	  came	  up	  to	  him	  at	  the	  reception	  we	  had	  at	  the	  end	  of	  my	  visit,	  and	  
I	  saw	  that	  Alejandro	  was	  not	  being	  “aggressively	  silent”	  with	  them.	  
	  
	   I	  do	  not	  know	  Alejandro’s	  personal	  history,	  but	  I	  did	  hear	  from	  his	  teacher	  that	  
she	  used	  special	  readings	  of	  material	  that	  she	  thought	  would	  draw	  him	  out	  in	  her	  class,	  
and	  that	  he	  had	  become	  the	  Latino	  “expert,”	  fielding	  questions	  about	  concepts	  and	  
words	  that	  his	  fellow	  students	  would	  have	  had	  to	  look	  up.	  She	  had	  leveled	  the	  field,	  
allowing	  him	  some	  time	  as	  the	  one	  who	  knows	  the	  answers,	  rather	  than	  the	  one	  who	  
does	  not	  understand.	  	  
	  
	  



Text Complexity: Qualitative Measures Rubric 
 

INFORMATIONAL TEXTS 
 

    Text Title___________________________________________           Text Author_____________________________________ 
 

 Exceedingly Complex Very Complex Moderately Complex Slightly Complex 

 
 
 

TEXT STRUCTURE 

 
o Organization: Connections between an 

extensive range of ideas, processes or 
events are deep, intricate and often 
ambiguous; organization is intricate or 
discipline-specific  
 

o Text Features: If used, are essential in 
understanding content 

 
o Use of Graphics: If used, intricate, 

extensive graphics, tables, charts, etc., 
are extensive are integral to making 
meaning of the text; may provide 
information not otherwise conveyed in 
the text 
 

 
o Organization: Connections between an 

expanded range ideas, processes or 
events are often implicit or subtle; 
organization may contain multiple 
pathways or exhibit some discipline-
specific traits  
 

o Text Features: If used, directly enhance 
the reader’s understanding of content 

 

o Use of Graphics: If used, graphics, tables, 
charts, etc. support or are integral to 
understanding the text 

 
o Organization: Connections between some 

ideas or events are implicit or subtle; 
organization is evident and generally 
sequential or chronological 
 

 
o Text Features: If used, enhance the 

reader’s understanding of content 
 
o Use of Graphics: If used, graphic, 

pictures, tables, and charts, etc. are 
mostly supplementary to understanding 
the text  

 
o Organization: Connections between ideas, 

processes or events are explicit and clear; 
organization of text is chronological, 
sequential or easy to predict 

 
o Text Features: If used, help the reader 

navigate and understand content but are 
not essential to understanding content. 

 

o Use of Graphics: If used, graphic, pictures, 
tables, and charts, etc. are simple and 
unnecessary to understanding the text but 
they may support and assist readers in 
understanding the written text 

 
 
 

LANGUAGE 
FEATURES 

 
o Conventionality: Dense and complex; 

contains considerable abstract, ironic, 
and/or figurative language 
 

o Vocabulary: Complex, generally 
unfamiliar, archaic, subject-specific, or 
overly academic language; may be 
ambiguous or purposefully misleading 

 
o Sentence Structure: Mainly complex 

sentences with several subordinate 
clauses or phrases and transition words; 
sentences often contains multiple concepts 

 
o Conventionality: Fairly complex; 

contains some abstract, ironic, and/or 
figurative language 
 

o Vocabulary: Fairly complex language 
that is sometimes unfamiliar, archaic, 
subject-specific, or overly academic 

 

o Sentence Structure: Many complex 
sentences with several subordinate 
phrases or clauses and transition words 

 

 
o Conventionality: Largely explicit and 

easy to understand with some occasions 
for more complex meaning 
 

o Vocabulary: Mostly contemporary, 
familiar, conversational; rarely overly 
academic 

 

o Sentence Structure: Primarily simple and 
compound sentences, with some complex 
constructions 

 
o Conventionality: Explicit, literal, 

straightforward, easy to understand 
 
 

o Vocabulary: Contemporary, familiar, 
conversational language 

 
 

o Sentence Structure: Mainly simple 
sentences 

 
PURPOSE 

 
o Purpose:  Subtle and intricate, difficult to 

determine; includes many theoretical or 
abstract elements 
 

 
o Purpose:  Implicit or subtle but fairly 

easy to infer; more theoretical or 
abstract than concrete 

 
o Purpose:  Implied but easy to identify 

based upon context or source 

 
o Purpose:  Explicitly stated, clear, concrete, 

narrowly focused 

 
 

KNOWLEDGE 
DEMANDS 

 
o Subject Matter Knowledge: Relies on 

extensive levels of discipline-specific or 
theoretical knowledge; includes a range of 
challenging abstract concepts 
 

 
o Intertextuality: Many references or 

allusions to other texts or outside ideas, 
theories, etc. 

 
o Subject Matter Knowledge: Relies on 

moderate levels of discipline-specific or 
theoretical knowledge; includes a mix of 
recognizable ideas and challenging 
abstract concepts 

 
o Intertextuality: Some references or 

allusions to other texts or outside ideas, 
theories, etc. 

 
o Subject Matter Knowledge: Relies on 

common practical knowledge and some 
discipline-specific content knowledge; 
includes a mix of simple and more 
complicated, abstract ideas  

 
o Intertextuality: Few references or allusions 

to other texts or outside ideas, theories, etc. 

 
o Subject Matter Knowledge: Relies on 

everyday, practical knowledge; includes 
simple, concrete ideas 

 
 
 
o Intertextuality: No references or allusions 

to other texts, or outside ideas, theories, 
etc. 

 



. 
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Looking Beyond Complexity 

What Else Matters for Selecting Texts? 

Additional Criteria Notes and Evidence 

Is this a text that will make students want to be readers? Does 
the text generate intellectual excitement, engagement, and 
curiosity? 

 

Will this text push students beyond their comfort zone? Is it 
cognitively challenging?  

 
 

Does the text allow students to wrestle with important and 
complex ideas? 

 

Does the text help students to gain knowledge (about 
language, concepts, events, topics, or themes) worth knowing? 

 



. 
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Additional Criteria Notes and Evidence 

Does the text support students to do intellectual work that’s 
valued by the standards? What is the intellectual work?  

 

What challenges might this text pose to students?   

How might you support students to be successful reading and 
working with this text? 
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TASK SHEET  

Questioning the Author and Engaging as a Learner 

Materials 
• Text: “How Teachers Can Support Productive Classroom Talk: Move the Thinking to the 

Students” by Isabel Beck and Margaret G. McKeown1 

Directions 
1. Individually, take 10 minutes to read pages 207-209 of the text cited above. What is the 

argument the authors posit for using this approach to teach reading comprehension and 
what is the approach?   

a. Share your response with a partner (2 minutes). 

b. Share your responses at the table (3 minutes). 

2. Engage as a learner in a QtA approach. When engaging as a learner, you engage as 
yourself comprehending the text. You are not playing the role of an English learner or an 
educator. Please respond as you normally respond when learning. You will have an 
opportunity to respond as an educator after the lesson.   

a. Take out the text “A Life Boat” by Judith Ortiz Cofer and wait for the facilitator to 
lead you through the discussion of the text. 

b. Reflect on your experience as a learner.

                                            
1 Beck, I., & McKeown, M. G. (2007). How teachers can support productive classroom talk: Move the thinking to 
the students. In R. Horowitz (Ed.), Talking texts: How speech and writing interact in school learning (pp. 207-220). 
Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.    
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3. Engage as an educator. What questions do you have about the process? How do the 
queries used by the facilitator differ from traditional questions? What were the 
differences between initial queries and follow-up queries? See examples below. 

Examples of Initiating Queries 
• What is the author trying to say here? 

• What do you think the author wants us to know? 

• What is the author talking about? 

• What is important here? 

Examples of Follow-Up Queries 
• So what does the author mean right here? 

• That’s what the author says, but what did the author mean? 

• Does that make sense? Does it connect to what the author said before? 

• Why do you think the author tells us that now? 
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How Teachers Can Support Productive Classroom Talk: Move 

the Thinking to the Students 
Isabel L. Beck and Margaret G. McKeown  

 
Beck, I., & McKeown, M. G. (2007). How teachers can support 
productive classroom talk: Move the thinking to the students. In R. 
Horowitz (Ed.), Talking texts: How speech and writing interact in 
school learning (pp. 207-220). Mahwah, NJ: Lawrence Erlbaum 
Associates. 
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8 . SUPPORTING PRODUCTIVE CLASSROOM TALK 21 3 

As indicated in the transcript on Table 8.2, the teacher uses a version of the IRE 
format in -vvhich she essentially retells the story the class has read- giving the stu
dents the role of filling in some blanks in her retelling. Notice that students' re
sponses are rarely more than three or four words long. The discussion excerpt 
d early demonstrates that, in such classroom discourse, students scarcely need to 
think about, and deal with, ideas . The teacher was doing virtually all the w ork, 
and if there was any thinking going on, it was in the teacher's head. Relatedl y, she 
is extremely directive; her agenda, and only her agenda, was considered. 

. . 
COLLECTING STUDENTS' COMMENTS 

WITH LITTLE FOCUSING OF IDEAS 

In contrast to the excessively directive approach demonstrated by the teacher in 
the The Best Bad Thing lesson, Table 8.3 presents a transcript of a lesson at the other 
extreme. The teacher was excessively n ondirective, and, as such, the discussion 
did not move toward constructing meaning and exploring ideas. The transcript 
comes from a teacher who has been introduced to Questioning the Author but 
who, as of the time the lesson was videotaped, had little experience with the ap
proach. The lesson is from a fourth-grade discussion about a section of a novel, Be a. 
Perfect Person in Just Three Days (Manes, 1982), which students -vvere reading. The 
book is about a boy, Milo, who has become engaged in a quest for perfection after 
finding a book that prescribes how to become perfect in three days. Milo has been 
dutifully following instructions from the book, including such things as wearing 
broccoli around his neck all day. In the excerpt presented in Table 8.3, the students 
had just completed reading the current instructions from the book, which told 
Milo that his next step toward perfection was to do absolutely nothing for 24 
hours. This is turning out to be n1uch m ore difficult for Milo than it sounded. 

As the transcript indicates, the teacher initiated good probing questions at sev
eral points in the lesson, but when a student responded to her question, she did not 
continue to pursue the issues the student raised. She made no attempt to draw stu
dents' comments together, to highlight the meaning or significance of doing noth
ing and how it might affect the character's view of achieving perfection. She 
simply seemed to collect student responses. 

THE TEACHERS' ROLES IN THE THREE LESSONS VIS-A-VIS 
STUDENTS' COGNITIVE EFFORT 

The teacher's role in the second excerpt, The Best Bad Thing, was to get the events of 
the story established. She did so by retelling the story and allowing the students to 
fill in some blanks in her retelling. Further evidence of the teacher 's domin ance of 
the lesson is that the proportion of teacher-to-student talk (determined by number 
of lines in the transcript) was 82 to 18. The students not only did very little talking, 
they did very little thinking. Whatever cognitive effort and thinking that was go
ing on, it was being done by the teacher. 

Whereas The Best Bad Thing teacher had a definite preestablished agenda, the Be 
a Perfect Person teacher seemed to have no agenda. In the "Perfect Person" discus
sion, the teacher 's role seemed to be to collect and accept students ' comments but 
not to use them toward building a coherent representation. Students had more op
portunity to talk in the Be a Perfect Person lesson, which had a ratio of teacher-
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Sequence of Tasks: “A Life Boat” by Judith Ortiz Cofer 
 

Task 1: Comprehension 

What is Ortiz Cofer’s big idea about education in this memoir? What parts are cofusing or get in 
the way of understanding what Ortiz Cofer is trying to say? 

Task 2: Vocabulary Development 

How can we make sense of new words we do not understand? How can those words be used in 
sentences?  

Focus words: disdain, alienated, sear(ed), setback, empowering, aggressively, destined, 
rebellion, defeated 

Task 3: Significant Moments 

Which moment in the text did you find most significant to Ortiz Cofer’s big idea? Why did you 
select the moment as significant? 

Task 4: Analysis 

What do you notice about how the author uses commas to affect meaning? 

Task 5: Retrospection 

Now that you’ve read and discussed this text multiple times, revise your response to Task 1 to 
capture what you now understand about Ortiz Cofer’s big ideas. Build from the work you’ve 
done on this text and use evidence from across the text to support your thinking. 
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Lesson Design Workbook 

EL-Text-Based Discussion 

Grade Level: _________________________ 

Proficiency Level: _______________________________________________________________ 

Step One: Select and Read Text 

Title: 

Summary: 

What content can students learn? 

What can students learn about language? 
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Step Two A: Analyze Text to Mediate Student Learning 

What is complex about this text?  

How might you help students work through the complexities of the text? 

How does this text offer opportunities for cultural and language connections? 

Which vocabulary words might you teach? 
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Vocabulary Tracker 

 

Word Page Number Student-Friendly Definition What is the 
cognate? 
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Step Two B: Focusing Instruction 

Intended Student Learning: 

 

Which standards will be addressed? 

What content will you teach?  

Where might you mediate the language in the text? How will you do so? 
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Step Three: Preparing the Text for Comprehension Instruction 

Read 
Lines/Pages 

Say and/or Ask Elicit Vocabulary to Call 
Attention to 
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Notes for Preparing to Read the Text with Your Students 

Preparing To Read  

• Discuss with students and chart (or refer to existing charts) the following:  

– Group Norms for Accountable Talk (This would preferably be a pre-
existing chart.)  

– What do good readers do when they are confused?  

– Refer to the vocabulary students studied prior to this reading and remind 
them that they will encounter these words as they read this story.  

Reading the Text  

• Read the title and the author’s name.  

• Mention that the genre of the story is __________, define the 
genre______________________________, and remind students of what they 
know about the genre from previous readings (when applicable).  

• Tell students that you will be charting the group’s thinking during the story 
around the key concepts conveyed.  

• When applicable, provide students with a paragraph that gives a little 
background information around the text’s topic in students’ home language. For 
example, students may be unfamiliar with the American Civil Rights Movement. 
Before reading a text about Ruby Bridges, it might be helpful for students to get a 
short paragraph that provides some context to help students engage with the 
ideas in the text.  

 

                                                 
 Accountable Talk is a registered trademark of the University of Pittsburgh. 
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