When looking at your texts today, please consider the following criteria:

Authenticity of content and tasks:

· Is the content material up to date?
· Does it provide adequate coverage?

· Are the activities appropriate to the content area?

· Do the tasks foster development of critical thinking skills?

Interest and difficulty levels:

· Does the subject matter capture students’ interest?

· Is the material suitable for students’ level of proficiency?

· How difficult is the text in terms of vocabulary, structure, and syntax?

Accessibility:

· Do students have the background knowledge required?

· Is cultural background a factor in accessing information?

· How dense is the information load?

· Is the writing style appropriate?

Text presentation and supplementary materials

· Are the materials clear and visually attractive?

· Does the presentation (e.g. layout, color, visuals, highlighting) enhance comprehension and retention of content material?

· Does the text’s organization facilitate understanding of content and integration of skills?

· Does the text utilize different sources, text types, and media?

· What kinds of supplementary materials (e.g., visuals, films, audiotapes, videotapes) are available?

· Does the text accommodate a variety of learning styles?

· Are there study aids (e.g., glosses, questions, organizers) designed to enhance comprehension and retention of content material?

Guidelines for text selection

Source: Brinton, Snow, and Wesche (1989, 90)

Making instruction comprehensible: A self assessment

Simplifying the language of instruction

· Do I speak naturally, but more slowly and articulate clearly?

· Do I take longer pauses at natural breaks?

· Do I use shorter and less complex sentences (e.g. fewer compound sentences and subordinate clauses, simpler syntax?)

· Do I use simpler vocabulary and higher-frequency words?

· Do I use fewer idioms and pronouns?

· Do I use appropriate cognates?

· Do I limit the amount of new information in each sentence?

· Do I draw attention to key words?

· Do I provide redundancy by repeating, restating, and expanding upon ideas,m defining key terms, and simplifying key vocabulary that is new or difficult?

Provide contextual clues:

· Do I use gestures and facial expressions to help convey the meaning of what I say?

· Do I maximize opportunities to use visual aids (e.g. pictures, graphs, maps, slides), props, and realia?

· Do I use media such as videotapes and films?

· Do I maximize effective use of objects and manipulatives?

· Do I label objects, pictures, graphs, maps, and so on?

· Do I clarify the meaning of key terms that may not be familiar to students (e.g. describe what I am talking about in other words or act out the meaning)?

Checking for understanding:

· Do I use conformation checks (e.g. is this what you’re saying?, Do you mean___?)

· Do I use clarification requests (e.g. what do you mean by that?)

Promoting comprehension:

· Do I use a variety of question types such as:
· “wh” questions (who, what, where, when, why?)

· “Proof” questions (how do you know that?)

· “test” questions (So, in a democracy, the people elect their president, right?)

· “referential” questions (seeking new information—What do you think this looks like? – instead of traditional “display” questions in which the teacher know the answer)?

· Do I focus on concepts and topics, not structure; meaning,, not grammar; function or purpose, not form (especially with students in the early stages of second language development)?

· When answering students’ questions, do I respond simply and directly, avoiding explanations that are overly detailed?

·  Do I correct structural forms?

· Do I teach the language of instructions and procedures?

· Do I emphasize comprehension vocabulary as opposed to productive vocabulary when students are in the initial stages of language development?

· Do I give students the extra time they need to respond to questions in their second language?

Enhancing instruction:

· Do I reduce teaching objectives, prioritizing to ensure inclusion of the most important?

· Do I provide key a preview and a review?

· Do I identify key concepts and vocabulary?

· Do I synthesize and debrief at the end of lessons?

· Do I provide students with study aids such as tapes of content presented in lectures or comprehensive notes?

· Have I identified the linguistic demands of the subject area(s) I teach?
· Am I teaching students learning strategies appropriate to language and content?

Adapting instructional materials:
· Do I adapt my use of materials to make information more accessible to language minority students?

· Do I use illustrations, charts, graphs, and other visuals to make materials more “user friendly?”

· Do I enhance students understanding of processes using a series of pictures, a flowchart, or other visuals?

· In presenting information, do I consider the students’ proficiency level and evaluate alternative formats for presentation?

· Do I build on students’ prior knowledge, progressing from the familiar to the unknown, from the concrete to the abstract?

· Do I highlight specific text, emphasizing main points and important supporting information while deleting extraneous material (e.g. asides, superfluous examples)?

· Do I introduce new vocabulary through prereading activities and reinforce it through postreading activities?

· Do I control for new vocabulary by simplifying terms as appropriate and retaining key technical terms?

· Do I minimize the use of synonyms until students have mastered key concepts?

· In simplifying grammar for less proficient learners, do I use simple verb tenses (e.g. present, present continuous, simple past, simple future)?

· Do I use commands (imperatives) in directions and activities?

· In writing, do I use active voice, simplify word order, and avoid pronouns and relative clauses?

For students with higher levels of proficiency, lexical and structural simplification is not generally recommended, unless features such as excess embedding or lack of cohesion interfere with comprehension (Briton et al., 1989).
*idioms are defined by Bolinger (1975) as “groups of words with set meanings that cannot be calculated by adding yup the separate meanings of the parts,” such as “hold your horses,” “kick the bucket,” “rock the boat,” and so on.

** Cognates are words from the same origin, similar across languages in form and meaning, such as the following cognates in English and Spanish: information/informacion; virtue/virtud; map/mapa.  Teachers are reminded that not all words that appear to be cognates are.  For example, embarasada does not mean embarrassed in Spanish.  It means pregnant.

Making instruction comprehensible: A self-assessment

Sources: Adamson, 1993; Brinton, Snow, and Wesche, 1989; Cantoni-Harvey, 1987; Chan and Chips, 1989; Chips, 1987; Martinez (cited in Mohan, 1986; Richard-Amato and Snow, 1992; and Short, 1992.

