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With an abundance of teen novels and Hollywood 
films about football games, cool cliques, and
breakfast clubs, popular culture has always 
reminded us of how exciting, demanding, and
sometimes difficult the American high school 
experience can be. Each of us who lived through it
remembers the broken hearts, lost games, and 
failed exams, as well as the secret smiles,
winning scores, and surprising “As” received. 
For many newcomers to this country, those
wonderfully challenging adolescent years are 
overlaid with the incredible experience of learning
a new language—a language they need not only 
for social integration, but also for their
academic success in school and in their chosen 
futures. How can we support our English
learners as they navigate these challenging tasks 
in grades 9–12? What does the research tell us
about the best ways to help them succeed?

Vista’s Higher Learning’s Engage with Literature 
and Content for grades 9–12 is a comprehensive, 
standards-based high school literacy program 
designed to empower students to become strong 
readers, confident writers, and critical thinkers. 
Engage is a powerful print and digital solution 
that develops language and literacy skills through 
engaging literary texts and content-driven 
lessons that connect to students’ everyday lives.

“Research has shown that there 
are three areas that can help 
English language learners in 
grades 9–12: 1) the use of scaffold-
ing to support English language 
learning; 2) high-quality, diverse 
literature and standards-based 
content as tools for language 
instruction; and 3) a focus on 
writing and critical thinking to 
build student success.” 

Supporting High School English Learners with Appropriate 
Scaffolds, High-quality Literature and Content, and a Focus on 
Writing and Critical Thinking to Build Student Success



 

Scaffolding to support 
student learning 

1) Scaffolding to support 
student learning

The benefits of helping students increase their 
English language capacity with scaffolded
support have been supported by research for 
many years (Bruner, 1977; Cunningham &amp;
Allington, 2003; Fisher &amp; Frey, 2007; Monica 
&amp; Olatubosom, 2013; Gibbons, 2015; Faraj, 
2015; Spycher, 2017). Scaffolding helps students 
succeed by making the component whole a bit
smaller and easier to digest. It can also allow 
students the time they need to figure out new 
and sometimes challenging ideas. For students 
exposed to academic English for the first time,
scaffolding is especially important, as English 
grammar and construction can be particularly
complex and sometimes very confusing for many 
students—especially those who are new to
and still learning the basics of the language
(Yi, 2013).

In Vista’s Engage program, scaffolding support
is found throughout the print and digital
programs. In the teacher support materials,
on the student pages, and integrated seamlessly
into the Engage Supersite, scaffolded support 
is built in to help all students access quality,
grade-level, authentic text.

Digital scaffolding supports, including videos, 
audio, note-taking guides, recording/playback 
features, and carefully scaffolded practice activi-
ties with corrective feedback are all accessible 
from any device, so students have access to the 
support they need, no matter where they are. 
In the Student Editions, on-page scaffolding sup-
ports that help focus and guide the student are 
found in motivating activities designed to develop 
language, literacy, and content and that include 
the domains of listening, speaking, reading, and 
writing, as well as viewing. The “Study Group” 
feature, which encourages students to express 
their own evidence-based ideas about the text 
and includes videos that provide a model of 
students engaged in academic discussion, is 
another example of how scaffolding is built into 
the very core of the program.

Scaffolding Examples

Scaffolding Examples



2) High-quality literature
and grade-level content as tools 
for language instruction

 

 

Research has shown that English learners who are 
exposed to thoughtful, progressive, grade
level–appropriate content instruction show 
greater gains in vocabulary, comprehension, and
writing. (Custodio &amp; Sutton, 1998; Snow, 2005; 
Short &amp; Boyson, 2012). Consistent research
studies have also concluded that teachers who set 
high expectations for content achievement
help English learners (Minaya-Rowe, 2004; 
Ray, 2009; Faulkner-Bond, et al., 2012). Our high
school students are expected to master grade-
level standards-based content and understand
the nuances of a variety of literature genres, 
including classics and those from a diverse cross-
section of authors.

In Vista’s Engage program, we see a consistent 
pattern of units built on engaging and
motivating science and social studies content 
topics. Each unit begins with an “Essential
Question” inquiry to focus learning, and all units 
have a consistent content structure and
routines to help students organize and retain 
information. We see clear student goals, along
with repeated opportunities for students to build 
background and deepen content knowledge.
Students and teachers are provided with 
strategies that are used to learn content and it to 
their ELA practice, thus marrying the goals of ELA 
success and content instruction. 

Students and teachers are provided with 
strategies that are used to learn content and it to 
their ELA practice, thus marrying the goals of ELA 
success and content instruction.

Authentic texts, motivating literature, and 
content-driven lessons are offered through print 
and digital resources to build capacity and 
address the proficiency needs of each student. 
Students are exposed to a wide variety of litera-
ture types and genres. Examples include canoni-
cal classics such as Shakespeare’s Romeo and 
Juliet as well as modern works like Swing by 
Kwame Alexander and Mary Rand Hess. Young 
adult literature, historical literature, and many 
other genres are also included. Students are also 
exposed to a diverse group of authors who write 
from a variety of perspectives and present unique 
story types and characters. In the Engage 
program, the “Book Trailer” feature uses 
high-quality video and thoughtful questions to 
spark student interest in the readings.

 

High-quality literature
and grade-level content

Engage A, Unit 1 Book Trailer



3) Writing and critical thinking
in secondary school

 

Academic writing in the content areas is a key skill 
that every student needs to master (Huie &amp;
Yahya, 2003; Schulz, 2009; Wilcox, 2011). Utilizing 
critical thinking skills throughout their school
day and, most importantly, transferring that 
critical thinking to the world outside school is also
extremely important for student and life success. 
Research has shown that explicit teaching of
writing, linked with academic content, can have 
positive effects on English learners’ achievement 
(Bhowmik &amp; Kim, 2021). Writing can help 
encourage critical thinking. Teaching writing 
effectively can promote critical thinking in our 
English language learners (Pally, 1997; Graham, et 
al., 2016). 

In Vista’s Engage program, teachers are support-
ed in their efforts to model both critical thinking 
and various reading and writing strategies. The 
Teacher Edition not only provides examples of 
questions and statements for teachers, but it also 
provides help in eliciting responses from students. 
Explicit support is also given for ways to discuss 
challenging or difficult topics. Teachers are 
provided with the support they need at the lesson 
and unit level to help their students build capacity 
in both critical thinking and academic writing in 
English. 

In the Student Editions of Engage , high school 
students receive ample scaffolded opportunities 
to write in response to the text. First encountered 
at the start of every unit, the “Note It” feature 
helps students build a notebook of important 
details, graphic organizers, thoughts, connec-
tions, and short writing activities that will help 
them with their final writing project.

 
Throughout each unit, students are challenged to 
scan, predict, analyze, summarize, and synthesize 
as they read. All of these activities build critical 
thinking skills and strengthen students’ capacity 
in reading in English. Next, students are 
challenged to write and revise in response to the 
text, always using text evidence and making con-
nections between the reading, their own lived 
experiences, and the other content being studied.

Helping our English learners succeed is one of the 
many important challenges teachers face each 
day. Every teacher wants their students to soar, 
and by utilizing quality materials such as Engage 
from Vista and focusing on key elements support-
ed by research, every teacher can achieve that 
goal. 

When thinking about the challenges that our 
English learners face each day as they navigate 
the realities of our high schools, let’s try to remem-
ber the importance of scaffolding for every 
student, the necessity of high-quality stan-
dards-based content and literature instruction, 
and the power of writing as a tool for academic 
success—and as an excellent way to strengthen 
necessary critical thinking skills. These are all ways 
that we can make a difference in every student’s 
life and educational experience.

 

Writing and critical thinking 
in secondary school

Engage A, Unit 1 
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