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Article

In the American public education system (K–12), a large 
and growing number of students come from homes where 
English is their second language. These English language 
learners (ELLs) represent more than 5 million students, of 
which 75% are Spanish speaking (aka Latino ELLs; Planty 
et al., 2009). The challenges for many ELLs are not only 
overcoming a language barrier but also achieving academi-
cally. According to the Nation’s Report Card: Reading 2011 
(National Center for Education Statistics, 2011), fewer than 
10% of ELLs comprehend what they read at or above profi-
cient levels. In addition, ELL students at risk for reading 
failure or who have been placed in special education are 
often the poorest readers in terms of decoding, word read-
ing, and fluency (Swanson, Orosco, Lussier, Gerber, & 
Guzman-Orth, 2011). These students also demonstrate 
characteristics of inactive learners who do not monitor their 
learning effectively when their comprehension has broken 
down (August & Siegel, 2006; Chiappe, Siegel, & Wade-
Woolsey, 2002; Geva, 2000; Sáenz, Fuchs, & Fuchs, 2005). 
Suggestions for addressing this reading achievement gap 
have focused on improving instructional quality for ELLs 
(August & Hakuta, 1998; August & Shanahan, 2006).

The Problem
The literature continues to indicate that there is a dearth of 
research addressing literacy instruction with ELLs in 

special education (Klingner, Artiles, & Mendez Barletta, 
2006). In particular, there is limited research that examines 
the link between culture and teaching and learning to read. 
Moreover, it is important to note that one of the reasons this 
culturally responsive research has been slow in developing 
is the political nature of education (Cummins, 2007). As an 
example, in the late 1990s the political tide in favor of basic 
skills instruction created an instructional movement that 
omitted many ELLs’ cultural and linguistic experiences. 
Although evidence supports the value of culturally respon-
sive literacy instruction, much less is understood about how 
teachers use this type of instruction in classrooms with 
ELLs (August & Siegel, 2006; Goldenberg, 2011; Klingner, 
Vaughn, Argüelles, Hughes, & Leftwich, 2004). Further 
research is needed in learning how special education teach-
ers apply culturally responsive instruction with ELLs.

Although it would be important to understand how spe-
cial education teachers apply skills-based instruction with 
ELLs, it may also be valuable to understand the contexts in 
which they teach, as it may not be enough for teachers to 
apply teaching in isolation of ELLs’ cultural and linguistic 
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experiences. ELLs bring a wealth of cultural and linguistic 
knowledge into the classroom; however, many of them 
encounter a complex schooling process that separates their 
own personal learning experiences, which influences their 
acquisition of reading instruction (Snow, 2002). In this 
vein, ELLs may come from homes and communities that 
emphasize collectivist-learning approaches (interdepen-
dence, sharing, and collaboration). In contrast, the instruc-
tion they receive may promote more individualistic 
approaches (e.g., direct instruction) that mirror a dominant 
society’s learning patterns. As a result of this, ELLs may 
need to be provided with interactive teaching approaches 
(e.g., explicit instructional practices, small-group instruc-
tion) that support and strengthen their discourse and learn-
ing styles (Au, 2005; Cazden, 2001; Heath, 1983).

Furthermore, special education is based on the premise 
that to solve learning challenges and enhance reading 
achievement with ELLs, teachers must be able to apply 
research-based instruction that has been found to be effec-
tive. However, at this point in the literature, teachers seem 
to be confused about how to apply these practices to ELLs, 
as this instruction may not mesh with these learners’ cul-
tural and linguistic experiences and learning styles and 
development. In the past, the idea of “evidence-based” 
practices has been mainly based on research conducted on 
English speakers learning to read in English (Goldenberg, 
2011). As a result of this one-size-fits-all approach, many 
schools have deemphasized culturally responsive reading 
practices that may have enhanced learning to read for ELLs, 
thus, leaving teachers with little guidance on practices that 
appear to be promising with ELLs (Orosco, 2010).

Finally, although ELLs bring a wealth of social capital in 
the classroom, these students are often faced with (a) limited 
working knowledge of the dominant culture (Au, 2005), (b) 
instructional approaches that mirror a dominant society’s 
practices and perspectives (Cummins, 2000), (c) the lack of 
affirmation and use of these students’ rich cultural and lin-
guistic capital in materials and reading passages (González, 
Moll, & Amanti, 2005), and (d) their teachers’ limited knowl-
edge of culturally responsive practices and skills in drawing 
this knowledge out (Orosco & Klingner, 2010; Orosco & 
O’Connor, 2011). As a result of these factors, many special 
education teachers are challenged in helping ELLs make 
appropriate instructional connections and associations among 
their background knowledge, evidence-based practices, and 
information found in reading texts, thus affecting students’ 
comprehension development and making their teaching prac-
tices seem ineffective (Harry & Klingner, 2006).

Unless we are able to help special education teachers 
think about and address these issues, special education may 
resemble its past ineffectiveness. The goal of this study was 
to examine what special education instruction looked like 
for Latino ELLs with learning disabilities when taught by 
an effective bilingual special education teacher.

Conceptual Framework

This study was grounded within a social constructivist 
theoretical framework. From this culturally responsive 
structure, teachers go beyond “just plain good teaching” 
that omits students’ cultural and linguistic experiences, in 
which they make the concentrated effort in the classrooms 
to incorporate students’ language, history, literature, and 
other cultural aspects of a particular racial or ethnic group 
to instructionally engage students’ belonging to that group 
in authentic student-centered learning (Orosco & Klingner, 
2010; Orosco & O’Connor, 2011). That is, learning is an 
actively reciprocated process between the special education 
teacher and students; one is constantly shaping the other, 
bound by the socially inherited knowledge that contains 
students’ cultural and linguistic capital necessary to medi-
ate comprehension (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). Next, teachers 
should provide ELLs with instruction that wraps around 
their cultural and linguistic experiences. Finally, teachers 
should ground their practice within a social constructivist 
framework that attempts to not only transfer knowledge 
(e.g., rote memorization) to their students but also provide 
instruction that fosters their critical-thinking skills.

The first notion stipulates that from the sociocultural 
perspective, special education practitioners can develop an 
educational context that is grounded in the belief that ELLs 
be provided with high-quality instruction, which incorpo-
rates these learners’ cultural and linguistic experiences 
(Baca & Cervantes, 2003). One type of instructional method 
found effective in integrating this type of social capital is 
interactive teaching (e.g., reciprocal teaching and small 
cooperative learning groups), which allows teachers to inte-
grate students’ cultural and linguistic knowledge with basic 
reading skills (Genesse & Riches, 2006). Next, it is impor-
tant for special education teachers to realize that many 
ELLs come from homes that emphasize collaborative-based 
approaches to learning, such as interdependence, sharing, 
and collaboration (Orosco & O’Connor, 2011). Finally, 
from a sociocultural perspective, special education teachers 
are presented with the opportunity to understand the com-
plex cultural and linguistic contexts that influence learning 
disabilities. It means explicitly connecting instruction with 
home and community practices and understanding and vali-
dating students’ discourses and learning styles that may 
sometimes conflict with teachers’ assumptions of what 
counts as literate practice (Au, 2005; Cazden, 2001; Heath, 
1983; Rogoff, 2003). Although teachers need not be “insid-
ers” in a particular group to offer culturally responsive 
instruction, they should make an effort to learn about the 
cultures represented in their classrooms, respect students’ 
values, make connections, and view differences as strengths, 
not deficits (Ladson-Billings, 2009).

In summary, culturally responsive teaching can help spe-
cial education teachers provide theory to evidence-based 
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approaches that have been found effective for reading 
development. Special education teachers may need to con-
nect sociocultural theory with skills-based practices in fos-
tering ELLs’ reading comprehension development. 
Learning appears to be enriched when it occurs in contexts 
that are socially and linguistically meaningful and students’ 
languages and experiences are centrally included in class-
room curricula and activities (Orosco & Klingner, 2009; 
Villegas & Lucas, 2002). Previous research suggests that 
classroom instruction benefits from being socioculturally 
affirming and culturally responsive (Gay, 2000; Ladson-
Billings, 2009; Nieto, 1999, 2002). In the current study, this 
conceptual framework provided a lens for describing and 
understanding the instruction of one bilingual special edu-
cation teacher. It served to underlie interpretations of this 
study’s findings.

Research on Teaching ELLs With Learning 
Disabilities
Previous research has indicated that culturally responsive 
teaching approaches can have a powerful effect on ELLs’ 
reading skills and knowledge development because they 
provide cognitive determinants (e.g., instructional engage-
ment, contextualization, oral language development, and 
collaboration) that (e.g., August & Hakuta, 1998; August & 
Shanahan, 2006) (a) include direct and explicit instruction 
that provides modeling and oral language development 
with evidence-based reading components that draw from 
ELLs’ relevant schemas, background knowledge, and 
native language; (b) provide questioning support that 
assists students in answering questions about reading pas-
sages, feedback to students regarding their answers, and 
opportunities for students to ask and answer questions 
about challenges they encounter during reading (Jiménez, 
García, & Pearson, 1995; Kamps et al., 2007); and (c) pro-
vide engaging and motivating collaborative practices, 
which not only get students involved in all reading activi-
ties but also allow them to practice skills-based instruction 
by teaching these to one another in small groups (e.g., 
Calhoon, Al Otaiba, Greenberg, King, & Avalos, 2006; 
Klingner & Vaughn, 1996; Sáenz et al., 2005).

Although there is limited number of studies addressing 
literacy instruction conducted with ELLs in special educa-
tion settings, one theme that has emerged from the literature 
is the importance of providing intensive, interactive reading 
approaches that focus on connecting literacy lessons and 
ELLs’ sociocultural knowledge. As an example, Lopez-
Reyna (1996) and her research team studied a special educa-
tion elementary classroom for Latino ELLs in the Midwest 
and found that the teacher’s reductionist teaching approach 
resulted in these students showing little growth in acquisi-
tion of oral language and literacy skills and diminished 
engagement with academic tasks. As a result of this, the 

researchers developed an intervention that helped change 
the teacher’s sole focus on a skills-driven orientation to an 
intervention that focused on an interactive reading skills 
approach (i.e., connections between literacy lessons and stu-
dents’ cultural and linguistic knowledge). Results indicated 
that students made great improvement in literacy knowl-
edge. In a similar study, Ruiz (1989) described a student 
(Rosemary) in a bilingual special education classroom 
whose standardized tests and English compositions on 
teacher-selected topics indicated a marked academic delay 
of 3 years and severe writing difficulties. However, in other 
classroom contexts Rosemary did quite well (e.g., wrote 
well on self-selected topics in native language, was a leader, 
and used detailed academic language) when allowed to draw 
from her cultural and linguistic experiences. The implication 
from this study was that special education teachers might 
need to match their instruction with ELLs’ cultural and lin-
guistic needs. In another study, Bos, Anders, Filip, and Jaffe 
(1989) conducted a small-group experimental study with 42 
ELLs (English–Spanish) with learning disabilities (LD) that 
focused on vocabulary acquisition and reading comprehen-
sion development. In this study, these learners were assigned 
to one of four instructional groups (control, semantic map-
ping, semantic feature analysis, semantic and syntactic fea-
ture analysis) and received a 3-day intervention of social 
studies vocabulary. Instruction was in the students’ preferred 
language, and the intervention focused on providing three 
interactive strategies (semantic mapping, semantic feature 
analysis, semantic and syntactic feature analysis). Results 
supported the use of a sociocultural model that focused on 
student–teacher interaction and emphasized the relationship 
of students’ cultural and language experiences to active pro-
cessing of reading knowledge.

Another major theme that has emerged from the literature 
is instruction that has provided collaborative approaches to 
reading. As an example, in an instructional method called 
Collaborative Strategic Reading (e.g., Klingner & Vaughn, 
1996), 26 LD ELLs (English–Spanish) in seventh and eighth 
grade were provided instruction that integrated reciprocal 
teaching strategies with their cultural and linguistic capital. 
In this approach, students were allowed to engage collabora-
tively in small groups in reading-related strategic discussion 
and assisted one another in comprehending word meaning, 
deriving main ideas, asking and answering questions, and 
relating this to their own personal capital. And when stu-
dents did not have the relevant knowledge, they were 
assisted and encouraged to generate questions for clarifica-
tion in small-group collaboration with a teacher’s facilitated 
dialogue. In another similar collaborative reading approach, 
Sáenz et al. (2005) tested her Peer Assisted Learning 
Strategies (PALS) approach that combined peer tutoring 
with effective instructional reading practices for 132 
Spanish-speaking ELLs with LD in Grades 3 through 6. 
Teachers were randomly assigned to PALS and contrast 
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groups that focused on teacher-led reading instruction rather 
then peer-mediated instruction. PALS sessions were con-
ducted three times (35 minutes) per week for 15 weeks. 
Postintervention assessment scores indicated that PALS stu-
dents outperformed contrast students on reading comprehen-
sion because it provided greater opportunities for ELLs to 
receive comprehensive input, produce comprehensible out-
put, and negotiate meaning through peer-mediated instruc-
tion. Finally, in another promising small group intervention, 
Avalos, Plasencia, Chavez, and Rascón (2007) used modi-
fied guided reading (MGR) that explicitly taught reading 
skills and strategies three to five times per week (20–30 min-
utes per session) using leveled text to 13 middle school 
ELLs. MGR utilizes an introduction and a shared reading of 
the guided reading (GR) text, teacher prompts focusing on 
word recognition while students read, word work focusing 
on decoding, and a written response to the text. After 9 
months of working with these students, postintervention 
assessment findings indicated positive gains in favor of this 
small group reading approach that built on the knowledge, 
skills, and strategies that the students already possessed.

In summary, the sociocultural literature is indicating that 
interactive reading approaches can have a powerful effect 
on ELLs’ reading skills and cognitive development if teach-
ers provide them with (a) instructional approaches that 
build on students’ home and community experiences and 
make connections with prior learning, (b) differentiated 
instruction to meet students’ various learning needs, and (c) 
teacher and student joint collaboration activities. Although 
the literature is emerging with ELLs, we still need to learn 
which types of culturally meaningful reading materials and 
instructional approaches are most effective and how best to 
support special education teachers so that they can provide 
optimal instruction. Implementing culturally responsive 
instruction may be challenging for teachers to learn and 
implement. A major challenge in this effort is visualizing 
what such approaches might look like since there has been 
a dearth of studies addressing literacy instruction with ELLs 
in special education settings.

Purpose of the Study
The purpose of the study was to describe the culturally 
responsive pedagogy of one urban bilingual special educa-
tion teacher with Latino ELLs with LD. In investigating 
this teaching with Latino ELLs, this research focused on 
how this teacher’s knowledge of culturally responsive 
pedagogy affected her instruction for Latino ELLs with 
reading disabilities. In particular this study investigated the 
following questions:

1. What were the features of her instruction with Latino 
ELLs who were having reading difficulties, and what 
did this instruction look like?

2. To what extent did instruction appear to match ELLs’ 
cultural and linguistic learning needs?

3. How did the teacher’s instructional beliefs, judg-
ments, and professional development support instruc-
tion with Latino ELLs?

Method
Strategy of Inquiry

The strategy of inquiry for this study was a qualitative case 
study (Stake, 2005). The case study approach is a research 
method that can be applied in classrooms in which observed 
instructional behaviors and actions are void of any type of 
control and manipulation by the researcher. Within this 
paradigm, case studies can be a valuable descriptive tool 
that can provide an in-depth understanding about class-
rooms that are implementing evidence-based practices in 
culturally responsive instruction. According to Stake 
(2005), the case study approach allows the researcher to (a) 
bind the case by conceptualizing the focus of the study; (b) 
select the phenomena, themes, or issues (i.e., the research 
questions to emphasize); (c) triangulate key observations 
for interpretations; and (d) develop generalizations about 
the case.

Setting and Participants
Cesar Chavez (CC) elementary school is part of a large 
southwestern urban school district. This school’s popula-
tion consisted of 624 students (91% Hispanic [all Latino 
ELLs], 6% African American, 1% White, 1% Asian, and 
1% other). The school was considered a high-poverty 
school, as it had approximately 95% of its population in the 
free and reduced-price lunch program. The term Latino 
English language learner is used because the student popu-
lation had been identified as coming from Latin America 
decedents (e.g., Mexican, Mexican American), and these 
students were acquiring English as a second language. Only 
17% of the school’s Latino ELLs were reading at a basic 
proficient level. CC functioned as a K–5 ESL program with 
native language programming at all grade levels in Spanish 
that supported newcomers and emerging English learners. 
Pseudonyms are used for all people, places, and programs 
referenced in this article.

The teacher, Mrs. Villa, was selected by school district 
recommendation because (a) she had displayed strong teach-
ing skills based on school leadership evaluations and annual 
increases in student reading achievement, (b) she was imple-
menting special education instruction applying ESL and 
bilingual methods, (c) she had received professional and 
graduate training (master of arts) in special education with 
an emphasis in ESL and bilingual methods and was a state 
certified ESL/bilingual special education teacher, and (d) 
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she had taught low socioeconomic status Latino ELLs with 
or without LD for 14 years. School district administration 
allowed her to provide bilingual services in special educa-
tion (depending on individualized education program [IEP] 
need) to help further support reading comprehension devel-
opment in the native language. It is important to note that 
during the year this study was conducted, the school princi-
pal cited that she had made gains from fall to spring on the 
Woodcock–Muñoz Language Survey (WMLS; Woodcock, 
2005; average English composite score gain per special edu-
cation student is given) in Grades 3 (10.73), 4 (8.55), and 5 
(7.53) and (average Spanish composite score gain per spe-
cial education student who was assessed in Spanish is given) 
in Grades 3 (12.73), 4 (9.35), and 5 (8.73).

Mrs. Villa had her own special education resource room, 
and her instructional sessions were provided in small groups 
(4–5 students with similar IEP reading needs) and lasted for 
an average duration of 30 minutes per session depending on 
the grade level or levels she was teaching and time allocation 
required by students’ IEPs. All her students were Latino 
ELLs. She instructed a total of 35 students per day depend-
ing on the learning need or needs. Although the researchers 
did not have access to the students’ IEPs because of privacy 
concerns, Mrs. Villa indicated that 20 of her 35 students 
were on an IEP for an LD related to language and reading 
deficits and the other 15 students were closely monitored for 
displaying the same type of learning challenges. These 15 
students were in the process of being placed in special edu-
cation for LD (e.g., reading comprehension challenges).

Data Collection
Observations. A qualitative classroom observational method 
was employed as the primary means of describing and ana-
lyzing classroom reading instruction. The classroom teacher 
was observed 12 times (1 hour per observation) over a 
period of 1 year (fall, winter, spring) by a two-member 
bilingual research team. All classroom observers had 
received graduate level ESL/bilingual reading pedagogy 
training, and the first author had received his PhD in bilin-
gual special education. The purpose of these observations 
was to describe reading instruction for Latino ELLs. 
Descriptive field notes were taken to capture how instruc-
tion was being implemented, what reading practices were 
being used, and how ELLs’ background knowledge was 
being accounted for during the instructional process. 
Through descriptive notes, the researchers recorded the 
physical environment and instructional engagement activi-
ties. Using analytical notes, the researchers recorded 
impressions and questions or issues that needed further 
investigating (Atkinson & Delamont, 2005).

Interviews. The participant was interviewed for 30 to 45 min-
utes at the beginning, middle, and end of the study.  

The interview was guided by a protocol of questions  
(e.g., Describe your reading instructional philosophy? What 
are the greatest challenges ELLs encounter when learning 
to read in school? What challenges do you face in teaching 
these students to read?) that sought to understand how the 
participant interpreted CRT with ELLs (Seidman, 2006). 
By prompting the participant to share her instructional 
experiences, educational, and professional development, 
these critical reflections not only explicated her thinking 
about CRT but also established the conditions for her 
teaching reflections. By asking the participant to discuss 
her instructional reading philosophy, this dialogue not only 
allowed her to describe her CRT methods but also allowed 
us to confirm or disconfirm other research data that were 
collected.

Artifacts and documents. Documents related to CRT, such as 
literacy curricula, school demographics, and professional 
development documents, were collected. Document analy-
sis of classroom materials, literacy lesson plans, and student 
work provided the physical evidence to support this study. 
A specific focus was put on the analysis of instructional 
materials and classroom observations to see if they coin-
cided with what the teacher documented in interviews.

Data Analysis
Data were coded applying Strauss and Corbin’s (1998) 
inductive analysis process. The researchers communicated 
periodically (e.g., in person, via email and telephone) to 
discuss emerging codes and emerging themes as data analy-
sis progressed simultaneously during data collection. Each 
code was developed in consideration of the study’s research 
questions guided by the theory and literature and then was 
operationalized with a clear definition of which data could 
and would not fit into a particular code (Harry, Klingner, & 
Sturges, 2005). As codes were revised, all previously 
reviewed data were then recoded to reflect any modifica-
tions that were made.

The first step included chunking the data from initial 
interviews and observations and open coding. Field notes 
from classroom observations were analyzed line by line and 
as a whole by examining the types of instructional activities 
and interactional patterns. Nine codes emerged. As this 
study progressed, data codes went through multiple itera-
tions that were continuously refined and modified as neces-
sary. Preliminary codes with minimal data were collapsed 
or deleted, and others were created when there were suffi-
cient data to support a new code. As an example, two codes 
that were developed and then later combined because the 
further evidence collected did not support them were phone 
calls home to parent and communication with local busi-
ness. These communication codes became community 
involvement and family involvement. For instance, when a 
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student of Mrs. Villa was struggling to afford eyeglasses, 
she would call a local Hispanic business for support, and 
thus a discrete code emerged called community collabora-
tion. In turn, for this type of support, the student’s mother 
decided to volunteer in the classroom as a token of gratitude 
and took part in some of the literacy activities observed (see 
the findings section for a descriptive example), and thus a 
discrete code emerged as family collaboration. As addi-
tional data were collected, inductive analysis continued and 
the initial codes were iteratively refined to six codes, which 
reflected emerging patterns of convergence and divergence 
(Strauss & Corbin, 1998).

Next, discrete codes were grouped into conceptual cate-
gories that reflect commonalities among codes. This is called 
“axial coding,” reflecting the concept of clustering the open 
codes to specific “axes” or points of intersection. Axial cod-
ing in this study consisted of specifying a category in terms 
of the conditions that give rise to it; the context (its specific 
set of properties) in which it is embedded; the action and/or 
interaction by which it is handled, managed, or carried out; 
and the consequences of those strategies. As an example 
from above, the community involvement and family involve-
ment codes were clustered into a category called family 
involvement and community involvement. At this stage, the 
properties were identified interpretively through the lens of 
the researcher (Harry et al., 2005).

The final step was “selective coding,” meaning that at 
this point we handled various code clusters in a selective 
fashion, deciding their relation to each other and what sto-
ries they told (Harry et al., 2005). This is known as “the-
matic” building. For example, the family involvement and 
community involvement categories became part of the 
Collaborative Agency Time theme. As interrelations 
between themes became apparent, a coherent story began to 
emerge. As an illustration, in the Collaborative Agency 
Time theme, the causal condition was teacher involvement 
with families and local community, the actions were teacher 
engagement with these entities, and the consequences or 
phenomena were that students improved their engagement 
(e.g., mom volunteering in classroom), which fostered their 
reading comprehension development.

Reliability and Validity
This study followed several strategies (engagement, obser-
vation, participant debriefing, member checking, thick 
description) to improve on the reliability and validity of the 
study (LeCompte & Schensul, 1999; Wolcott, 2001). 
Triangulation of qualitative data sources was consistently 
compared and cross-checked with information derived at 
different times and by different means. As an example, dur-
ing periodic meetings, the authors discussed findings, put 
forward ideas, educated guesses, and possible themes 
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The interaction between the 
authors and the participant was ongoing and recursive. We 

believed that our diverse backgrounds, training, and views 
on conducting reading research ultimately allowed for 
deeper and thorough analysis of our data. The first author 
specialized in bilingual special education and had been a 
teacher in this area. The second author brought to this study 
an extensive research background in effective reading 
instruction at the elementary level. In addition, the first 
author met periodically with the participant and discussed 
the findings (e.g., review of classroom artifacts and obser-
vations) of the study; she provided her perspective and 
expertise developed over her years of teaching service. The 
benefit of this triangulation was that it ensured the accuracy 
and credibility of this study’s data. All these strategies were 
incorporated and served as guiding principles throughout 
this study. It was through this synthesis and analysis of 
these varied research strategies that the themes and conclu-
sions of the study evolved.

Limitations
Qualitative research at times imposes limitations associated 
with access to participants. Because of time constraints, there 
was not full and complete access to the participant and her 
classroom, which made it impossible to capture the full 
instructional experience in her classroom. Although the 
descriptive and interpretive work gave this study strength, it 
also prevented it from being free from bias because all obser-
vations and analyses are filtered through one’s worldview, 
values, and perspectives (Denzin & Lincoln, 2005). By 
acknowledging this throughout the duration of this research, 
an attempt was made to remain disinterested in the actual 
conduct and outcomes of the research so that, as much as 
possible, personal interests would not become a source of 
bias when conducting the study or interpreting data.

Findings
The findings include the following three themes: Cultural 
Aspects of Teaching Reading, Culturally Relevant Skills-
Based Instruction, and Collaborative Agency Time. These 
themes were interrelated and functioned to create a cultur-
ally responsive teaching model. The portrait that resulted 
from this study was that Mrs. Villa was able to provide 
culturally responsive instruction that promoted student 
reading development (e.g., instructional engagement, oral 
language development, and reading comprehension devel-
opment).

Description of CC Elementary School
CC elementary school is situated within a budding metro-
politan city in the Southwest. CC has its roots in a multi-
generational Mexican American Spanish-speaking culture. 
This injection of tradition gives the CC neighborhood  
its vibrant and distinct character today. In fact, you can  
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spend the day in the neighborhood and feel that you are in 
Mexico. This community celebrates bodas (weddings), 
quinceañeras (a celebration of a girl’s 15th birthday, sym-
bolizing a transition from childhood to young woman-
hood), and cumpleaños (birthdays) with piñatas that shows 
support and pride and preserves their Mexican and Mexican 
American cultural heritage. And of course, the CC neigh-
borhood has a wealth of great Mexican taquerías (taco 
shops) and mercados (markets) that also helped to reinforce 
the community’s strong cultural and linguistic ties.

Instructional Approach
Mrs. Villa followed an interactive teaching approach that 
integrated students’ background knowledge seamlessly 
with skills-based instructional practices. That is, she applied 
collaborative skills-based instruction that reinforced stu-
dents’ home and community structures that encouraged 
them to draw on their personal experiences in their own 
words as they related their thoughts to discussion in reading 
content. Mrs. Villa served a very high proportion of ELLs 
with LD daily; because of this she provided small-group 
instruction to students who had similar IEP requirements. 
In addition, because of her bilingual abilities, she taught 
students to read in either English or Spanish depending on 
students’ IEP language requirements. Her reading core con-
sisted of various pieces of literature through a standards-
based curriculum (Houghton Mifflin, 2009) that revolved 
around southwestern cultural themes such as Diego: Bigger 
Than Life (Bernier-Grand, 2009), Jalapeño Bagels (Wing, 
1996), and Too Many Tamales (Soto, 1993).

Cultural Aspects of  Teaching Reading
Mrs. Villa believed that instruction needed to be rooted in 
students’ cultural and linguistic experiences and heritages. 
She had been raised in the southwestern part of the United 
States and was quite familiar with the southwestern 
Hispanic culture and language. The times when she was 
observed she provided clear, direct, and explicit instruction 
that incorporated students’ cultural and linguistic back-
grounds and at the same time addressed individual differ-
ences with culturally relevant material that was appropriate 
for students’ reading and language levels. She emphasized 
the importance of working with students’ background 
knowledge and applying the cultural aspects of teaching 
reading with Latino ELLs. During one interview, she 
explained to us her rationale for using this background 
knowledge: “From the time these kids are born, they are 
learning to read. Their experiences are the foundations of 
their literacy development. Because of this, I try to provide 
them with the instructional moorings that navigates them 
through troubling learning waters.” In addition, because 
she was bilingual, school district administration allowed 
her to teach in Spanish. Her school principal, Mrs. Janice, 

thought that native language was the best way resource her 
students could get. Mrs. Janice said, “Although we are pri-
marily an ESL program, I let Mrs. Villa use Spanish 
because our emerging ELLs can draw on prior knowledge 
to begin to learn about content and new concepts in their 
native language.”

In the read-aloud example in Table 1 (Jalapeño Bagels 
Excerpt; see Appendix A for an English translation), Mrs. 
Villa was with a group of third grade LD students’ who 
were struggling with reading comprehension problems 
(WMLS reading comprehension levels in Spanish ranged 
from 2.1 to 2.5). Their IEPs recommended native language 
instruction (i.e., Spanish). In this excerpt, she uses students’ 
native language with culturally relevant text in activating 
students’ background knowledge to improve their reading 
comprehension and to set the purpose for future reading 
development.

In another reading session, after reading and discussing 
the story Jalapeño Bagels, Mrs. Villa continued to provide 
direct and explicit native language instruction in activating 
students’ background knowledge to improve their vocabu-
laries and oral language development skills. The Spanish 
excerpt in Table 2 (Jalapeño Bagels Excerpt 2; see Appendix B 
for an English translation) was with a third grade group of 
Latino ELLs with LD prior to beginning a GR activity; Mrs. 
Villa had written on chart paper some difficult vocabulary 
that the students would encounter during reading. In this 
abbreviated oral language development passage, Mrs. Villa 
connects unknown words with students’ everyday experi-
ences, which helped to deepen their understanding of the 
text they were about to read during GR.

In summary, the goal of Mrs. Villa’s culturally responsive 
instruction was not only to give the students the opportunity 
to maximize their reading comprehension development but 
also to use this cultural capital in helping them to feel confi-
dent that they could learn and be successful readers. Mrs. 
Villa put an emphasis on the cultural aspects of teaching 
because she believed she needed to match her teaching to 
students’ learning needs (Au, 2005). Her bilingual instruc-
tion provided the oral language foundation for their literacy 
development (Jiménez et al., 1995). As an example (see 
Tables 1 and 2), she provided daily opportunities for stu-
dents to respond to reading comprehension passages in 
Spanish because she believed their first language (L1) served 
as the cognitive input that allowed these learners to internal-
ize and use their own thinking as a bridge to connect to new 
reading knowledge (Cummins, 2000).

Culturally Relevant Skills-Based Instruction
On a daily basis, Mrs. Villa provided culturally relevant 
skills-based instruction to her students with extended oral 
language opportunities to apply what they already knew. 
This intensive, interactive instruction focused on teaching 
seven core reading elements (e.g., phonological awareness, 
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phonics, reading fluency, vocabulary, comprehension, oral 
language, and motivation; August & Hakuta, 1998; August 
& Shanahan, 2006; O’Connor & Vadasy, 2011). Classroom 
conversations and dialogue was the means for mediating 

these skills by scaffolding students’ interaction with read-
ing passages and a way to incorporate students’ cultural and 
linguistic experiences into the conversation (Jiménez & 
Gersten, 1999). During an interview, Mrs. Villa emphasized 

Table 1. Jalapeño Bagels Excerpt.

La Sra. Villa espera a sus estudiantes que se acomoden en la mesa de riñón, mientras que abre su libro de guía de lectura títulado 
Jalapeño Bagels (Wing, 1996). Ella está asentada en la parte delantera de la mesa con un caballete de escritura con papel gráfico 
junto a ella. Sra. Villa, “hoy vamos a leer el libro Jalapeño Bagels (sosteniendo para que todos lo puedan ver, los estudiantes también 
están sosteniendo sus libros así.)” Sra. Villa está apuntando a la página de la pasta de enfrente con una fotografía colorida de un 
niño enfrente de una tienda de bagels sosteniendo un “cartel preparándose para abrir” en sus manos. Ella hace una revisión de 
comprensión rápida. “¿Qué piensan del libro? Por favor, levanten la mano.” [Todos los estudiantes levantan la mano.] La señora Villa, 
“Jaime.” Jaime, “Un muchacho que trabaja en una panadería (panadería).” Sra. Villa, “Sí, se ve como un muchacho que trabaja en una 
panadería. ¿Alguien sabe por qué Jaime cree que este muchacho trabaja en una panadería?” [Sra. Villa les da un poco de tiempo para 
pensar-como ella sabe que sus estudiantes pueden tener dificultades para responder a esta pregunta.] Sra. Villa, “Jaime, sé que tú sabes 
la respuesta, vamos a ver si alguien mas sabe la respuesta.” Estrella, “bueno cuando camino con mi hermano a la escuela, caminamos 
por una panadería que tiene pan en su ventana. Así que creo que por eso Jaime pensó que era una panadería.” Sra. Villa, “¡eso es 
muy bueno! Me gustó como has conectado esto con la experiencia de caminar a la escuela todos los días.” Sra. Villa, “dónde está el 
muchacho de pie?” Rosy, “Él está de pie, sosteniendo un cartel abierto.” Sra. Villa, “Sí. Así que crees que es un cliente o un trabajador? 
Un cliente es alguien que entra en una tienda a comprar cosas.” William (levantando la mano), “él es un trabajador.” Sra. Villa, “William, 
cómo sabías esto?” William, “porque mi papá trabaja en una tienda como esta, y lo hace cuando la tienda está preparándose para 
abrir.” Sra. Villa, “Creo que tienes razón, vamos a abrir el libro y averiguar (abriendo el libro en la página del título que tiene una 
imagen de bagels y jalapeños). ¿Qué son estos?” Varios estudiantes responder, “donas” con “chile.” La señora Villa, “Veo que el chile es 
jalapeños, pero las donas son bagels. Bagels son como donas, pero son diferentes de donas. Levanten su mano si ustedes han comido 
jalapeños antes. Todo el mundo levanta su mano.” La señora Villa, “¿Qué tal bagels?” No hay estudiantes levantando la mano. La señora 
Villa, “Bueno, vamos a aprender acerca de los Bagels de jalapeños.”

Sra. Villa empieza a leer el libro Jalapeño Bagels en voz alta. Sra. Villa, “Qué podría llevar el lunes a la escuela para el Día Internacional? 
-Le pregunta a mi mama-. La maestro nos dijo que lleváramos algo propio de nuestras culturas. ¿Por qué no llevas algo especial de la 
panadería? –sugiere-. Ayúdanos en la panadería el domingo y luego puedes escoger lo que quieras llevar. ¡Trato hecho! –le digo. Me 
gusta ayudar en la panadería. Está calentito allí y todo huele tan bien. El domingo por la mañana muy temprano, antes de salir el sol, 
mi mama me despierta. Pablo, es hora de ir a trabajar –me dice. Salimos de casa y vamos a la panadería. Mi papá enciende las luces. 
Mi mamá enciende los hornos. Luego, saca las bandejas para hornear y los ingredients para hacer pan dulce. El pan dulce es un tipo 
de pan muy popular en México. Yo ayudó a mi mamá a mezclar y amasar la masa. Luego, ella hace bollitos y hogazas de pan y los 
pone en el horno. La gente le dice que su pan dulce es el major de la ciudad. A lo major llevo pan dulce a la escuela – le digo.” [En la 
lección anterior la profesora, y un grupo de padres habían traído pan dulce y bagels para compartir, pero esto no fue observado por 
el autor.]

La señora Villa, “Vamos a crear una gráfica KWL (que ya tiene escritas las palabras KWL, y subdividida en tres secciones). Tenemos que 
hacer una lista de las cosas que ya sabemos acerca de la historia y tenemos que hacer otra lista de las cosas que queremos saber. 
Pero antes, quiero que regresen ha releer las tres primeras páginas en voz baja.” (Ella les da a los estudiantes unos 5 minutos para 
volver a leer los pasajes que ella cubrió.) Mrs. Villa: “Está bien así, ¿qué sabemos ya?” Carmen, “La mamá y el papá de Pablo son dueños 
de una panadería.” Mrs. Villa: “Muy bien (escribe esto en la sección K). ¿Qué más sabemos hasta ahora acerca del cuento?” Hacen 
un par de respuesta más los estudiantes, “El tenía que levantarse temprano.” Señora Villa, “Bueno, tiene que levantarse temprano 
para hacer pan (ella escribe comentarios de los estudiantes en la sección K. al lado de la palabra panadería, ella también escribe la 
palabra panadería) ¿Qué más?” Lucas, “hacen pan dulce y empanadas de calabaza.” Señora Villa, “Muy bien! Lucas, ¿te acuerdas de lo 
que pan dulce y empanadas de calabaza son en Inglés (mientras escribe la palabra pan dulce y empanadas de calabaza en la sección 
K).” Lucas (revisando el texto con el dedo por la palabra pan dulce), “Pan Dulce Mexicano.” Señora Villa, “muy bien (ella escribe la 
palabra Pan Dulce Mexicano al lado de Pan Dulce)! ¿Quién puede ayudarle con empanadas de calabaza?” (Los estudiantes están en 
silencio.) La señora Villa, “Bueno, vamos a regresar y encontrar las palabras empanadas de calabaza en el texto, y encuentren una pista 
de lo que esto significa. Una vez que piensan que las han encontrado, levanten la mano.” [En menos de un minuto encontraron varios 
estudiantes el pasaje.] La señora Villa, “Lorretta has encontrado una pista?” Lorretta, “Si (leyendo la lectura del texto en voz alta)! 
Luego hacen las empanadas de calabaza. Empanadas de calabaza son empanadas de calabaza. Yo estoy encargado de poner cucharadas 
del relleno de calabaza.” Señora Villa, “Eres muy inteligente! ¿Cómo sabias que estas palabras significaban empanadas de calabaza 
(escribiendo esta palabra en el apartado L de la gráfica KWL)?” Lorretta, “Bueno, me fui hacia atrás y volví a releer el pasaje, y justo 
al lado de las palabras empanadas de calabaza estaban las palabras, y me pareció que las líneas pequeñas (guiones) entre las palabras 
significaban algo importante, así que leí la siguiente frase y decía, ‘Pablo estaba poniendo cucharadas de el relleno de calabaza.’ Y conecte 
estas ideas, y me di cuenta de lo que significaba empanadas de calabaza.” Mrs. Villa, “Estoy muy impresionada de que sabias, eres una 
joven muy inteligente. Por cierto, esas líneas que has visto son llamados guiones (escribiendo esto en el pizarrón). Los guiones se 
utilizan a veces para presentar nuevas palabras como las palabras que vinieron después de empanadas de calabaza.”
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this inquiry: “I always try to make an effort to draw upon 
students’ cultural and linguistic capital during instruction, 
as background knowledge is fundamental to developing 
reading comprehension.” During classroom observations, 
Mrs. Villa provided strong instructional evidence that 
backed these statements. In the excerpt in Table 3, Mrs. 
Villa and her five students in fourth or fifth grade (WMLS 
English reading levels 2.9–3.6; English proficiency level of 
Early Advanced) are reading and discussing a story, Diego: 
Bigger Than Life (Bernier-Grand, 2009). These students 
were in the process of being identified with LD. Diego: 
Bigger Than Life was one of many culturally relevant mate-
rials Mrs. Villa used to acknowledge the legitimacy of her 
students’ cultural heritage, but it also provided them with a 
mediated bridge between their experiences and the aca-
demic requirements of the school. In this example, she is 
using an interactive read-aloud with culturally relevant 
material that not only validates these students’ sociocultural 
experiences but also provides the necessary social context 
that connects skills-based instruction with student back-
ground knowledge in fostering their oral language, vocabu-
lary, and comprehension development.

In conclusion, Mrs. Villa made learning to comprehend 
less daunting, as her everyday culturally responsive instruc-
tion provided layers of research-based reading instruction 
that was suited to meet her students’ background experi-
ences (August & Hakuta, 1998; August & Shanahan, 2006). 

In the example in Table 3 she used a storybook read-aloud 
with focus words with varied levels of discussion and link-
age to children’s everyday experiences to improve their 
understanding of text (Orosco & O’Connor, 2011). She 
selected instructional activities, techniques, and materials 
that provided students with direct and relevant experiences 
in developing comprehension skills by giving them the 
words necessary to make meaning of text (Genesse & 
Riches, 2006; Goldenberg, 2011).

I try to provide these students with research based instruction. 
I am learning that the instruction found effective in helping 
monolingual English-speaking students learn to read, benefit 
my ELLs as well. However, I say this with caution as I have 
learned that this type of instruction must be differentiated to 
make it culturally relevant skills-based instruction. (Interview 
with Mrs. Villa)

Collaborative Agency Time
Mrs. Villa clearly understood that the socially and cultural 
developed knowledge the students brought from home 
provided a powerful linguistic nexus in associating new 
information with prior knowledge (Orosco & O’Connor, 
2011). Mrs. Villa said, “These children come from compe-
tent and knowledgeable households. Their parents, com-
munities, and life experiences have given them so much 

Table 2. Jalapeño Bagels Excerpt 2.

La Señora Villa, “Hoy vamos a trabajar en la lectura del libro, Jalapeño Bagels, que leímos en voz alta ayer.” [Después de revisar con 
ellos lo que habían hablado y leído en voz alta el día anterior, la señora Villa introduce el vocabulario importante.] En una gráfica de 
papel escribió seis palabras (internacional, las culturas, panadería, ingredientes, amasar, y la masa). La señora Villa, “¿Qué sabemos acerca 
de la palabra internacional?” [Pausando, La Sra. Villa se da cuenta de que los estudiantes no entienden la palabra.] Sra. Villa (tocando 
su cabeza para significar que esta pensado): “Bueno, ¿alguien ha viajado a otro país?” [Todos los estudiantes levantaron la mano.] 
Estrella, “He ido a México.” Jaime, “Yo también.” [Otros estudiantes comparten ideas similares.] La señora Villa, “Así que viajaron 
desde Estados Unidos a México. Se trata de dos países diferentes, pero pudieron viajar entre estos dos países. Fueron viajeros 
internacionales. Internacional significa que hay una relación entre dos países o más países (escribiendo esta definición junto a la 
palabra internacional, pero también escribió el ejemplo, que los estudiantes dieron).” [La señora Villa repasa las otra cinco palabras del 
vocabulario que aprendieron antes de empezar la lectura guiada.]

Sra. Villa, “Bueno, ahora vamos a empezar a leer Jalapeño Bagels (ella les menciona a los estudiantes que empiecen a leer).” Estrella 
(leyendo la lectura en voz alta de su libro), “Qué podría llevar el lunes a la escuela para el Día Internacional? -Le pregunta a mi mama-. 
La maestro nos dijo que lleváramos algo propio de nuestras culturas. ¿Por qué no llevas algo especial de la panadería? –sugiere-. 
Ayúdanos en la panadería el domingo y luego puedes escoger lo que quieras llevar. ¡Trato hecho! –le digo. Me gusta ayudar en la 
panadería. Está calentito allí y todo huele tan bien.” Sra. Villa, “Buen trabajo Estrella! Ahora, Fely ¿Por favor puedes encontrar la palabra 
cultura en el párrafo que acabo de leer? Pon tu dedo en esta palabra para mostrarme que la encontraste. La señora Villa (haciendo 
una pausa para asegurarse de que había encontrado la palabra).” La señora Villa, “¡Bien! Fely, ¿qué significa esta palabra?” [La señora 
Villa había enseñado previamente la palabra cultura.] Fely: “Significa un grupo de personas que comparten las mismas tradiciones y 
costumbres, como una fiesta de cumpleaños con una piñata.” Señora Villa, Buen trabajo! (ahora pidiendo al grupo): “Entonces, ¿qué 
es lo que le pidió la maestra que trajera ha (Pablo)?” [No hay respuesta de los estudiantes.] La señora Villa, “Está bien. Volvamos ha 
releer el párrafo en voz baja y levanten la mano si encuentran la frase que se puede contestar a esta pregunta.” Damaso (levantando 
la mano mientras coloca el dedo en la frase), “Mi maestra nos dijo que le trajera algo de nuestra cultura. Pablo tiene que traer algo 
de su cultura.” Mrs. Villa, “Damaso, ¿cómo encontraste la respuesta.” Damaso, “releí el pasaje y pensé en lo que estaba preguntando.” 
Señora Villa, “Bueno, por lo que a veces, cuando no sabemos la respuesta a una pregunta se puede volver a leer y pensar acerca de 
la pregunta.” Mrs. Villa, “Pablo tiene que traer algo de su cultura. Su madre le dijo que trajera algo especial de su panadería. De que 
cultura viene panadería?” Todos los estudiantes, “México” señora Villa, “Una panadería es parte de su cultura!”
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knowledge. I can use these cognitive resources to make me 
a better teacher, and my students better readers.” In addi-
tion, because Mrs. Villa knew conditions for her students 
to be successful were often lacking (e.g., poverty, parent 
job stability, access to basic resources), she made an extra 
effort to reach out to parents and family, helping them to 
help their children (e.g., helping a parent who could not 
afford eyeglasses for her child; González et al., 2005). 
Once she reached out to parents, it seemed that they were 
more positive, cooperative, and receptive in her classroom. 
In the example in Table 4, a parent whose child Mrs. Villa 
helped to find eyeglasses agreed to bring in food, which 
not only helped to reinforce Mexican American family 
tradition during the holidays but also helped to reinforce 
the lesson. Mrs. Villa called this instruction time 
Collaborative Agency Time.

To close, Mrs. Villa provided culturally responsive 
instruction that recognized the central role of culture in 

learning to read and provided instruction that was responsive 
to ELLs’ varying reading practices, oral language needs, and 
the funds of knowledge they brought from home (González 
et al., 2005; Klingner & Soltero-Gonzales, 2009). Finally, 
Mrs. Villa provided elaborate teaching and clear modeling of 
culturally responsive instruction and consistently checked for 
understanding, which allowed for students to respond sponta-
neously and fluidly because they could make cultural con-
nections utilizing their individual knowledge and experiences 
with skills-based practices (Au, 2005).

Discussion
This case study described the instruction of one bilingual 
special education teacher (Mrs. Villa) with Latino ELLs 
with LD in an urban elementary school. This study was 
situated within a social constructivist framework. In exam-
ining the instruction for this teacher, we focused on how 

Table 3. Diego Bigger Than Life Excerpt.

Mrs. Villa, “Today we are going to read the book Diego Bigger Than Life.” (Teacher is pointing to the title page with a colorful picture 
of a muralist [Diego Rivera] holding a painter’s palette, paint brush. Diego is painting a mural.) She does a comprehension check. 
“What do you think the book is about? Please raise your hand.” Numerous students raise their hands. Jaime, “Somebody who paints, 
because Diego looks like he is painting something.” Mrs. Villa, “Yes. This story is about a famous Mexican painter called Diego Rivera. A 
painter can also be called a muralist. He was a muralist. Do you know what a muralist is?” Alma, “Someone . . . who paints.” Mrs. Villa, 
“I see, yes Diego likes to paint, but he is known as a muralist. (She writes the target word muralist on a chart board, and right next to 
the word muralist she writes the words painter, Diego Rivera.) Muralists like to paint on walls. Has everyone seen the mural of Cesar 
Chavez on the community wall outside?” All students nod and reply in agreement. As Mrs. Villa begins to speak, some of her students 
raise their hands. Mrs. Villa, “One at a time. Lucinda, I saw a mural by my house that had pictures of Santos (saints).” Other students 
chime in, and share similar experiences. Mrs. Villa, “Those are murals. Diego painted beautiful murals, and this book tells a little about 
his life and his murals.” Okay, before we start can someone tell me what a muralist is again? Various hands go up. Janette, “A muralista 
is someone who paints on walls like the one that has Cesar Chavez or Santos.” Mrs. Villa, “Nice job Janette!”

Mrs. Villa (reading title page, and previewing the page for everyone), “Diego Bigger Than Life. What is life but a story? I choose to 
embellish my life story. I am DIEGO—the charming, monstrous, caring, hideous Mexican muralist.” (The following page has a colorful 
portrait of Diego.) Mrs. Villa pauses and points to her head as if she was thinking. Mrs. Villa, “What do you think the word embellish 
means?” No students reply. She writes this word on the chart board. Mrs. Villa, “Embellish means to make beautiful or fanciful (writing 
this next to word embellish).” Mrs. Villa, “Why do you think he called himself ‘charming, monstrous, caring, hideous?” No students reply, 
as this is difficult vocabulary for them to understand, and are considered Tier 2 vocabulary words (Beck, McKeown, & Kucan, 2002). 
Mrs. Villa (knowing that she needs to build vocabulary first, before asking this comprehension question), “Well let’s write these words 
down in our vocabulary chart. The word charming means attractive or delightful. Disney’s The Princess and the Frog was quite charming 
or delightful. (Student’s giggle at this contextual comment.) How about the word monstrous?” Lee (student), “Monstrous means like a 
monster.” Mrs. Villa, “Good! The word monstrous means frightful or scary. Shrek was monstrous. (Students giggle again.) Caring means 
loving or warming. Your abuelos (grandparents), or padres (parents) are quiet loving or warming. And finally hideous means horrible or 
ugly. The monsters were hideous or ugly.”

Next, she uncovers a large sentence strip placed within a pocket chart with the following phrase: I am Diego—the __, __, __, __ Mexican 
muralist. [Sentence strips allow for teachers to highlight important ideas, concepts, or words so that students can learn them (Keene, 
Zimmermann, & Graves, 1997).] She passes out plastic bags that have the word strip with the new vocabulary and the sentence she 
just introduced. “Now quickly, I want you to take out the paper strips and build a sentence like the one I just uncovered. [Students 
are allowed to work at table or on the floor]. I want you to use the new vocabulary I just introduced.” She circulates around to 
make sure everyone is getting the sentence building activity. (All students seem to understand this activity.) Mrs. Villa, “Let’s read 
the sentences that we built.” (All students raise their hands wanting to read.) Lee, “I am DIEGO—the attractive, frightful, loving, 
ugly Mexican muralist.” Reynaldo, “I am Diego—the attractive, frightful, loving, horrible Mexican muralist.” Janette, “I am Diego—the 
delightful, frightful, warming, ugly Mexican muralist.” Mrs. Villa (point to the colorful portrait of Diego), “Now why do you think he 
called himself ‘charming, monstrous, caring, hideous?’” Reynaldo (pointing to his portrait), “Maybe he felt like he was good looking 
sometimes, and at other times he felt horrible.” Lucinda, “It’s like sometimes you feel happy, and other times you feel sad. Diego 
probably sometimes felt loving and ugly.” Margarita, “Mrs. Villa maybe he felt ugly on the outside, but warming in the inside.” Mrs. Villa, 
“Wow I am very impressed with your reading, very nice job!”
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one teacher’s knowledge of culturally responsive pedagogy 
affected her special education instruction. Findings resulted 
in three themes (Cultural Aspects of Teaching Reading, 
Culturally Relevant Skills-Based Instruction, and 
Collaborative Agency Time) that were intertwined and 

functioned to create reading instruction that operated under 
a culturally responsive teaching framework. These themes 
empowered, validated, and affirmed the individual worth 
of each student and facilitated their reading achievement 
(Ladson-Billings, 2009).

Table 4. Too Many Tamales Excerpt.

Mrs. Villa waits calmly until her 3rd grade students are seated on her reading rug, and are facing her quietly. Mrs. Villa uncovers a 
concept map with the words Family Celebrations at Christmas Time in the middle of the chart paperboard. Mrs. Villa, “Yesterday, we 
talked about the ways families celebrate Christmas (pointing to a chart paper with three questions).” She asked the following three 
questions: “What do you and your family do on Christmas day? What do you celebrate? What do you eat?” Mrs. Villa, “Can someone 
give me an example of what they do during Christmas?” Javier, “During Christmas we go Mexico and visit family.” Mrs. Villa, “Very 
nice Javier!” Mrs. Villa, “Who else?” Alma, “At Christmas we make empanadas de calabaza (pumpkin turnovers).” Mrs. Villa, “Oh I love 
empanadas, I bet you make some very good ones.” Mrs. Villa calls on a few more students and listens to their input.

Mrs. Villa, “Okay, we talked about the ways you and your families celebrate Christmas. Some of your families, like mine, make tamales 
for Christmas. (Students nod in agreement.) I have a story I would like to read with you today, but before we get started I need to 
make sure everyone is ready to read. (Students understand this cue and position themselves with hands to themselves and eyes on 
the teacher.) It looks like we are ready to read. Bueno (Good)! This is a story called Too Many Tamales (Soto, 1993). Does anybody 
remember what an author and illustrator is?” Ramon, “An author is someone who writes a book.” Mrs. Villa, “Good! How about 
an illustrator?” Rosalinda, “Someone (pausing) . . . who draws in the book.” Mrs. Villa, “Yes, very good an illustrator is someone who 
draws the pictures that go with the words to a book. Like the one we are going to read right now.”

Mrs. Villa (pointing to title page, it has a picture of four children looking surprised at a plate of tamales), “Who do you think these 
children are?” Gabriela, “I think they are four kids getting reading to eat tamales.” Vicente, “They kind of look like us. I eat tamales 
too.” Mrs. Villa, “Me too! Do you think they are the main characters of the story?” Florencio, “Yeah, I think they are the main people 
because they are on the title page.” Mrs. Villa, “Raise your hands if you think that Florencio is right (everyone raises their hand in 
agreement). Florencio, I think you may be right, but let’s find out first.” Mrs. Villa (begins reading), “Snow drifted through the streets 
and now that it was dusk, Christmas trees glittered in the windows. Maria moved her nose off the glass and came back to the 
counter. She was acting grown-up now, helping her mother make tamales. Their hands were sticky with the masa. ‘That’s very good,’ 
her mother said. Maria happily kneaded the masa. She felt grown-up, wearing her mother’s apron. Her mom had even let her wear 
lipstick and perfume. If only I could wear Mom’s ring, she thought to herself. Maria’s mother had place her diamond ring on the 
kitchen counter. Maria loved that ring. She loved how it sparkled, like their Christmas tree lights. When her mother left the kitchen 
to answer the telephone, Maria couldn’t help herself. She wiped her hands on the apron and looked back at the door (there is an 
illustrated picture of Maria wiping her hands and looking at the ring, which is next to a kneading bowl.)”

Mrs. Villa, “What is happening between Maria and her mom?” Esmeralda, “Maria and her mom are making tamales. And, I think she like 
her mom’s ring.” Mrs. Villa, “Can you describe to me how you know they are making tamales?” Esmeralda, “It’s because you use masa 
to make tamales, I know we do when we make them at home.” Mrs. Villa, “I know that everyone knows that most tamales are made 
out of pork meat with chili and rolled in masa then wrapped in a cornhusk and steamed (writing the word tamales with definition on a 
vocabulary word chart). But does anyone know what masa is made out of?” Viviana, “It is made out of . . . maize (corn).” Mrs. Villa, “Yes, 
very good Viviana. Masa is made out of cornmeal (writing the words masa, cornmeal with definition on a vocabulary word chart). Masa 
or cornmeal is used to make tamales.” (Mrs. Villa uncovers three questions that are written on the chart board.) “1. What is happening 
between Maria and her mom? 2. Why do you think Maria is looking at her mom’s ring? 3. What do you think is going to happen next?”

Mrs. Villa, “Okay, I think we all agree that Maria is making tamales with her mom. But do we know why she is looking at the ring, and 
what is going to happen next? This is called predicting. Today we are going to work on predicting using the double-entry journal 
(modeling for the students on a large chart paper). First, I need to write my name and date in the top right hand corner. Next, I 
am going to draw a line right down the middle or center of the paper. On the left hand side, I am going to write down these three 
questions, giving myself space between each question. Now the first question (What is happening between Maria and her mom?), I 
think we answered. So on the right side, I am going to write, Maria is learning to make tamales with her mother. Now, with questions 
#2 and #3, I need you to sit at your desk and make one prediction on why you think Maria is looking at the ring, and what do you 
think is going to happen next. This should be quiet work, do not share your answers with anyone. If you have any questions on how 
to do this double-entry journal please raise your hand and I will come and help you. Now, quietly go back to your desk, and get 
started.” (I circulate around to see what students are writing in their journals.)

Esmeralda writes the following, “What is happening between Maria and her mom? (left side of the column) Maria and her mom are 
making tamales de fruta (fruit tamales). Why do you think Maria is looking at her mom’s ring? (left side of the column) Maria likes 
her mom’s ring. She thinks it is pretty (right side of column). What do you think is going to happen next? I think her mom will give it 
to her when she gets married. (right side of column)” Abraham writes, “Maria and her mom were making pork tamales. (right side of 
column) I think Maria is going to put on her mom’s ring, and lose it and then her mom is going to get mad. I think they are going to 
look for the ring and find it, and everybody will be happy (right side of column).” Lupe, writes (questions #2 & #3), “I think Maria is 
going to use the ring to get married. Her parents are going to have a boda (wedding), and eat tamales.” Mrs. Villa, “Lupe, I think that’s a 
great idea let’s eat tamales (motioning the parent to bring tamales to front of the class to begin serving)!”
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Unfortunately, way too often ELLs do not encounter 
similar schooling experiences like the one described above 
(Orosco, 2010; Orosco & Klingner, 2010). The majority of 
special education programs do not focus on culturally 
responsive teaching such as bilingual development, oral 
language development, and motivation. In contrast to this 
deficit-based education, this study’s teacher, Mrs. Villa, 
demonstrated how to authenticate ELLs’ cultural and lin-
guistic experiences and also legitimized it by seeking to 
improve their educational outcomes through culturally 
responsive skills-based methods (Au, 2005; August & 
Hakuta, 1998). Furthermore, she received ESL and bilin-
gual professional development around how ELL cultural 
and linguistic experiences conform to learning, thus giving 
her the ability to create a more culturally encompassing 
classroom and motivating pedagogy (Gere, Buehler, 
Dallavis, & Haviland, 2009). Finally, along these empower-
ment lines, she was able understood that although these stu-
dents brought a wealth of knowledge into the classroom, 
they were also the group with the most challenges (e.g., liv-
ing in low-income neighborhoods, diminished allocation of 
school resources, and inferior school facilities; Kozol, 
2006). As a result of this, she tried to provide skills-based 
instruction that fostered creativity, independence, and 
engagement, which form the basis for comprehension 
(Snow, 2002).

The ELL reading literature indicates that teachers who 
provide a balance among basic and higher-order thinking 
skills, direct and explicit instruction, oral language devel-
opment, and student-based collaborative approaches 
instruction can significantly affect reading development 
(e.g., August & Hakuta, 1998; August & Shanahan, 2006). 
In this study, Mrs. Villa provided ELLs with clear, direct, 
and explicit differentiated instruction that intertwined with 
biographical, collaborative, and skills-based approaches to 
facilitate their use of reading content commensurate with 
their skills and language abilities (Hoover, 2009; Lachat, 
2004). In other words, this teacher’s instruction was 
responsive to students’ cultural and linguistic learning 
needs. In addition, she provided instructional pacing with 
skills-based pedagogy both in the L1 and in the second lan-
guage (L2), which improved not only their basic reading 
skills but also their oral language development (August & 
Hakuta, 1998; August & Shanahan, 2006). Oral language 
development has been found to be critical to developing 
strong reading comprehension skills (Herrera, Perez, & 
Escamilla, 2010).

In addition, the literature has documented that many 
special education teachers are not qualified or trained to 
address ELLs’ academic needs (Orosco & Klingner, 2009; 
Zehler et al., 2003). In contrast, it was quite evident in this 
study that Mrs. Villa had a strong working knowledge  
of bilingual and ESL reading pedagogy because of her 

professional development (master’s with an emphasis in 
ESL and bilingual special education). Thus, because of her 
teaching skills, she could provide an educational context 
that met ELLs’ learning needs. That is, because of her 
strong teaching preparation, this teacher was able to inte-
grate culturally responsive teaching with skills-based 
practices in a special education program quite easily, thus 
providing not only an educational context that met her stu-
dents’ cultural and linguistic needs but also a skills-based 
education (Orosco & Klingner, 2009).

Finally, sociocultural theory may give special education 
teachers a framework for understanding how to address 
ELLs’ cultural and linguistic needs (Vygotsky, 1962, 1978). 
This theory provides the critical lens that learning is 
enhanced when it occurs in contexts that are socially and 
linguistically meaningful and students’ cultural experiences 
are centrally included in classroom curricula and activities 
(Orosco, 2010). Because of this theory, in this study Mrs. 
Villa provided culturally responsive instruction that focused 
on looking more broadly at the quality and appropriateness 
of instruction and determining how to differentiate instruc-
tion in best supporting her students, rather then solely 
focusing on their learning deficits (Harry & Klingner, 2006; 
Orosco & Klingner, 2010). She embodied the spirit of cul-
turally responsive instruction: that teachers should respect 
students’ values and view their cultural and linguistic differ-
ences as strengths, not deficits (Au, 2005; Cazden, 2001; 
Gay, 2000; Nieto, 1999, 2002; Rogoff, 2003).

In summary, the evidence from this study suggests the 
critical importance of special education teachers providing 
direct explicit instruction with ELLs that promotes not 
only L2 but also L1 development. In addition, the findings 
suggest that teachers can create exemplary contexts for 
instruction if they understand the conditions (e.g., under-
standing students’ home and community experiences) 
within which reading development takes place for ELLs. 
And by doing this, they can provide an instructional con-
text that gives their students the opportunity to discuss, 
read, and write about experiences in L1 or L2 through a 
culturally relevant curriculum (Goldenberg, Rueda, & 
August, 2006). Finally, and most important from the evi-
dence presented in this study, through observation of stu-
dent interactions and small group instruction, teachers can 
become familiar with not only their students’ cultural and 
linguistic differences but also the cultural and linguistic 
experiences that influence students’ motivation and read-
ing development. This knowledge might allow teachers to 
understand contextual variables that contribute to the 
effectiveness of a culturally responsive approach, increase 
awareness of implementation challenges, and provide them 
information about the circumstances under which and the 
students with whom cultural practice is most likely to be 
successful (Klingner & Edwards, 2006).
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Implications for Policy, Practice, and 
Research

Policy. The instructional evidence from this study suggests 
that special education policy can be effective if special edu-
cation teachers are provided culturally responsive profes-
sional development. As an example, the teacher in this 
study seemed to teach ELLs effectively because she under-
stood the similarities and differences between L1 and L2 
acquisition and reading processes. And because of this, she 
was able to provide culturally responsive instruction and 
curriculum that reflected students’ background knowledge. 
Therefore, school policy may need to be developed that 
provides teachers with culturally responsive professional 
development, which has been found effective with ELLs 
(Orosco & O’Connor, 2011).

Practice. In addition, the literature also continues to indicate 
that many special educators are not well prepared (e.g., with 
relevant reading content knowledge, training, and profes-
sional development) to address ELLs’ learning needs (Sul-
livan, 2011). Special education personnel are quite 
accustomed to providing skills-based interventions that 
emphasize learning commonalities between ELLs and their 
English-only students, downplaying important language dif-
ferences, giving these teachers a “one-size-fits-all approach” 
mentality (Orosco, 2010). High-quality professional devel-
opment would show teachers not only the L1 and L2 reading 
similarities but also differences that knowledgeable teachers 
take into account when teaching ELLs to read. In addition, 
this professional development would need to wrap around 
collaboratively based culturally responsive instruction that 
provides teachers with models for (a) learning effective ELL 
differentiated instructional approaches, (b) understanding 
the bilingual language acquisition process and how it affects 
learning to read in two languages, and (c) building on ELLs’ 
sociocultural experiences (Au, Raphael, & Mooney, 2008; 
Orosco, 2010; Orosco & O’Connor, 2011).

Research. Finally, this study suggests that much can be learned 
from descriptive research. Although experimental studies are 
important and can serve to demonstrate the effectiveness of 
instructional approaches (e.g., phonics-based instruction), 
the nature of experimentation (i.e., seeking quantification to 
promote replication and produce generalization) is to down-
play experiences so as to control for variance (Cummins, 
2007; Newman & Cole, 2004). Consequently, these contex-
tual constraints may limit or weaken ecological validity 
(Bronfenbrenner, 1981), thus diminishing the quality of 
experimental generalization. Descriptive research can be 
used to support scientific inferences by providing an in-depth 
understanding of which practices might be effective with stu-
dents (Orosco & Klingner, 2010).

Conclusion

Schools should provide culturally responsive professional 
development to general education teachers, but this training 
should be provided to special educators as well. Specifically, 
special education teachers will need to be provided with 
professional development that gives them access to multi-
ple strategies and instructional approaches found effective 
with ELLs. The success of special education for ELLs may 
be dependent on how well teachers provide cultural and 
linguistic instructional supports to ELLs.

Appendix A
Read-Aloud Spanish Translation

She is waiting for her students to settle down at the kidney 
table, while opening up their guided reading book titled 
Jalapeño Bagels (Wing, 1996). She is seated at the front of 
the table with a writing easel with chart paper next to her. 
Mrs. Villa, “Today we are going to read the book Jalapeño 
Bagels (holding up for everyone to see, students are also 
holding up their books as well).” Mrs. Villa is pointing to 
the cover page with a colorful picture of a child standing 
in front of a bagel store holding up a “getting ready to open 
sign” in his hands. She does a quick comprehension check. 
“What do you think the book is about? Please raise your 
hand.” All students raise their hands. Mrs. Villa, “Jaime.” 
Jaime, “A boy who works in a panadería (bakery).” Mrs. Villa, 
“Yes, it looks like a boy that works in a panadería. Does 
anyone know why Jaime thinks this boy works in a 
panadería?” (Mrs. Villa gives them some think time-as she 
knows her students may have a difficult time answering 
this question.) Mrs. Villa, “Jaime, I know you know the 
answer let’s see if someone else knows the answer.” 
Estrella, “Well when I walk with my brother to school, we 
walk by a panadería that has bread in its window. So I 
think that is why Jaime thought it was a panadería.” Mrs. 
Villa, “That is very good! I liked how you connected this 
to your walk to school everyday.” Mrs. Villa, “Where is the 
boy standing?” Rosy, “He is standing inside, holding an 
open sign.” Mrs. Villa, “Yes. So do you think he is a cus-
tomer or worker? A customer is someone who comes into 
a store to buy things.” William (raising his hand), “He’s a 
worker.” Mrs. Villa, “William, how did you know this?” 
William, “Because my dad works at a store like this, and 
he does this when the store is getting ready to open.” Mrs. 
Villa, “I think you are right, let’s open up the book and find 
out (opening the book up to the title page that has a picture 
of bagels and jalapeños). What are these?” Various stu-
dents reply, “Chile and donuts.” Mrs. Villa, “I see that the 
chile is jalapeños, but the donuts are bagels. Bagels are 
like donuts, but they are different then donuts. Raise your 
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hand if you have eaten jalapeños before.” Everyone raises 
his or her hand. Mrs. Villa, “How about bagels?” No stu-
dents raise their hands. Mrs. Villa, “Well let us learn about 
jalapeño bagels.”

Mrs. Villa begins to read the book Jalapeño Bagels 
aloud. Mrs. Villa, “What should I bring to school on Monday 
for International Day? I ask my mother. My teacher told us 
to bring something from our culture. You can bring a treat 
from the panadería, she suggests. Panadería is what Mama 
calls our bakery. Help us bake on Sunday-then you can pick 
out whatever you want. It’s a deal, I tell her. I like helping at 
the bakery. It’s warm there, and everything smells so good. 
Early Sunday morning, when it is still dark, my mother 
wakes me up. Pablo, it’s time to go to work, she says. We 
walk down the street to the bakery. My father turns on the 
lights. My mother turns on the ovens. She gets out the pans 
and ingredients for pan dulce. Pan dulce is Mexican sweet 
bread. I help my mother mix and knead the dough. She 
shapes rolls and loaves of bread and slides them into the 
oven. People tell her she makes the best pan dulce in town. 
Maybe I’ll bring pan dulce to school, I tell her. Next we 
make empanadas de calabaza—pumpkin turnovers. I’m in 
charge of spooning the pumpkin filling. Mama folds the 
dough in half and presses the edges with a fork. She bakes 
them until they are flaky and golden brown. Some custom-
ers come to our bakery just for her turnovers.” Mrs. Villa 
stops reading, and directs students to the easel board with 
chart paper. [In a previous lesson, a group of parents brought 
in pan dulce and bagels to share with the students; however, 
this was not observed by the authors.]

Mrs. Villa, “Let’s create a K-W-L chart (she already has 
the K-W-L words written out, and subdivided into three sec-
tions). We need to make a list of the things that we already 
know about the story and we need to make another list of 
the things that we want to know. But first, I want you to go 
back and reread the first three pages quietly. (She gives stu-
dents about 5 minutes to reread the passages she covered.) 
Mrs. Villa, “Okay so what do we know already?” Carmen, 
“Pablo’s mom and dad own a panadería.” Mrs. Villa, “Very 
good (as she writes this down in the K section). What else 
do we know so far about the story?” A couple of more stu-
dents reply, “He had to get up early.” Mrs. Villa, “Good, you 
need to get up early to make bread (as she writes student 
comments in the K section. Next to the word panadería, she 
also writes the word bakery) What else?” Lucas, “They 
make pan dulce and empanadas de calabaza.” Mrs. Villa, 
“Very nice! Lucas, do you remember what pan dulce and 
empanadas de calabaza were in English (as she writes the 
word pan dulce and empanadas de calabaza in the K sec-
tion).” Lucas (previewing the text with his finger for the 
word pan dulce), “Mexican sweet bread.” Mrs. Villa, “Great 
(writing the word Mexican Sweet Bread next to Pan Dulce)! 
Who can help him with empanadas de calabeza?” (The stu-
dents are silent.) Mrs. Villa, “Okay, let’s go back and find 

the words empanadas de calabeza in the text, and look for a 
clue for what this means. Once you think you have found it, 
raise your hand.” [In less then a minute several students find 
the passage.] Mrs. Villa, “Lorretta did you find a clue?” 
Lorretta. “Yes (reading the text out loud)! Next we make 
empanadas de calabaza--pumpkin turnovers. Empanadas de 
calabaza are pumpkin turnovers. I’m in charge of spooning 
the pumpkin filling.” Mrs. Villa, “You are very smart! How 
did you know that these words meant pumpkin turnovers 
(writing this word in L section of K-W-L chart)?” Lorretta, 
“Well, I went back and reread the passage, and right next to 
the words empanadas de calabaza were the words pumpkin 
turnovers, and I thought the little lines (dashes) between the 
words meant something important, so I read the next sen-
tence and it said, ‘Pablo was spooning the pumpkin filling.’ 
I connected these ideas, and I figured out what empanadas 
de calabaza meant.” Mrs. Villa, “I am very impressed that 
you knew this, you are a very smart young lady. By the way, 
those lines you saw are called dashes (writing this on the 
chart board). Dashes are sometimes used to present new 
words like the words that came after empanadas de cala-
baza, pumpkin turnovers.”

Appendix B
Guided Reading Translation

Mrs. Villa, “Today we are going to work on reading the 
book, Jalapeño Bagels, that we read aloud yesterday.” 
[After reviewing with them what they had talked about and 
read aloud the previous day, Mrs. Villa introduces impor-
tant vocabulary.] On a chart paper she has written six words 
(international, cultures, bakery, ingredients, knead, and 
dough). Mrs. Villa, “What do we know about the word 
international?” Mrs. Villa pauses then realizes that students 
do not understand the word. Mrs. Villa (tapping her head to 
signify thinking), “Okay, has anybody traveled to another 
country?” [All students raise their hand.] Estrella, “I have 
gone to Mexico.” Jaime, “Me too.” [Other students share 
similar thoughts.] Mrs. Villa, “So you traveled from the 
United States to Mexico. These are two different countries, 
but you were able to travel between these to countries. You 
were international travelers. International means that there 
is a relationship between two countries or more countries 
(writing this definition next to the word international but 
also writing the example the students gave).” [Mrs. Villa 
goes over the other five vocabulary words before getting 
into guided reading.]

Mrs. Villa, “Okay now we are going to start reading 
Jalapeño Bagels (as she motions to student to start read-
ing).” Estrella (reading aloud from her book), “‘What 
should I bring to school on Monday for International Day?’ 
I ask my mother. My teacher told us to bring something 
from our culture. ‘You can bring a treat from the panadería,’ 
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she suggests. Panaderia is what Mamá calls our bakery. 
‘Help us bake on Sunday—then you can pick out whatever 
you want.’ ‘It’s a deal,’ I tell her. I like helping at the bakery. 
It’s warm there, and everything smells so good.” Mrs. Villa, 
“Nice job Estrella! Now, Fely can you please find the word 
culture in the paragraph that you just read? Put you finger 
on this word to show me that you found it.” Mrs. Villa 
(pausing to make sure that she had found the word), “Good! 
Fely, what does this word mean?” [Mrs. Villa had previ-
ously taught the word culture.] Fely, “It means a group of 
people who share the same traditions or customs, like a 
birthday party with a piñata.” Mrs. Villa, “Nice job!” (now 
asking the group), “So, what is the boy’s (Pablo) teacher 
asking him to bring?” [No student reply.] Mrs. Villa, “Okay. 
Go back and reread the paragraph quietly and raise your 
hand if you find the sentence that can answer this question.” 
Damaso (raising his hand while placing his finger on the 
sentence), “My teacher told us to bring something from our 
culture. Pablo needs to bring something from his culture.” 
Mrs. Villa, “Damaso, how did you find the answer?” 
Damaso, “I reread the passage and thought about what you 
were asking.” Mrs. Villa, “Good, so sometimes when we do 
not know an answer to a question we can go back and reread 
and think about the question.” Mrs. Villa, “Pablo needs to 
bring something from his culture. His mom told him to 
bring something special from his bakery. From what culture 
does panadería come from?” All students, “México!” Mrs. 
Villa, “A bakery is part of your culture!”
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