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This article presents qualitative fi ndings from a larger design-based research doc-
toral study in which I examined the impact of a curricular innovation to challenge 
the monolingual and monocultural norms of literacy practices and to be respon-
sive to the linguistic and cultural landscape of 21st century classrooms. I collabo-
rated with 11 university preservice teachers and 28 English language learners 
(ELLs) in Grades 2 and 3 to design and implement a literacy intervention, called 
the Name Jar Project, focused on cultivating literacy engagement. I used constant 
comparison analysis to analyze data sources, which included fi eld notes, student 
artifacts, and preservice teachers’ refl ections. This article documents the positive 
impact of the intervention in supporting the students’ linguistic and cultural 
needs, affi  rming their identities, and bolstering their vocabulary development.

Cet article présente les constatations qualitatives d’une étude de recherche de 
doctorat plus importante conforme au modèle méthodologique de recherche-de-
sign (design-based research, ou DBR) dans laquelle  j’ai examiné l’impact d’une 
innovation pédagogique conçue pour reme  re en cause les normes unilingues et 
uniculturelles des pratiques de li  ératie et pour perme  re à l’enseignement de 
s’adapter au paysage linguistique et culturel des salles de classe du 21e siècle. 
J’ai collaboré avec 11 enseignantes et enseignants universitaires en formation et 
28 apprenantes et apprenants de la langue anglaise (English language learners, 
ou ELLs) de 2e et 3e année afi n de concevoir et de me  re en œuvre une interven-
tion en matière de litératie, baptisée Name Jar Project, centrée sur une démarche 
favorable à la culture de la li  ératie. J’ai constamment eu recours à des techniques 
d’analyse comparative pour analyser les sources de données, lesquelles compre-
naient des notes, des artefacts associés au prénom de chaque élève et des réfl exions 
d’enseignantes et enseignants en formation. Cet article documente l’impact positif 
de l’intervention sur la réponse aux besoins linguistiques et culturels des élèves, 
l’affi  rmation de leur identité et la stimulation du développement de leur vocabu-
laire.

: English language learners, ELLs, literacy engagement, multilingualism, vocabu-
lary development, multiliteracies, identity texts, design-based research, DBR
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Introduction

Classrooms in the 21st century are changing rapidly in response to Canada’s 
demographic profi le. According to Statistics Canada’s (2017) latest report on 
immigration, nearly one in two Canadians could be an immigrant or a child 
of an immigrant by 2036, and more than 30% of the Canadian population 
would have a mother tongue other than English and French. These national 
immigration pa  erns are refl ected in Alberta’s diverse learning environ-
ments. An increasing number of younger arriving immigrants and Canadian-
born children who speak a language other than English at home make up a 
signifi cant portion of K-12 classrooms (Alberta Education, 2012). In the large 
urban board where this study took place, one quarter of the total student 
population is of this linguistic profi le. 

I use the phrase English language learners (ELLs) to refer to learners who 
do not speak English as their fi rst language. This designation includes both 
foreign- and Canadian-born students and aligns with the current terminol-
ogy in provincial programming (Alberta Education, 2012). I refer to multi-
lingualism and multiculturalism as the presence of several languages and 
cultures, respectively, in a given geographical or social context (Coste, Moore, 
& Zarate, 2009), and to Banks and Banks’ (1997) defi nition of culture as the 
“values, symbols, interpretations, and perspectives that distinguish people 
from one another” (p. 8). 

The Research Problem

Children come to school with a foundation in knowledge and learning from 
their home and their communities. Development and learning begin in the 
native language, and through the fi rst language, children begin to make 
meaning in their lives. For young ELLs, “The complexities involved with 
literacy and language development are compounded by the fact that they 
must be achieved in a language other than their native language and often 
before they are literate in that language” (Teaching English to Speakers of 
Other Languages, 2010, p. 3).

It has been well documented that many ELLs face challenges in achieving 
high literacy levels (August & Hakuta, 1998; Collier, 1995a, 1995b; Cummins, 
2000; Roessingh, 2018; Roessingh & Kover, 2003). As ELLs move through 
the higher grades, they are required to read and understand increasingly 
complex texts (Linan-Thompson & Vaughn, 2007; Roessingh & Elgie, 2009). 
This complexity is inherent in academic language, which is distinct from so-
cial, conversational language (Cummins, 1981; McLaughlin, 1992; Roessingh, 
2018): Academic language is more formal and abstract, with fewer contex-
tual clues to support students’ understanding. It is characterized by diffi  cult 
curricular concepts expressed using low-frequency and technical vocabulary 
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embedded in text with sophisticated grammatical structures (Cummins, 
2011a; Cummins & Man, 2007; Roessingh, 2018). 

Many educators also feel challenged in being responsive to the linguis-
tic and cultural diversity in their classrooms (Alberta Teachers’ Association, 
2014; Goldenberg, 2013; Howard Research & Management Consulting, 2006, 
2009; International Literacy Association, 2017; Roessingh, 2011). To address 
the literacy and language needs of young ELLs, it is necessary to continue to 
refl ect on the role of fi rst language and culture and how teachers respect the 
multiple languages and varying cultural experiences that students, families, 
and communities bring into the classroom (Chow & Cummins, 2003; Cum-
mins, 2011a, 2011b; Cummins & Early, 2011; Early & Yeung, 2009; Escamilla, 
2009; Goldenberg, 2013; Naqvi, McKeough, Thorne, & Pfi tscher, 2012; Roess-
ingh, 2011; Schecter & Cummins, 2003; Taylor, 2010; Toohey & Dagenais, 
2010).

In this regard, the current study calls for educators to think about early 
literacy practices beyond a monolingual and monocultural habitus. Mono-
lingual and monocultural habitus refers to “the beliefs, basic concepts, [and] 
common-sense pa  erns as elements of the practical professional knowledge 
or the practical professional behaviour of teachers” (Gogolin, 2002, p. 132). 
Literacy is, instead, defi ned through a multiliteracies approach (Cope & Ka-
lan  is, 2009; Gee, 1996; Pahl & Rowsell, 2010; Street, 2003), where multiple 
modes of meaning-making and communication are emphasized, extending 
the traditional views of reading and writing to include linguistic, visual, 
audio, and performative modalities. Escamilla (2009) captured the need for 
society to think outside of a monolingual and monocultural habitus by dis-
cussing bilingualism as the global norm. Benson (2013) also argued that a 
monolingual habitus

causes us [educators] to view a learner as defi cient if s/he does not 
speak the dominant language used for instruction when we should 
recognize and make use of all the linguistic, cultural and experiential 
resources that s/he brings with her to the classroom. (p. 285)

This position was reinforced by Ntelioglou, Fannin, Montanera, and Cum-
mins (2014), who stated that multiple language practices of students and 
communities have been slow to be recognized by Canadian schools. 

Aims of the Study

To embrace the multiple languages and cultural experiences of ELLs and to 
support their academic language, I collaborated with 11 university preservice 
teachers and 28 ELLs in Grades 2 and 3 to design and implement a literacy 
intervention we referred to as the Name Jar Project. The literacy interven-
tion was part of a larger design-based research (DBR) doctoral study that 
inquired into the primary research question: How can educators cultivate lit-
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eracy engagement to support English language development? I explored lit-
eracy engagement through the Literacy Engagement Framework (Cummins 
& Early, 2011), which emphasizes that active engagement with literacy will 
be enhanced when (a) students’ prior knowledge is activated, (b) their ability 
to understand and use academic language is supported through specifi c in-
structional strategies, (c) their identities are affi  rmed, and (d) their knowledge 
of and control over language is extended across the curriculum. 

I used the storybook The Name Jar (Choi, 2001) in the literacy intervention 
to anchor sequenced and linked literacy tasks that resulted in the creation 
of identity texts about how the ELLs made meaning of their names. Identity 
texts focus on embracing the students’ fi rst language and culture through a 
learning experience in which students invest their identities into their text 
creation. Identity texts can be multimodal, including wri  en, spoken, visual, 
and dramatic, or a combination of arrangements (Cummins & Early, 2011; 
Cummins, Hu, Markus, & Montero, 2015; Stille & Prasad, 2015). My intent 
was to provide a learning space where the children were invested and em-
powered in conveying, through language, their sense of how their name con-
tributes to their unfolding quest to know themselves as members of the larger 
Canadian multicultural, multilingual reality.

In my doctoral study, I took a two-pronged approach to the research de-
sign, examining the impact of the intervention on both meeting the needs of 
the young ELLs and supporting the preservice teachers’ emerging practice. 
This article focuses on the former and presents key fi ndings to respond to two 
questions: How did the designed literacy intervention support the students’ 
academic language? What impact did the designed literacy intervention have 
on affi  rming students’ identity? 

Theoretical Lenses Framing the Study 

In this section, I describe how a multiliteracies approach to literacy teaching, 
the Literacy Engagement Framework (Cummins & Early, 2011), and extend-
ing vocabulary development framed the study and informed the design of 
the literacy intervention.

Multiliteracies Approach to Literacy Teaching 
Literacy teaching through a multiliteracies approach goes beyond skills and 
competence: Meaning-making is active, dynamic, and process oriented, and 
students are encouraged to use multiple modes of communication (Cope & 
Kalan  is, 2009). In the Name Jar Project, teachers invited the students to 
choose a name artifact (“name treasure,” as the ELLs called them) to make 
relevant and meaningful connections to their names and who they are. These 
artifacts were, for the most part, objects that the students brought from home 
and shared within small group confi gurations. There is power in sharing 
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cultural artifacts to develop home–school connections and for students to 
share stories about their families and communities (Pahl & Rowsell, 2011; 
Roessingh, 2011). The ELLs used the name artifacts to invest their identities 
in creating identity texts (Cummins & Early, 2011; Cummins et al., 2015; Stille 
& Prasad, 2015) to inquire into how they made meaning of their names.

I refer to the terms identity and identity investment through a sociocultural 
conception of teaching and learning where learners are active beings whose 
reality is constructed through meaningful social activity (Gordon, 2009). 
Within this notion, identities are viewed as multiple, dynamic, and shifting 
across time and space as students make sense of how they understand their 
relationship to the world (Norton, 2006). The connection between identity 
and language learning is co-constructed within sociocultural relationships 
that are infl uenced by how power relations operate in broader society (Cum-
mins, 2000). In this respect, Cummins (1996) wrote,

Culturally diverse students are disempowered educationally in very 
much the same way that their communities have been disempow-
ered in their interactions with societal institutions. A genuine com-
mitment in helping all students succeed requires a willingness on the 
part of educators, individually and collectively, to challenge aspects 
of the power structure in the wider society. (p. iii)

The construct of identity investment focuses on the language learner’s 
investment in the target language practices of the classroom. The language 
learner is seen to have a complex identity that is infl uenced by pa  erns of 
social interaction and societal pa  ern relations (Norton, 2013). In the con-
text of this research study, identity texts “represent an instructional tool that 
transforms the interpersonal space within the classroom to enable students 
(particularly those from marginalized social groups) to develop and show-
case identities of competence linked to literacy and academic work generally” 
(Cummins & Early, 2011, p. 32). The identity texts then “hold a mirror up to 
the students in which their identities are refl ected back in a positive manner” 
(Cummins & Early, 2011, p. 3). 

The Literacy Engagement Framework
For the literacy intervention, I drew on the instructional dimensions of the 
Literacy Engagement Framework (Cummins & Early, 2011) to enable ELLs 
to engage actively with literacy from an early stage of English language de-
velopment. Access to print resources and extensive reading play a causal role 
in students’ literacy achievement through opportunities to broaden vocabu-
lary knowledge and develop strong reading comprehension skills (Cummins, 
2011a; Guthrie, 2004; Krashen, 1981; Lindsay, 2010). This framework has been 
infl uenced by Guthrie’s (2004) work on literacy engagement in the context 
of reading for all learners. Guthrie identifi ed engaged reading as frequent, 
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focused, and socially interactive. It emphasizes intrinsic motivations that con-
tribute to literacy engagement, such as curiosity, involvement, preference for 
challenge, and a desire to read. Guthrie defi ned engagement and achieve-
ment as a reciprocal process: Students’ sense of identity and self-confi dence 
develops, and they begin to see themselves as learners and thinkers.

Extending Vocabulary Development
To develop academic language across the curriculum, I had an intentional 
and purposeful focus on supporting and extending students’ vocabulary de-
velopment. Roessingh and Elgie (2009) discussed that providing additional 
supports in the younger grades for vocabulary development is essential in 
supporting ELLs’ literacy and language skills. Indeed, “early identifi cation 
and intervention may hold the key to changing the slope of the educational 
trajectory, especially in the K–grade 2 range where there might be potential 
for accelerated acquisition of language and early literacy skills” (Roessingh & 
Elgie, 2009, p. 27). Their statement has been supported by literature identify-
ing the critical role of a well-developed vocabulary for all learners beginning 
in Grade 3 (August, Carlo, Dressler, & Snow, 2005; Dickinson, Flushman, 
& Freiberg, 2009). There is continued need to support young ELLs with vo-
cabulary development within early literacy practices (Biemiller, 2004; Hart 
& Risley, 1995; Horst, 2010; Roessingh, 2018; Roessingh & Douglas, 2013) to 
improve their academic language. 

Methodology and Design of the Literacy Intervention

Design-Based Research
Using DBR principles (Amiel & Reeves, 2008; Anderson & Sha  uck, 2012; 
Brown, 1992), I worked collaboratively with preservice teachers (the ELLs’ 
“university buddies”) to design and implement the literacy intervention. DBR 
emphasizes a pragmatic orientation involving a choice of mixed methods and 
a variety of research tools to respond to complex and authentic educational 
problems (Brown, 1992). This methodology takes an interventionist approach 
that is collaborative, grounded in the literature, and shaped by fi eld testing 
and participant expertise (McKenney & Reeves, 2012). 

Using the curricular framework Roessingh (2010a) outlined in Learning 
by Design, the fi rst-year preservice teachers delivered the literacy interven-
tion in a progression of 10 lessons over 20 literacy sessions in small group 
confi gurations (see Appendix A for the curricular framework). Based on the 
relevant literature, and with input from the preservice teachers, we designed 
and implemented the intervention based on principles and strategies to cul-
tivate literacy engagement and support English language development: the 
use of culturally relevant text as an anchor, determination of target vocabu-
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lary, and instructional strategies to support vocabulary development in the 
literacy sessions (see Table 1).

Table 1
Design Principles and Implementation Strategies of the Literacy Intervention

Design principles guiding the intervention Strategies to support implementation

Provide intentional scaffolding and modelling 
opportunities for English language development.

Use Learning by Design curricular framework 
(Roessingh, 2010a) for lesson development, additional 
scaffolding, and modelling resources for preservice 
teachers to use on D2L.

Promote and value use of fi rst language and culture. Encourage fi rst language and culture through dual 
language opportunities, shared reading of culturally 
relevant text, name artifacts, and creation of identity 
texts. 

Provide opportunities for extension of academic 
language.

Extend academic language by developing and 
recycling tiered vocabulary, using curricular 
connections, and conducting vocabulary development 
tasks with multiple exposures to new words. 

Support practitioners through experiential and situated 
learning opportunities.

Refl ect on literacy sessions; use D2L to provide 
resources and models to support preservice teachers.

 Note. D2L (Desire2Learn) is an online learning platform.

The use of culturally relevant text as an anchor. The Name Jar (Choi, 2001) 
is a culturally relevant book we used during the intervention to anchor the 
literacy tasks in the literacy sessions.

It’s a new country, a new town, and a new school for Unhei. So what 
about a new name? Having just arrived from Korea with her family, 
Unhei is anxious about making friends and worried that no one will 
be able to pronounce her name. Instead of introducing herself on the 
fi rst day of school, she decides to pick a new name. The only prob-
lem is that she doesn’t know what name to choose! (Choi, 2001, back 
cover)

Culturally relevant texts provide ELLs with the opportunity to engage 
with content that connects to their cultural backgrounds (Freeman & Free-
man, 2004); such texts can include dual-language books wri  en in both Eng-
lish and the students’ fi rst language to refl ect their language and culture. 
Each child was given a copy of The Name Jar to read during the literacy ses-
sions. Students also took the books home to share with their parents, empha-
sizing the home literacy connection in the project. 

The use of this culturally relevant text allowed students to focus on cur-
ricular connections to the Alberta Grade 2/3 program of studies, which in-
cluded concepts of identity, culture, relationships, and feelings. Through the 
book and the literacy tasks, students were encouraged to inquire into diff er-
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ent critical questions about how they make meaning of their names. These 
questions included (but were not limited to) the following:

• Do you know how you were named? 

• Does your name have a certain meaning?

• Do you know your name in your fi rst language?

• Would you ever change your name and why?

• Would you want or let anyone else change your name and why?

The preservice teachers and I communicated with parents about this 
project from the onset. An integral part of the home–school connection was 
asking the parents to select a name artifact with their children. The preser-
vice teachers discussed and modelled the concept of the name artifact in the 
literacy sessions. They brought their own name treasures to share with the 
students and explained why the chosen treasure was signifi cant and how it 
connected to their names. Teachers emphasized that the name treasure did 
not have to be an actual object but could take other forms, such as photos, 
student-created illustrations, or verbal descriptions. The name artifacts the 
students shared were diverse and varied. Examples included baby and family 
photos, precious jewelry given to them at birth, and gifts they had been given 
before leaving their home countries. The ELLs shared their name treasures in 
their small groups and described how the chosen name artifacts were signifi -
cant and connected to their names. 

Target vocabulary for the literacy intervention. Another important di-
mension included in the curricular planning was identifying the target vo-
cabulary and instructional strategies to support vocabulary development in 
the literacy sessions. Although The Name Jar (Choi, 2001) was a relevant and 
age-appropriate anchor book, the narrative text needed to be supplemented 
with literacy tasks, resources, and materials that would extend students’ 
academic language, as outlined in the curricular framework (see Appendix 
A). Informed by Beck, McKeown, and Kucan’s (2002, 2008) work on a three-
tiered system of vocabulary, we framed the target vocabulary within three 
tiers (see Figure 1). Tier 1 words are basic words that can be learned from con-
text, such as sight words, nouns, verbs, and adjectives. Tier 2 words include 
generic academic vocabulary that travels across curricular boundaries, such 
as analyze, obtain, provide, dispose, and investigate. Many of these words have 
Greek and Latin roots and are important to reading comprehension. Tier 3 
words, such as photosynthesis, are discipline-specifi c, with more transparent 
meanings. Moving beyond Tier 1 and Tier 3 vocabulary to focus more on Tier 
2 vocabulary was reinforced in the literature as a critical element in task de-
sign to support ELLs in extending their academic language (Beck et al., 2002, 
2008; Cummins, 2011a; Roessingh, 2010b). 
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Figure 1. Vocabulary pyramid illustrating the tiered vocabulary and vocabulary clus-
ters connected to the program of studies targeted for the intervention.

Instructional strategies to support and extend vocabulary develop-
ment. Each lesson had specifi c target words based on the lesson objectives. 
Preservice teachers introduced and developed these words through various 
learning tasks, as captured in the curricular framework (see Appendix A). 
The preservice teachers had access to the online Desire to Learn (D2L) site, 
which housed additional ideas, materials, and resources for them to use and 
personalize the experience for their groups. D2L provided an eff ective way 
for the preservice teachers and me to stay connected and communicate about 
the project.

Every lesson focused on not only introducing the new vocabulary in the 
context of the project, but also recycling the vocabulary through diff erent 
instructional strategies (see Appendix B). Part of this intentional recycling 
of vocabulary was a gaming aspect that we referred to as “word play.” Each 
student had his or her own set of word play cards to individualize and cus-
tomize. The students were encouraged to design their own cards and associ-
ate the words with pictures, fi rst language translations, examples, defi nitions, 
and other ways to make connections to the target words. Students were in-
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vited to create word play cards for other words that they made connections 
to throughout the project. These words were incidental to the project but 
important to the overall vocabulary development process. During the les-
sons, the preservice teachers and/or the students initiated games to play with 
their cards. The students were invited to take these cards home to share with 
their parents, practice their words, and challenge themselves to include a fi rst 
language translation of the target words. Figure 2 shows an exemplar of the 
word play cards translated in English and Spanish.

Figure 2. Sample of word play cards in English and Spanish.

Se  ing and Participants
The research took place within a linguistically and culturally diverse elemen-
tary school se  ing in Alberta. The focus was to work with a purposive sample 
of ELLs in Grades 2 and 3 with an intermediate level of English language 
profi ciency according to the ESL provincial benchmarks (Alberta Education, 
2012). The ESL benchmarks are an informal criterion-based assessment de-
signed to assess language profi ciency in the classroom context. In total, 28 
young ELLs worked in small groups with 11 selected fi rst-year preservice 
teachers to implement the fi rst iteration of this literacy intervention and to 
provide insight into the inquiry. 

The preservice teachers were recruited from the fi rst-year Bachelor of 
Education cohort at a local university who had volunteered to participate in 
a service learning project to support ELLs. This service learning project was 
one of many opportunities that this university has off ered to undergraduate 
students to gain more experience in working in diverse se  ings. The preser-
vice teachers had identifi ed few informal and formal learning opportunities 
in working with ELLs and were keen to participate in the project to deepen 
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their understanding of how to support linguistic and cultural diversity in 
their future classrooms. Following ethical guidelines, informed consent was 
obtained from all participants. 

Data Collection Methods and Analysis
A total of 20 literacy sessions took place twice a week for 60 min per session. 
These literacy sessions were part of a 6-month inquiry that allowed for the 
literacy intervention to be designed and implemented as well as to collect and 
analyze a rich assortment of data sources. 

Data sources included my fi eld notes as participant observer as I situated 
myself at the research site with the staff , ELLs, and the preservice teachers. I 
wrote fi eld notes as I observed the literacy sessions in the small group con-
fi gurations, which provided a source of qualitative insight to determine the 
impact of the literacy intervention. The preservice teachers also wrote notes 
on each of the literacy sessions with their observations and refl ections on the 
strengths and areas of improvement for the intervention. I collected these 
wri  en refl ections throughout the project, which became secondary data for 
analysis. I also collected and analyzed samples of students’ work, includ-
ing the ELLs’ identity texts. The collection and analysis of these three data 
sources allowed me to triangulate the data.

Using constant comparison analysis (Onwuegbuzie, Dickinson, Leech, & 
Zoran, 2009; Parry, 2004; Strauss & Corbin, 1998), I followed a three-stage 
analysis process of open, axial, and selective coding to analyze these data. 
Themes emerged to determine the positive impact the literacy intervention 
had on supporting the linguistic and cultural needs of the ELLs. In constant 
comparison analysis, a point of saturation is reached at which no new infor-
mation or understanding are generated. Findings are grounded in the data 
set, and the themes that are identifi ed can be illustrated though multiple data 
fragments, such as quotes (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). 

Findings

In anaysis of the data to determine the impact the designed intervention had 
on the young ELLs, two key themes emerged. First, the data revealed how the 
use of the name artifacts and identity texts affi  rmed the students’ identities by 
providing a learning space where students could proudly share stories about 
their families, languages, and cultures. Second, the ELLs used and applied 
the vocabulary and concepts targeted in the literacy intervention to create 
their identity texts, which positively supported their vocabulary develop-
ment.

I provide three representative learner exemplars of the students’ identity 
texts, as well as participant quotes from the preservice teachers and young 
ELLs to illustrate the positive impact the intervention had on affi  rming the 
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students’ identities while incorporating the target vocabulary in meaningful 
ways. All names used are pseudonyms, and quoted material has been kept 
as close to the original as possible to preserve the participants’ voices. I have 
boldfaced the target vocabulary from the literacy intervention in the students’ 
identity text transcriptions. The fi rst exemplar is a transcription of an identity 
text from Israa, a Grade 3 ELL born in Canada (see Figures 3 and 4). 

Figure 3. Sample of an English language learner’s name artifact. 

Figure 4. Sample writing from identity text. 
Israa chose to share the Quran to make meaning of her name:

My name treasure is the Quran book. I read it on Saturdays because 
on Saturday I have Islamic school. It’s hard to read but I still like it. 
It was given to me by my dad. My dad got the book from my grand-
mother and then he gave it to me. I wanted to share it because it’s a 
book from God so we can learn more about Islam. I love my treasure 
because its connected to my family and it connects to me and who 
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I am. It makes me feel good because I feel like it has a connection to 
my family which means a lot to me. It is a book from God/Allah. It 
is important to me because faith means a lot to me. My name means 
Read. 

Author’s Page: I speak English and Urdu at home. I’m learn-
ing  Arabic here. I think I’m unique because I’m learning three 
 languages. (Israa)

Israa explored through the literacy sessions that her name meant “read,” 
and she chose the Quran to share as a signifi cant text she reads outside of 
school. She connected her name to her family, the languages she speaks, and 
the importance of religion to her life. She used many of the target words in 
the intervention, including family, unique, and important, and diff erent forms 
of the word connect, including connected, connects, and connection. Israa was 
born in Canada and identifi ed with speaking English and Urdu at home 
while a  ending heritage language school on Saturdays to learn Arabic. She 
associated how the Quran connects her to her family and the importance of 
that connection to who she is. She also drew on the importance of faith and 
religion in her life to describe the relevance of the Quran in her identity text.

The second student exemplar is from a Canadian-born Grade 3 student, 
Rizal. His university buddy stated in her refl ections that he was consistently 
absent from school and had missed many of the lessons; she found it diffi  -
cult to assess his understanding and catch him up with the literacy sessions. 
When it came time to share his name artifact, Rizal said that he did not have 
one and that he was not going to bring one. We reinforced that the name 
treasure did not have to be an actual object; students could choose to share in 
diff erent ways. Of interest was that this student wanted to complete the name 
artifact lesson and wanted to represent his name treasure visually instead of 
bringing an object. Through support and encouragement from his university 
buddy, Rizal chose to capture his name artifact visually (see Figure 5). 

Figure 5. Sample of an English language learner’s visual name artifact.
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Rizal struggled with writing down his ideas and needed a great deal of 
support and scaff olding. Although he had diffi  culty writing about his name 
artifact, he could share orally with his peers and was keen to participate and 
share his treasure through his visual. In his identity text, he chose to describe 
his name artifact in the following way:

My name treasure is my hand and a picture with two fl ags on it 
and my baby hand in the middle. The Bengal fl ag and Filipino fl ag, 
where my mom and dad are from. I wanted to share it because it 
is part of my history and also tells about peace. It means stopping 
wars. My name treasure was passed down from my grandpa. My 
grandpa also is nice and fun. It was given to me by my mom. My 
mom is nice, helpful, smart. It makes me feel happy because it’s my 
history. It also tells about me and who I am. 

Author’s Page: My name means River to Paradise, and I was born in 
Calgary. (Rizal)

Rizal’s identity text is powerful in terms of how he chose to share his 
name artifact and how he made meaning of his name. His artifact shows an 
outline of his hand with a depiction of his baby hand within that outline. He 
identifi es with the two fl ags of his parents’ countries of origin, and he associ-
ates the two fl ags as a peaceful coming together, which is part of his history. 
His baby hand shows how he has connected his name given to him at birth 
and how it has been passed down by his grandfather. He used feelings words 
targeted through the intervention such as nice, helpful, and smart to describe 
his mother, who gave him his name. He chose to share with his group mem-
bers that his parents were divorced, and the group decided to add the word 
divorce to their word play cards. Rizal also identifi ed with English as the only 
language spoken at home and with his family. His learner profi le reinforces 
the multilayered nature of students’ identities and the diversity that exists 
within ELL profi les.

The third exemplar is from a Grade 3 student born in Mexico, Sabina, who 
chose to share a doll given to her by her grandmother and illustrate it in her 
identity text (see Figure 6).



TESL CANADA JOURNAL/REVUE TESL DU CANADA 15
VOLUME 36, ISSUE 2, 2019

Figure 6. Student sample of a name artifact and an illustration from an identity text.
Figure 7 captures a sample of how Sabina used the target vocabulary in 

her identity text.

Figure 7. Student sample of target vocabulary in an identity text.
The following is a transcription of Sabina’s identity text:

My name treasure is a doll from Mexico. My grandma gave it to me 
at the airport when I was seven years old. I wanted to share my doll 
because it is from my culture and from Mexico. I felt curious be-
cause I never saw the Maria dolls in Mexico. I also felt joyful because 
my grandma gave it to me and I never had one. I was confi dent 
because I thought I could do this. It is from Mexico and it is unique 
and special to me because the colours are from the Mexican colours, 
and I love my Maria doll. 



16 THEODORA KAPOYANNIS

Author’s Page: My name means Special and its origin is Greek. I can 
speak in English and Spanish. I like to play baseball with my dad 
and hockey with my dad and Minecraft. (Sabina)

In her identity text, Sabina shared a doll given to her by her grandmother 
in Mexico before coming to Canada. She was born in Mexico and had been 
in Canada for 3 years when she participated in the literacy intervention. In 
learning that her name means special and is of Greek origin, she chose to share 
something she considered special to her. Sabina explained why she considers 
her Maria doll a treasure by writing that she had never seen the dolls before 
in Mexico and now has one that her grandmother, a signifi cant person in her 
life, gave to her. Sabina also used and applied the target vocabulary in her 
writing to show her understanding of the words culture, curious, joyful, confi -
dent, unique, special, and origin. Of interest is how she used the word confi dent 
in her text: “I was confi dent because I thought I could do this.” This phrase 
captures Sabina’s assessment of her own learning and how she felt she had 
the confi dence to complete this learning task.

The preservice teachers also captured the positive impact the literacy in-
tervention had on affi  rming the students’ identity through their lesson refl ec-
tions. One preservice teacher said,

The most successful part of this lesson was seeing how each of the 
girls felt very positively about sharing all their artifacts and were 
proud to share them with each other. I felt that the artifacts that they 
chose were very useful in aiding their understanding of some of the 
vocab such as culture, value, customs, and tradition. Sabina mentioned 
Mexico a number of times in her story. Both of my buddies also 
 really enjoyed fi lling out the “about the author” page. I think part 
of this was the ownership but also the accomplishment and pride. 
(Helen)

Another preservice teacher wrote, 

The “name” lesson was the lesson they [the ELLs] were the most 
engaged with because it actually pertained to themselves. They were 
engaged when we were talking about it and took it home and talked 
to their parents around it. They were really excited to come back and 
share their name treasures. (April)

These preservice teacher quotes reveal the power of lessons that focus on 
ELL identity and the pride the students feel as they share about their families, 
languages, and cultures. The creation of the identity texts also supported the 
ELLs’ vocabulary development as they incorporated their target words into 
their work in meaningful ways. One of the ELLs shared what he learned in 
the project by stating, “I learned that sometimes people can take things away, 
but they can’t take away your name” (Janat). Another described her learning 
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in the project by adding, “I learned to not be afraid of being proud of your 
name” (Nehi).

Discussion and Implications

These data provide insight into the positive impact the literacy intervention 
had on supporting the linguistic and cultural needs of the young ELLs. For 
educators to cultivate literacy engagement, we need to create a learning space 
where students can share their stories to affi  rm their identities. The guiding 
design principles also focused on intentional and rich task design to support 
vocabulary development. 

Sharing Our Stories: Affi  rmation of Identity
The Name Jar Project provided both choice and voice to the ELLs as they 
explored how they made meaning of their names and created their identity 
texts. The inquiry questions posed in the intervention provided strong curric-
ular connections and opportunities to affi  rm the students’ identity. The cre-
ation of identity texts reinforced the literature as a meaningful and practical 
way for students to use their knowledge in making meaning of who they are 
and to see their identities refl ected in a positive light in the classroom. Using 
the power of identity texts, “students can showcase their intellectual, liter-
ary, artistic and multilingual talents in ways that challenge the devaluation 
of their cultures and identities in the school and wider society” (Cummins & 
Early, 2011, p. 145; see also Cummins et al., 2015; Stille & Prasad, 2015).

One of the most successful aspects of the intervention was students’ use 
of the name artifacts to share their stories about their diverse languages and 
cultures with their peers, teachers, and parents. The students represented 
their learning through choosing various artifacts that refl ected the complex, 
multilayered, and dynamic identities (Norton, 2006) of ELLs as they make 
meaning of who they are and navigate their schooling experiences. It is im-
portant for educators to continue to refl ect on how to affi  rm students’ identity 
in their instructional design through accessing culturally relevant text, em-
bedding dual language opportunities, and sharing creative task design to be 
responsive to the linguistic and cultural diversity in classrooms.

Intentional and Rich Task Design: Support Academic Language
A purposeful focus on tiered vocabulary, and, in particular, Tier 2 words, 
allows teachers to be more intentional in how they identify vocabulary in 
lessons and how they can extend academic language through strategies and 
resources. The Name Jar (Choi, 2001) was a culturally relevant text at an ac-
cessible reading level, but the preservice teachers needed to provide supple-
mental materials and resources to extend students’ vocabulary development. 
The vocabulary pyramid created for this intervention provides an eff ective 
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exemplar for educators in identifying tiered vocabulary within texts to de-
velop and extend academic vocabulary. The design of the intervention in-
vited students to use the target vocabulary in relevant ways as they created 
their identity texts. Through this meaningful social activity, the students were 
more invested in their language learning (Norton, 2013) as they were encour-
aged to use their linguistic, cultural, and experiential assets to support their 
academic language. When learners are invested in the language practices of 
the classroom, they are also invested in their own social identity, which sup-
ports their language learning (Norton, 2013).

Limitations and Directions for Future Research
One of the limitations of the small-scale study was the amount of time we 
were able to allocate to the literacy sessions. Due to the service learning ex-
pectations for the preservice teachers, they were limited to 20 hr of contact 
time with the ELLs. More instructional time to support the conceptual and 
linguistic objectives of the literacy sessions would have been ideal. Many of 
the preservice teachers refl ected that they felt they needed more time to work 
with the target words and to diff erentiate the lessons for the Grade 2 and 3 
students. Implementing the intervention again with more time for the literacy 
sessions would provide preservice teachers with opportunities to go deeper 
into the lesson concepts and to further develop the target vocabulary.

The intention of this research was to design and implement the Name Jar 
Project with a purposeful sample of Grade 2 and 3 ELLs with intermediate 
English profi ciency according to provincial ESL benchmarks (Alberta Edu-
cation, 2012) in small group confi gurations. A recommendation for future 
research is to implement the intervention in a linguistically and culturally 
diverse mainstream classroom with all students. The design principles and 
the curriculum framework guiding the literacy sessions in the study would 
be worthy of exploration in the larger classroom se  ing to explore identity 
affi  rmation and support students’ vocabulary development.

Conclusion

My intent in this article was to describe how the Name Jar Project was suc-
cessful in supporting the needs of the young ELLs. It provided a learning 
space for students to invest in their language learning and see their identi-
ties refl ected in a positive light through the creation of their identity texts. 
The intentional and purposeful focus on the targeted vocabulary supported 
the ELLs’ vocabulary development, and the identity text transcriptions il-
lustrated how the students used the target vocabulary meaningfully and in 
context to proudly share their stories about their families, languages, and 
cultures. I hope that this article provides opportunities for educators to refl ect 
on the design principles that guided the project and consider how literacy in-



TESL CANADA JOURNAL/REVUE TESL DU CANADA 19
VOLUME 36, ISSUE 2, 2019

terventions such as the Name Jar Project could be used to continue to support 
ELLs in our diverse multilingual and multicultural learning spaces.
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Appendix A: Curricular Framework
Title: The Name Jar: How do we make meaning of our names? Target Group: Grades 2/3 Intermediate English 
Language Learners.
Broad Goals: Develop curricular concepts, academic vocabulary, strategies, and skills through engaging tasks/
storytelling within the context of The Name Jar. 
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Core Objectives Lesson Name and 
OverviewStrategies Language Concepts

Brainstorming/webbing
Peer work
Cooperative learning
Note taking
Identifying key vocabulary

Vocabulary clusters: 
Feelings, family, 
community, 
accepting, affi rming 
similarities, differences 
diversity

Identity, naming, 
properties and attributes 
of people, feelings
Cultural universals: 
Naming
Individual uniqueness
Relationships and family 
history, tradition
Respecting differences

Curricular Targets
Create original text 
(ELA). Representing, 
multiliteracies—making 
meaning in multiple ways 
and through multiple 
modes

1. Getting to know one 
another: Learner profi le 
questionnaire—The 
Name Jar game 
2. My name . . . First 
language and culture 
connections/traditions. 
The meaning of our 
names

Functions: describe, 
explain, summarize,
suggest, analyze,
evaluate, connect

3. Family dynamic/
language use visual 
representation, 
relationships—scaffold 
writing
4. The Name Jar book: 
Storybook reading; 
feelings: vocabulary

Material and Content

The Name Jar storybook; other culturally relevant storybooks
Treasure box
Models, writing frames
Word play cards 
Name Jar for target vocabulary 
Feelings icon sheet
Template for family dynamic/language use
Semantic features analysis matrix
Scribjab website
D2L site

5. Name artifacts/
treasures; LEA
6. What is important to 
me—descriptive and 
procedural writing; other 
storybook reading
7. I’m unique: identify 
topics, drawing, 
writing; matrix scaffold; 
exploration of Scribjab
8. We are a community of 
learners: universals that 
bring us together
9. Preparing to share our 
identity texts
10. Sharing with our 
community—celebration 
of project

Learning Tasks
Exploring the meaning of names through name artifacts (treasures)
Shared reading of The Name Jar; feelings words
Storytelling: sharing stories
Representing information about family dynamic—descriptive writing/
language awareness and use
Recycling and development of vocabulary through word play cards/
name jar
Recording sources of information/references
Making notes
Exploration of fi rst language through Scribjab website (http://www.
scribjab.com/), a digital story/multiple languages technology tool

Assessment Strategies
Completion of task cards
Scaffolded activities
Vocabulary measures (both informal and formal)
Writing samples
Student self-assessment of target words/word jar

Note. ELLs = English language learners; D2L = Desire2Learn; ELA = English language arts; LEA = language experi-
ence approach.
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Appendix B: Strategies for Working With the Word Play Cards
Each student will have his or her own personalized word play cards. Provide gaming opportunities at each literacy 
session and encourage students to create their own games. Word play cards are an important resource in learn-
ing and automatizing vocabulary knowledge. You can make them in a variety of ways and use them for word play, 
review, and as a tangible reminder to the students that they are acquiring many words.
Making the Word Play Cards
1. Print the word on one side and the defi nition on the back side.
2. Add the translation into the fi rst language (if applicable) on the front or back side.
Word Play Ideas
Scatter the Cards on the Table (8-10 Cards)
• Teacher says the word; student picks up the card. This establishes word recognition, often on phonics informa-

tion.
• Teacher gives a defi nition; student picks up the card. This displays a deeper understanding of the vocabulary.
• Student says the word; other students pick up the card.
• Student gives a defi nition; other students pick up the card.
Leave the Cards on the Table
• See if the students can complete a crossword puzzle using the available words.
Play Games
• Play charades: Students draw a random word out of the name jar and play charades, acting out the word on 

the card for their peers to guess.
• Recycling games: Play Go Fish, create a bingo game, or complete a crossword to recycle the words.
• Version of Hedbanz! Get the kids moving! Give a student a word to put on his or her forehead (without 

knowing what the word is). The student asks the other students and teacher for clues: For example, What is a 
synonym for my word? What does my word rhyme with? Where is a place I might fi nd my word? What is the 
opposite of my word? The student then guesses what the word is: For example, “I think my word is . . .” Teach-
ers will need to model this game with the students.

• What’s my word? Student has to guess from clues that other students give what the word is: For example, if 
the word is proud, the other students can give the words feeling, great, humble, accomplish (but cannot say 
the word proud). This can be timed for a competitive addition.

• Grouping into semantic associations. Have three containers and group the words into the containers. Place 
all the words on the table and have the students decide which container to put the words into: For example, all 
the feeling words, examples of name artifacts/treasures, words they see in different languages. Add a timing 
factor.

Use Resources Available in the Public Domain 
• Kahoot. Review and recycle vocabulary and assess (preassessment, self-assessment, or summative assess-

ment) students’ vocabulary development (https://kahoot.com/).
•  Scribjab. Create identity texts using this multilingual digital storytelling app (http://www.scribjab.com/).


