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Abstract
Th is study examined the literacy development of teenage 
refugee boys in a one-month intensive summer literacy 
camp.  Th e study intervention sought to abate literacy 
regression among language minority students in a sub-
urban southern US city by combining physical training 
and promotion of literacy culture. Students experienced an 
intensive schedule of athletics and reading/writing work-
shops. Data were collected regarding student writing, read-
ing profi ciency, and dispositions toward literacy practices. 
Outcomes included increased expressed student enjoyment 
expressed for both reading and writing, especially for the 
experience of older students reading to younger peers. In 
addition, data indicated that summer literacy regression 
was largely avoided. However, reading profi ciency level 
assessments foreshadow obstacles for students in achiev-
ing timely high school graduation. Finally, means used by 
mainstream teachers of assessing the literacy of refugee 
students, especially compared to assessments of profi cient 
English-speaking students, are critiqued.

Résumé
Cette étude examine le développement de la littératie de 
jeunes adolescents réfugiés lors d’un camp d’été intensif 
d’alphabétisation d’une durée d’un mois. L’intervention 
examinée visait à freiner la régression de la littératie chez 
les étudiants de minorités linguistiques d’une banlieue du 
sud des États-Unis, en combinant l’entraînement physique 
et la promotion de la culture écrite. Les étudiants ont suivi 
un horaire intensif d’activités athlétiques et d’ateliers de 
lecture et d’écriture. Les données recueillies se rapportai-
ent à l’écriture, les compétences de lectures, et à la dis-
position aux pratiques de la littératie des étudiants. Les 

résultats incluent l’augmentation du plaisir de la lecture 
et de l’écriture exprimé par les étudiants, en particulier au 
sujet de l’expérience qu’ont faite les étudiants plus vieux de 
lire aux plus jeunes. De plus, les données indiquent que la 
régression de littératie propre aux vacances estivales avait 
été évitée. Néanmoins, les évaluations des compétences 
de lecture laisser présager que les étudiants rencontreront 
des obstacles dans l’obtention de leur diplôme d’études 
secondaires dans les temps prévus. Enfi n, on y fait la cri-
tique des moyens que les enseignants réguliers emploient 
pour évaluer la littératie des étudiants réfugiés, surtout 
en comparaison avec l’évaluation des étudiants de langue 
anglaise.

Introduction
Just outside Atlanta, a summer camp is conducted for ado-
lescent boys who are avid soccer players. However, this is 
no ordinary camp.  It is intended for refugee boys from 
Afghanistan, Bosnia and Herzegovina, Burundi, Cuba, the 
Democratic Republic of the Congo, Ethiopia, Eritrea, Iraq, 
the Karen region of Burma, Kosovo, Liberia, Nepal, Rwanda, 
Sierra  Leone, Somalia, and Sudan, and has important lit-
eracy goals. Many of these young people have experienced 
the violence of war and separation from parents, relatives, 
and mentors. Various relief agencies have helped these stu-
dents and their families fi nd a suburban community in the 
southern United States, one with a warm climate, some job 
opportunities, good public transportation, and underused 
apartments. Camp fees are paid by donors, and teachers are 
volunteers. Th e authors, both professionals in English lan-
guage teaching, were invited to volunteer as instructors and 
to report to the organization’s donors on the boys’ literacy 
development during this summer literacy camp.

Th e boys belonged to local soccer teams working with 
the same coach. Th e purpose of this collective was not only 
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to provide a means for boys to play organized soccer but 
also to use soccer as a springboard to advance the boys’ aca-
demic growth and potential. In order to participate, boys 
followed closely enforced restrictions, including no smok-
ing, no drugs or alcohol, no missed practices, no gang-
related activity, and no grade average lower than a C. Th e 
coach understood, however, that many students who were 
new to English might not maintain the C grade without 
extracurricular support; thus, English language develop-
ment and reading were partnered with soccer practice. 
During the school year, every ninety-minute soccer work-
out was followed by a ninety-minute tutoring session. Th e 
coach instituted additional requirements for acquiring vital 
uniform pieces the boys needed to play in any game: regular 
attendance at practices and tutoring sessions and reading a 
minimum number of books on their own. Th is, along with 
transportation support, enabled the boys, whose families 
could rarely aff ord uniforms or other fees, to play in soccer 
leagues as long as they were attending practice and studying, 
reading, and working in school classes, including English.

Refugee Youth and Literacy Development
Numerous agencies allude to right of refugee youth to 
attain education and aspire toward higher education (e.g., 
the 1951 Refugee Convention1 and the UNHCR in its 
education policy2). Furthermore, the Refugee Act of 1980, 
which initiated the Federal Refugee Resettlement Program, 
states, “Th e Secretary of Education is authorized to make 
grants, and enter into contracts, for payments for projects 
to provide special educational services (including English 
language training) to refugee children in elementary and 
secondary schools where a demonstrated need has been 
shown.”3 While such sentiment may be heralded, none of 
these policies refers in detail to how to educate refugees to 
enable them to ultimately attend college, even if they are 
fortunate enough to gain access to ongoing quality K-12 
schooling. As such, the documents fail to indicate that 
educational approaches for refugees, even when they gain 
access to mainstream schooling, might need to be diff erent 
from those used with their new peers.

In the US, in an eff ort to track how students progress 
through their educational careers and into post-secondary 
education, state departments of education are charged with 
tracking the number of students who pass standardized 
examinations regarding reading development.4 In other 
words, there exists an underlying assumption that students’ 
fundamental ability to achieve graduation and matricula-
tion into college depends on their ability to read and write 
in sophisticated ways. Th ese departments of education 
then determine which schools are successful in helping 
students attain predetermined literacy levels. Among these 

assessments are calculations based on student ethnicity, 
disability, and socio-economic status. Another such calcu-
lation is derived for English language learners (ELLs), a stu-
dent body oft en constituting students with limited access to 
formalized education (known as limited formal schooling, or 
LFS), students with interrupted education (usually students 
of migrant families who move from one school to another 
aft er short periods of time), and refugees. However, beyond 
the labelling of ELL, these additional descriptions of stu-
dents are not teased out in state-reported data. As a result, 
in the US and indeed worldwide, little is known with direct 
respect to literacy development of refugee students.

Research in ELL Literacy Development
English language teachers currently use a number of tools to 
assess students’ English language profi ciency. Th e most com-
monly used assessment scale for English learners in the US 
today is the Assessing Comprehension and Communication 
in English State-to-State for English Language Learners 
(ACCESS for ELLs) based on the framework and stan-
dards of World-Class Instructional Design and Assessment 
(WIDA).5 At present, thirty-two states and one territory of 
the US use ACCESS to assess whether students should be 
placed in a preliminary English as a Second Language (ESL) 
class or in a mainstream class, for level placement in classes, 
and to inform instruction. Once students graduate from 
ESL to mainstream, they are then measured against native 
speakers on standardized exams and other reading assess-
ment measures designed specifi cally for profi cient or native 
English speakers (NESs).

In mainstream classes, teachers must keep track of stu-
dents’ reading profi ciency. To accomplish such, teachers use 
reading inventories—a battery of reading passages rated by 
grade level. Since NES-based research has shown that native 
speakers’ accurate pronunciation of words when asked to 
read them (also known as decoding) correlates strongly to 
their comprehension level,6 teachers ask students to read 
these graded passages aloud, and teachers note misprono-
nunciations. Students are then determined to belong to the 
profi ciency level corresponding to the graded passage where 
they start making a mistake or two.

Th e implementation of NES-based surveys (such as the 
Flesch-Kincaid grade level index7) for ELLs has been cri-
tiqued, with suggestions that concern for syntactic com-
plexity, rhetorical organization, propositional density,8 
and word frequency are oft en overlooked when teachers 
assess their students’ reading profi ciency levels.9 In other 
words, many ESL teachers know that some students can 
decode words accurately without knowing what they mean. 
Additionally, these critiques point to the concept of aca-
demic language—i.e., linguistic skills specifi cally needed to 
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master schooling and textbooks10—as an integral feature of 
ELL reading development that is oft en disregarded by NES-
based reading researchers and mainstream teachers in their 
lesson plans. However, in spite of the critiques, to our know-
ledge, no full-scale study had been developed showing the 
degree to which an NES-based reading assessment helped 
or hindered literacy development in new English readers, let 
alone a study directed toward refugee students.

Th e researchers had noted that their own teacher trainees, 
who had numerous experiences observing primary and sec-
ondary level classrooms, reported that oft en good-hearted 
mainstream teachers, considering ELLs to be capable and 
bright, treated both NESs and ELLs similarly when using 
cooperative learning practices.11 Treating all students equit-
ably is, of course, laudable; however, it may not be suffi  cient. 
DeJong and Harper have documented the importance of 
teachers’ recognition that learners of a new language need 
specifi c support to focus on particular linguistic hurdles12 
and that classes and programs should be diff erentiated so 
that students of similar ages or language profi ciency lev-
els can study together as appropriate. In practice, how-
ever, some teachers with positive dispositions might not 
be grouping students of similar language abilities so that 
teachers and students themselves can bolster their language 
development in manageable ways.13

Additional concerns arise when students enter school 
at secondary school ages. Th e US school system navigates 
students through two or three years of middle school or 
junior high school (generally) and four years of high school. 
However, research suggests that newcomers may need on 
the order of seven years or more to master so-called aca-
demic language and perform like native-language peers.14 
Th us, any newcomer into a secondary school with little 
English faces a daunting challenge, as do these students’ 
teachers. Yet very little research has been conducted on 
reading development of ELLs in secondary settings and 
the scope of this challenge is not fully understood. In other 
words, even when using NES-based surveys, we know lit-
tle with respect to secondary students with limited formal 
schooling, including their overall comprehension rates or 
their writing development.

While little is known regarding secondary ELLs’ read-
ing development, research has indicated slow academic 
advancement due to socio-economic status, both in minor-
ity children15 and English learners.16 In addition, research 
has shown that some immigrant students may forget some 
of the English they’ve learned because they don’t practice 
it over summer break, a phenomenon known as summer-
time slack.17 In other words, refugees who already oft en 
come into school with inconsistent periods of education 
fi nd summer break an additional interruption from the 

consistent instruction and exposure needed for students to 
attain the academic language that can support them toward 
high school graduation.

Soccer Plus Literacy Program Goals
Th e coach had observed that the refugee students had little 
to do in the summer. Most parents worked, some at two or 
more low-paying jobs. Th e boys’ families didn’t have fi nan-
cial support to send their kids to camps, had little time aft er 
work to spend with them, and were oft en English learners 
themselves who didn’t have the skills to help their children 
with language development. Th e coach, concerned about a 
three-month lull in the boys’ language development, began 
the fi rst year by holding a short summer literacy camp. She 
instituted a reading chart and challenged the boys to read a 
number of books. Th e coach found the camp moderately suc-
cessful, but she wished to improve the camp in both length 
and quality for the second summer. As a result, she asked the 
authors to help with the year-two four-week summer camp.

In conceiving language goals for the program, two major 
tenets were promoted—accentuating the positive (using 
heightened motivation and appropriate instruction to 
enhance learning) and defying the negative (overcoming 
the challenges of interrupted schooling, summertime slack, 
and less eff ective instruction).18 Soccer was a valuable cata-
lyst for accentuating the positive, as correlations have been 
cited between physical activity and academic progress.19 
Th e coach’s observations and assumption, supported by the 
research of Walker and of Singh et al., was that soccer could 
serve as motivator, energizer, and self-esteem builder.20 
Accentuating the negative is the students’ experience of the 
issues of tracking. Because students are language learners 
or have interrupted education, they have low entrance test 
scores and are frequently placed in slower-paced, lower-
tracked sections and sequences in school. Unfortunately, 
students have a diffi  cult time moving out of those levels and 
may not end up in a program that adequately prepares them 
for higher education.21 Th e researchers designed a program 
to ameliorate summertime slack through treating all stu-
dents positively and, while accommodating language levels, 
challenging them cognitively as if they were tracked into 
the highest-level tracks. Th is approach aligned well with 
those of the coach and the program.

With these caveats in mind, the following notions of 
second language development were implemented:

1. using what works to create long-term, self-initiating 
learners,22

2. fostering reading improvement through sustained 
silent choice reading,23

3. developing self-expression and cultural representa-
tion through process writing of personal narratives,24
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4. developing science concepts and promoting environ-
mental sustainability and responsibility through study 
of water ecology,25 and

5. treating students as authors, and authors as readers.26

Such an approach was established in an eff ort to give refugee 
students voice27 which could viably demonstrate students’ 
literacy progression, as well as their potential contributions 
to the community.

Th us, the authors and leaders program for the academic 
camp that included sports, reading, and writing made use of 
activities designed to be appropriate to students’ profi ciency 
levels and age. We wanted this program to illustrate how 
literacy development can be motivating, engaging, mean-
ingful, and purposeful though we had only one month of 
intervention.

Research Objectives
In sum, a group of refugee boys playing soccer needed help 
with their English and academic development. Th eir coach 
also desired accurate data showing the educational advan-
cement achieved by the program to report to donors. And 
fi nally, we found opportunities within this experience to 
share evidence on refugee youth literacy development that 
had not yet been reported. At the basic level, there was a press-
ing desire to avert summertime slack in the boys’ language 
development. Equally important, however, was to determine 
if teachers and students could parlay students’ motivation for 
soccer into motivation for their own linguistic and academic 
advancement. In other words, while enjoying soccer, could 
the students enjoy and improve their literacy? Answers to 
these questions could not only serve as important informa-
tion for the program donors, but also be useful information 
for teachers of refugees and administrators of refugee pro-
grams, particularly as they themselves report progress in 
reading comprehension levels and writing development to 
students’ families, administrators, and policy makers.

Methodology
Setting: Th e Summer Camp Structure
Th e coach, other team organizers, four AmeriCorps 
Volunteers, and seven teacher volunteers comprised the 
camp staff . Th e program had thirty-fi ve student partici-
pants, ranging from age nine to seventeen, with an average 
age of 13.7 years. (Many refugees do not have birth certifi -
cates because of such factors as war, cultural diff erences, 
and refugee camp record-keeping. Th e age levels were the 
best we could determine based on parent reports and immi-
gration information.) Th e camp team met before the pro-
gram began and interacted regularly during the program, 
both through almost daily meetings and email interactions. 
Teachers were asked to plan their sessions with learners to 

include activity-based communicative language learning, 
content-based language learning, balances between reading 
and writing, and the development of language skills in con-
text.28 Th e following daily routine was conducted:

• Book club—where we focused on independent read-
ing, shared reading, and language experience, using 
authentic texts chosen for interest, relevance and 
learner profi ciency level;

• Journals—where we asked students to begin each 
day by writing in a journal, engaging with teachers 
or other students in informal written interactions, 
keeping content and communication as the primary 
goal, but never using this activity as a means of error 
correction;

• Writing for publication—where we examined intri-
cacies of writing—including correction of spelling, 
grammar, and style—on the way to establishing some 
sort of community book;

• Green Club—where students examined their role in 
environmental issues, building this summer upon 
the themes of “reduce, re-use, and recycle,” as well as 
water cycle and water monitoring;

• Arts—where students explored media and re-inter-
preted content;

• Inter-class teaching and learning—where students 
worked with other students through tutoring and 
book sharing;

• Fitness—where students participated in karate, yoga, 
and stretching;

• Self-monitoring skills—where students were overtly 
asked to participate, contribute, support, and initiate; 
and

• Field trips—usually organized around the environ-
ment theme of the camp.

In addition, a daily schedule was set:

Time Activity

10:00–10:30 am Workout 1

10:30–12:00 noon Small group class time, including 
Book Club, journals, and content 
activities

12:00–12:30 pm Workout 2

12:30–1:00 pm Lunch

1:00–1:30 pm Independent Silent Reading Time

1:30–3:00 pm Art Club or Green Club

Some weekday 
afternoons

Field trips to content-related sites

Friday afternoon Fun fi eld trips and activities 
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Data Collection
Greene and Caracelli write of a dialectical approach to 
mixing methods in research practices for achieving both 
logical and political means.29 As the researchers also served 
as two of the teachers in the summer camp, this approach 
was embraced within the framework of a participant action 
research project.30 Since the research itself would be short, 
only four weeks in duration, the usual recursive nature of 
both dialectical and action research practices would be 
truncated, leaving the results here only to be judged for 
subsequent revisions of program structure. Nevertheless, 
since understanding the degrees of student enjoyment and 
literacy development were the most immediate goals of the 
research, a dialectical combining a qualitative analysis of 
students’ verbal answers and quantitatively based assess-
ment of student progress was employed. As a result, the fol-
lowing steps were applied in this research:

• a qualitative analysis of student journal writings as 
well as in-camp compositions;

• a learner reading survey to be given pre/post;
• an NES reading assessment, using an Informal 

Reading Inventory, to be given pre/post;
• a rubric-based writing assessment to be given pre/

post; and
• a program listserv for teachers and organizers to share 

daily notes, observations, and ideas.

Student Journal Writings
At the core of examining the students’ experience with lit-
eracy was having students develop portfolios. Th is enabled 
us to include qualitative analysis of students’ daily journals, 
as well their creations manifested during a month-long 
book project. It was thought that diary entries and actual 
examples of student work would most likely yield the most 
in-depth descriptions of the boys’ educational experience.31 
Data from these journals were analyzed with an inductive 
content analysis approach to identify key themes.32

Learner Reading Survey
In an eff ort to capture student attitudes toward reading and 
how they might change over a month, a learner reading sur-
vey was devised. As a foundation, a reading attitudes sur-
vey from the Literacy Trust in Great Britain33 was selected 
and altered to meet the camp’s needs. Because most stu-
dents would have language profi ciencies precluding them 
from completing the entire survey, several questions were 
paraphrased grammatically, while (hopefully) maintaining 
meaning.34 Most learners were asked to fi ll out surveys on 
their own; however, several learners of lower language profi -
ciency gave oral answers with researchers taking as detailed 
notes as possible.

Th e reading survey consisted of twenty questions, of 
which three directly applying to research goals are reported 
here:

• How much do you enjoy reading?
• How oft en do you read outside of school?
• Do you like reading to younger children?

NES Reading Assessment
A desired consequence of this research was to be able to con-
verse with mainstream teachers about research regarding 
L1 reading inventory use for L2 profi ciency level decision 
making, basing comment on actual experience by having 
implemented such with secondary refugee students. Th us, 
Lois Bader’s Reading and Language Inventory35 was imple-
mented as our baseline for establishing reading grade lev-
els. From this inventory, we chose two aspects—word lists 
and reading passages—both of which would help establish 
a reading level for each student. First, we counted pronun-
ciation errors the students made when reading levelled 
ten-word lists aloud. We had to take special eff orts in the 
training to establish which errors in reading word lists were 
caused by learner accents and which by lack of knowledge of 
the words. Th e grade level was established when the student 
made no more than two errors in reading words from that 
list. We then asked students to read some levelled passages 
written especially for children. Given the likelihood that stu-
dents would out-decode their comprehension,36 we started 
with a passage marked at a grade one level lower than where 
they scored on the word reading assessment. For example, 
if a student had two errors on the fourth grade vocabulary 
read-aloud list, we started him with a third grade reading 
passage. Students started by reading the passage aloud. If 
a student had any read-aloud errors in his oral reading, we 
asked comprehension questions for that passage. Th e Bader 
instrument includes prepared questions, which we asked in 
the following order: fi rst unprompted; then questions for 
memories not mentioned; then an interpretive question. If 
students correctly answered the required number of ques-
tions to pass the level, we moved to the next level. If, how-
ever, frustration level was reached in the oral reading, we 
gave the child a second chance to read the passage silently 
before administering questions. If the student achieved the 
minimum number of accurate responses on the compre-
hension, we continued to the next level with oral reading, 
then silent reading and comprehension. However, when a 
student did not achieve the minimum number of accurate 
responses on the comprehension questions, we concluded 
the assessment and noted the grade level of the correspond-
ing passage.

Carrying out such a procedure entailed a conundrum: 
that examining the program by comparing statistical means 
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would entail comparing a wide range of ages and profi ciency 
levels to a single norm—a notion we found inappropriate. 
However, camp administrators explained that local stake-
holders, including donors to the teams, would likely wish 
to look at publicly canonized numbers—namely English 
reading grade levels and high stakes test scores, i.e., scales 
designed for NESs. As a result, any quantitative research 
design involving pre- and post-data would most likely result 
in insignifi cant result—set here to a p-level of .05—due to 
the short four-week program schedule of the program. 
Furthermore, any dedication to levels of signifi cance with 
respect to decision making might prevent making reason-
able decisions for students with outlying results. Th us, in 
an eff ort to use quantitative analysis as descriptively as we 
could, we opted to use box plots and examinations of 95 
percent confi dence interval data, showing likely ranges of 
literacy development among the students.

Writing Assessment
For our student writing assessment, we prepared parallel 
pre/post prompts administered at the beginning and the 
end of the summer program. Teachers asked the boys to 
write for no more than ten minutes on the topics, which 
were preselected and discussed by the participants. To 
be parallel with our approach to reading assessment and 
in light of the demands for use of an NES-based analysis, 
we opted to adapt a noted writing rubric deigned by Ruth 
Culham called the 6+1 Writing Rubric.37 Culham empha-
sizes the following seven facets of writing to help learners 
to be engaged, practiced, and advanced: ideas, organization, 
voice, word choice, sentence fl uency, conventions, and pres-
entation. Student output was graded by two outside raters, 
who did not know learners or whether the sample was pre 
or post. Our prompts and adapted rubric may be found in 
Appendix A.

Writing samples were collected at the beginning and 
the end of the camp. Th ree instructors with credentials in 
TESOL but not involved with the camp evaluated the writ-
ings, implementing the Culham-adapted 6+1 rubric. Th ey 
attended an evaluation session which began with a short 
training session to increase evaluator consistency. A Fleiss 
kappa inter-rater reliability rating was calculated, regis-
tering a .60 coeffi  cient, indicating borderline “moderate” to 

“substantial agreement” on Landis and Koch’s scale defi ning 
such coeffi  cients.38 Th e evaluators gave scores of 1, 2, or 3 for 
each of the seven categories, thus eliciting an overall writing 
score range of 7 to 21.

Teachers’ Notes
Finally, we asked teachers to provide notes and observa-
tions of their classes each day on a listserv. Teachers were 

encouraged to interact with one another regarding any 
questions, experiences or concerns. Data from these listserv 
entries were analyzed with an inductive content analysis 
approach such that key trends might be determined.39

Outcomes
Students’ Expressions of Th eir Interest in Literacy
Th e boys engaged in a number of writing projects over 
the month. One project was poetry writing. Th is activity 
sparked quite a fl urry of positive experiences. Th e lowest 
profi ciency level group, inspired by Nikki Giovanni’s “Two 
Friends,”40 a composite group poem referring to clothing, 
soccer uniforms, sport trademarks, wristbands, and their 
relationships:

Our class has:
Two pairs of jeans,
Th ree pairs of shorts,
Two shirts with number seven,
Th ree swooshes,
Five wristbands,

Ten sandals and two cleats,
One chain, one watch,
One favorite sport—soccer—and
One good family friendship

Figure 1. Radar chart regarding pre- and post-camp responses to 
the question, “How much do you enjoy reading?”

Figure 2. Radar chart regarding pre- and post-camp responses to 
the question, “How oft en do you read outside school?”
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In another group, a student of higher language profi ciency 
constructed a poem called “In Love with a Ball” in the for-
mat of a Shakespearian sonnet, where he asked the ball how 
it felt when his cleats crossed his face. In one class where a 
more advanced group attempted haiku, one student wrote a 
poem from the perspective of the pitch, a selfi sh turf desir-
ing cleats but instead receiving faces. Th e students provided 
additional evidence in diary entries that the camp’s writ-
ing classes provided additional enticement to attend. One 
student expressed that he was having fun writing haiku. 
Another said that poetry writing was one of the “funnest” 
things he’d done that summer.

Such comments were later supported by comments from 
the Literacy Trust adapted survey of reading attitudes. 
Twenty students responded at the beginning and end of 
camp to this question: “How much do you enjoy reading?” 
Notably, as evident in Figure 1, reporting of reading enjoy-
ment among the athletes had increased.

We worked tenaciously to fi nd books students could enjoy. 
Gratifyingly, students reported a tremendous upswing in 
reading enjoyment over one month, increasing “very much” 
ratings from 1 to 10, and decreasing “a little” ratings from 
14 to 3. We found the study more remarkable since some of 
the students had already gone through a literacy camp the 
previous year, though without the implementation of these 
theoretical foci. Th e students may have been somewhat 

convinced of the importance of reading; however, we were 
pleased to see such an upswing in students’ saying they 
actually enjoyed the pleasure reading activities.

We also asked the question, “How oft en do you read 
outside of school?” Initially, three students responded with 

“daily”; on the post assessment the number increased to ten 
students. We of course wondered if students could maintain 
this newly attained penchant for reading over the regular 
school year.

One enlightening fi nding from the Literacy Trust adapted 
survey was that seventeen of twenty students reported on 
the pre-test that they liked to read to younger kids. Upon 
noticing this result, daily opportunities were built into the 
schedule for older students to read to younger kids. Th e 
learners enthusiastically prepared writings and read to each 
other during free reading and classroom exercises.

Use of the Bader Reading Inventory
As we worked with students for only four weeks, we were 
skeptical with respect to obtaining signifi cant diff erences 
in reading results using the Bader reading inventory. Th e 
pretest mean grade level measured by this group was 4.60 
(SD=2.32), meaning that the average grade level for these 
students, as measured by this inventory, was in the middle 
of the fourth grade. Considering students’ ages averaged 
well into eighth grade, we then framed our thoughts that 
users of such an inventory might register these students 
as a group approximately four years behind their peers in 
English reading ability. More alarmingly, no student who 
attended high school registered a high school reading grade 
level, indicating that learners trying to acquire suffi  cient 
English to graduate or attend college face a mountain of 
work to be conquered in a very short time.

Aft er twenty literacy camp days, learners tested at a mean 
grade level of 5.62 (SD=3.16) on the Bader scale. Did students 
make an overall gain in a month? We do not claim such (t=-
1.02; SD=2.77; p=.24). However, the 95 percent confi dence 
level plot (1) indicates no overall Werner-Smith and Smolkin-
type summertime regression by the students, and (2) hints that 
achieving signifi cant results is probable should such robust 
reading exercise continue.

Table 1. Student reading grade level, mean and 95% confi dence 
interval, as determined by Bader Reading Inventory

Pre Post

mean 4.60 5.62

SD 2.32 3.16

95% confi dence 
interval

3.38 thru 5.82 4.40 thru 6.84

range 0.50 thru 9.50 0.00 thru 11.50

Figure 3. 95% confi dence interval of students’ reading grade 
level, pre- and post, over a 4-week period, as determined by 
Bader Reading Inventory
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Decoding vs. Comprehension
In administering the Bader inventory, we had learners read 
a graded list of words to determine initial placement on the 
reading, then had learners read successively more diffi  cult 
passages. We had suspected that in a single assessment, the 
diff erence between students’ grade level pertaining to decod-
ing a list of words and their ultimately determined reading 
comprehension levels would be signifi cant. Th is however was 
not the case (t=1.09; SD=2.27; p=.27). As a result, at least in 
terms of a viewpoint across all profi ciency levels from novice 
to superior, decoding does seem to predict to some degree 
English learners’ ability to comprehend text. Nevertheless, 
an analysis of the 95 percent confi dence levels comparing 
decoding and comprehension is compelling; such data indi-
cate that when accounting for outliers, a good number of 
students seem to be decoding at levels a grade or two higher 
than they are actually comprehending.

If we observe that when a majority of our students score 
as decoding one or two grade levels higher than their com-

prehension assessments, we must also consider that if only 
NES assessments like this are used, teachers might believe 
their English learners to be better English readers than they 
actually are. An extreme example of this occurred with one 
newly arrived Cuban athlete, a student who was highly liter-
ate in Spanish and was able to use his knowledge of Spanish 
phonics to pronounce most words on the Bader word list, 
yet unable to answer most comprehension questions.

Table 2. Comparison of student reading grade level scores, 
mean and 95% confi dence level, as determined with specifi c 
respect to pre-test decoding and overall comprehension 
through the Bader Reading Inventory

word lists–
decoding level

passages–
comprehension 
level

mean 5.36 4.60

SD 2.23 2.32

95% con-
fi dence 
interval

4.36 thru 6.36 3.59 thru 5.60

range 0.50 thru 8.50 0.00 thru 9.50

Th ese data, however, do not distinguish among grade levels 
or profi ciency level, and there are too few students to estab-
lish grade levels in this research design. Hence, we would pre-
dict that those at beginning levels might actually have similar 
decoding and comprehension–that approaching zero—because 
the students are just getting started. Th en at intermediate and 
lower advanced profi ciencies, we might actually see greater dif-
ferences between decoding and comprehension. Th eoretically 
one’s knowledge of the language’s orthographic system should 
then level off  as one adds comprehension skills; hence, in more 
advanced profi ciency levels, a student’s comprehension could 
conceivably approach or even catch up to one’s decoding ability.

Figure 4. 95% confi dence interval representation of student 
reading grade level score as determined with specifi c respect to 
pre-test decoding and overall comprehension through the Bader 
Reading Inventory

Figure 5. 95% confi dence interval representation of pre- and post 
assessments of students’ overall writing, across a 4-week period, 
based on Ruth Culham’s 6+1 Writing Rubric (range of score: 
7—21)
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6+1 Writing Rubric
An analysis of the results indicates that, as expected, we did 
not achieve statistically signifi cant improvements in overall 
writing skills (t=-.36; sd=4.15; p=.72). Both pre- and post-
means indicate that

• most students were not currently able to write in 
English to a level many language arts teachers might 
see as “average”;

• we cannot claim that gains were made with respect to 
the students’ writing abilities; however, we can claim 
that Werner-Smith and Smolkin’s notion of summer-
time regression was largely avoided;

• we can be pleased that we gave the boys opportun-
ities to express their own ideas in writing, as the ideas 
assessment hints at progress;

• we off ered writing opportunity for students to focus 
on formal composition structures, as suggested in the 
presentation results;

• subdivisions in writing progress over lower profi -
ciency levels were not captured in the Culham-adapted 
rubric, most likely masking any possible progress stu-
dents of lower profi ciency level might have made; and

• overall writing improvement is indicated by the quali-
tative results of student compositions and poetry.

Teacher Observations
Most teachers in the program were diligent with respect 
to off ering comments and diary entries in an online con-
versation over the month. Overall, there was satisfac-
tion expressed with the reading and writing, particularly 
because they found that pre-class meetings were helpful 
in fostering teacher collaboration. Teachers felt success-
ful in helping students choose books and in conducting 

prewriting brainstorm sessions. Most notably, teachers 
stated that students were paying attention to the environ-
ment-related themes from the fi eld trips, reporting that stu-
dents discussed and referred to the themes reduce, re-use, 
recycle almost daily.

However, several issues did emerge with regularity over the 
course of the month:

1. Health issues were noted, namely eyesight and hearing. 
Teachers suspected that some students might need glasses or 
hearing aids and requested that camp leadership seek exams for 
the learners, a request which was granted.

2. Teachers and camp organizers were pleased that the boys 
were able to have a rather large choice of free reading books. Th e 
degree of choice was much larger than in the previous camp and 
vastly larger than would have been possible without the camp. 
However, the breadth of choices was clearly not wide enough 
and teachers experienced diffi  culty in fi nding age-appropriate 
books corresponding to non-native language profi ciency levels 
and cultural relevance.

3. With respect to writing, teachers felt, much as O’Malley 
and Chamot suggest, that learning strategies (strategies for 
learners to address learning challenges and independent study) 
needed to be specifi cally incorporated into lesson plans.41 
Teachers suggested showing students how to take notes as an 
area of emphasis in future literacy camps.

4. Teachers were somewhat surprised to see how much stu-
dents, especially the older ones, appreciated teacher read-alouds 
during the morning “Book Club.”

5. Not to anyone’s surprise, teachers noted a number of pro-
nunciation issues. Th ose requiring the most attention were the 
sound of “r” and both the voiced and voiceless “th’s.” as well 
as dropped fi nal syllables and fi nal “–ed’s”. Th ese are common 
issues with new learners of English from students’ language 
groups. Teachers reported in the online diaries how they mod-
elled tongue placement when making diffi  cult sounds in their 

Table 3. Comparison of pre- and post assessments, mean and 95% confi dence intervals, of student writing samples, across a 
4-week period, based on adaptation of Ruth Culham’s 6+1 Writing Rubric

Pre Post

Mean 95% interval Mean
95% 
interval p

Overall writing 11.78 (SD=4.17) 9.71 thru 13.85 12.28 (SD=4.14) 10.22 thru 14.34 .72

Ideas 2.00 (SD=0.69) 1.67 thru 2.33 2.17 (SD=0.71) 1.83 thru 2.50 .48

organization 1.83 (SD=0.79) 1.45 thru 2.22 1.72 (SD=0.83) 1.34 thru 2.11 .68

voice 1.72 (SD=0.67) 1.41 thru 2.04 1.78 (SD=0.65) 1.46 thru 2.10 .80

word choice 1.78 (SD=0.73) 1.44 thru 2.10 1.83 (SD=0.62) 1.51 thru 2.16 .81

sentence fl uency 1.50 (SD=0.62) 1.18 thru 1.82 1.56 (SD=0.71) 1.24 thru 1.87 .80

conventions 1.44 (SD=0.62) 1.15 thru 1.74 1.50 (SD=0.62) 1.20 thru 1.80 .79

presentation 1.50 (SD=.0.62) 1.17 thru 1.83 1.72 (SD=0.75) 1.39 thru 2.05 .34
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classes, and introduced tongue twisters that provided practice 
with these sounds in a non-threatening way.

6. Students reported diffi  culties with peers in their neigh-
bourhoods, including bullying and theft . Th is issue actually 
caused the most teacher concern. One conversation included a 
suggestion of involving police; however, both students and pro-
gram leaders suggested that this might be ineff ective or even 
dangerous since the students still had to live in the same neigh-
bourhood as their abusers.

Conclusions
Naturally, we wish we had had more time to do more. 
Certainly we fancied beginning literacy lessons earlier than 
10:00 a.m. so that we could spend even more engaged time 
reading, writing, and conversing on academic content such 
as science and social studies. Nevertheless, in retrospect, we 
felt positive with respect to our goals. We found we could eas-
ily treat students as top learners—giving them responsibil-
ity for their learning, having them make choices, including 
their culture in learning activities, tutoring younger learn-
ers, and developing publishable writing—while tailoring 
their lessons to their profi ciency level needs. In the process, 
in spite of a lack of statistical signifi cance, we felt optimistic 
that students were making promising gains with respect to 
their literacy, particularly in reading and avoiding summer 
language regression with these students. And most clearly, 
our survey indicated that we successfully promoted positive 
attitudes toward reading and writing.

Of course, given the short-term research design, we can’t 
claim that there is a correlation between the positive treatment 
of the students and their reading gains, as current quantitative 
practice would preclude us from doing so within such a short 
timeframe. We learned that, even for ELLs, assessing decod-
ing can help us understand to some degree how English learn-
ers are comprehending their new language. However, we also 
learned that progress ELLs make with respect to decoding and 
comprehending is unlikely to be congruent to that of NESs.

More importantly, however, we learned that the reading 
levels of the refugee students in our group lagged approxi-
mately four years behind those of their NES peers. In fact, no 
high school student in the program began the summer at high 
school reading levels. (Th e accuracy of such consideration 
should be tempered as this assessment gives us no knowledge 
of learners’ profi ciency in their home language. Furthermore, 
to our knowledge, to date we know of no multilingual reading 
inventory that considers both the students’ home languages and 
target language for the languages of our learners.) While there 
are enough data to warrant optimism that students were pro-
gressing in their reading, we left  the summer worrying about 
the students entering their school year. We could not foster sta-
tistically signifi cant change in students’ reading ability in our 
month together, even in an intensive setting where literacy is 
emphasized for four to six hours each day. Th us, such results 
portend a monumental task students will likely encounter over 

the regular school year. For students already in high school, 
hoping to graduate within one to three years and desiring col-
lege matriculation, raising reading profi ciency four grade levels 
or more seems overwhelming and unlikely.

We observed that refugee student intellect, creativity, and 
cleverness were much more evident through the qualitative 
inquiry. In fact, an analysis of student progress levied only 
through quantitative means would have skipped the students’ 
passion, poetry, humour, or intrigue in the subjects and assign-
ments they experienced. Th e statistical approaches toward 
describing student progress did not capture the emotion or 
artistry exhibited in the students’ writing, nor did they yield 
descriptions of the teachers’ passion for these students. In addi-
tion, the quantitative design was not sensitive enough to register 
progress over four weeks. As a result, we learned that in future 
research designs we will want to address more detailed attrib-
utes of progress attributable to new English learners working 
through the beginning stages of their language learning. Our 
choice of an NES-based writing assessment tool taught us why 
mainstream teachers may not notice progress in their English 
learners’ writing, thus potentially exposing refugee children to 
unwarranted criticism for not making any measurable progress. 
Th us, we may need to (1) combine established ELL-focused 
assessments including detailed descriptions of writing progress 
at lower profi ciency levels—with NES assessments, such that all 
students, NESs and ELLs, are included in data-driven descrip-
tions of students’ progress; and (2) insist that qualitative analy-
sis of refugees’ writing examine the content and underlying 
aff ect expressed in their compositions.

Furthermore, international refugee organizations may now 
address reading and writing as part of education related policy, 
noting any of the following issues:

• Regular and persistent attention to literacy-based 
activities may be vital in helping refugee students 
attain higher education opportunities;

• Programs should account for the fact that refugee stu-
dents, especially those of secondary school ages, may 
face daunting challenges in achieving English lan-
guage profi ciency levels suffi  cient for graduation in a 
timely manner;

• Current NES-based practices can misdirect teachers 
in their assessment of refugees’ literacy profi ciency; 
thus, assessment procedures specifi c to ESL students 
should be promoted; and

• Refugee students bring stories and experiences that 
can broaden and enlighten all students’ education.

Th e soccer teams are made up of boys who have lived 
through unspeakable experiences, and yet the contributions 
these students may make to any mainstream literacy setting are 
immediately evident. Inappropriate assessment policies in the 
US could easily and dangerously foster apathy toward a group of 
students who merit tremendous attention, not only for the sake 
of their own prospects for graduation and college but also for 
the advancement and enrichment of their teachers and native 
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English speaking peers. While the summers with the refugees 
left  us cherishing the students, we also professionally caution 
our colleagues to critique any analysis of ELL progress that 

doesn’t include either ELL-specifi c considerations, especially 
at lower profi ciency levels, or qualitative inquiry regarding stu-
dent ingenuity.

Rubric for Six Traits of Writing

1 2 3

Ideas A. No clear main idea
B. Limited or unclear 

information
C. Idea is restatement of 

topic or answer to ques-
tion – little detail

D. Topic not meaningful or 
personal

E. Not clear what is 
important

F. May be repetitious or 
disconnected

A. Topic is fairly broad
B. Some support for topic
C. Ideas reasonable clear
D. Writer drawing on know-

ledge or experience
E. Reader is left with 

questions
F. Writer generally stays on 

the topic but theme not 
clear

A. Narrow, manageable 
topic

B. Quality, relevant details
C. Details support main 

ideas
D. Ideas fresh and original
E. Reader’s questions are 

anticipated and answered
F. Evidence of insight –

understanding of life/
choosing what is 
important

Organization A. Lacks clear direction, 
ideas, details confusing

B. Connections between 
ideas not made or 
confusing

C. Lack of sequencing
D. Awkward or slow pace 
E. No title, or title doesn’t 

match
F. Hard to fi nd main point or 

story line

A. Introduction and conclu-
sion present

B. Transitions usually work 
well

C. Some logical sequencing
D. Fairly well controlled 

pacing
E. Title is present but may 

be uninspired
F. Organization sometimes 

supports main points or 
story line

A. Inviting introduction
B. Satisfying conclusion
C. Thoughtful transitions 

connecting ideas
D. Pacing is well controlled
E. Title is original and cap-

tures central theme
F. Organization fl ows very 

smoothly

Voice A. Writer is not aware of 
audience

B. Writing is fl at or in 
monotone

C. Writing is humdrum and 
“risk-free”

D. Writing is mechanical, 
overly technical, fi lled 
with jargon

E. No point of view is 
present

A. Writer aware of audience 
but more generalities 
than personal insights

B. Writing communicates in 
an earnest, pleasing, yet 
safe manner

C. Only a bit of intrigue and 
delight

D. Expository or persuasive 
writing lacks engagement 
with topic

E. Narrative writing is 
sincere, but not unique 
perspective 

A. Tone adds interest and 
appropriate for audience

B. Reader feels a strong 
interaction with writer

C. Writer risks revealing self
D. Expository/persuasive 

writing shows why reader 
should care

E. Narrative writing is 
honest, personal, and 
engaging

. . . . . . .
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Rubric for Six Traits of Writing (cont’d)

1 2 3

Word Choice A. Words not specifi c, mean-
ing limited

B. Reader confused by 
words that don’t work

C. Words used incorrectly 
for audience

D. Limited vocabulary and/or 
misused parts of speech 
impair understanding

E. Words and phrases 
unimaginative and lifeless

A. Words are adequate, 
correct, and support 
meaning

B. Words communicate but 
don’t capture imagination

C. Attempts at colorful 
language

D. Passive verbs, every-
day nouns, mundane 
modifi ers

E. Words and phrases gen-
erally clear

F. Language lacks 
refi nement

A. Words are specifi c and 
accurate

B. Some striking words and 
phrases

C. Language appropriate for 
audience

D. Lively verbs add energy, 
specifi c nouns and modi-
fi ers add depth

E. Language choices 
enhance meaning and 
clarify understanding

F. Precision and care are 
apparent.

Sentence Fluency A. Sentences choppy, 
incomplete, random or 
awkward

B. Sentences don’t “hang 
together”

C. Many sentences begin 
the same way with monot-
onous pattern

D. Endless connectives or 
lack of connectives con-
fuse reader

E. Text does not invite 
expressive oral reading

F. Abundance of compound 
sentences over complex 
sentences.

A. Although not artful, sen-
tences get the job done

B. Sentences are generally 
correct and hang together

C. Sentence beginnings 
have some variety

D. Reader sometimes has 
to hunt for clues to how 
sentences interrelate

E. Parts of the text invite 
expressive oral reading

A. Sentences underscore 
and enhance meaning

B. Sentences vary in length 
and structure. Fragments 
add style, Dialogue 
sounds natural

C. Purposeful and varied 
sentence beginnings add 
originality & energy

D. Creative and appropriate 
connectives relate sen-
tences and thoughts

Conventions A. Spelling errors frequent, 
even on common words

B. Punctuation often missing 
or incorrect

C. Capitalization random
D. Noticeable errors in gram-

mar or usage 
E. Paragraphing is missing 

or irregular
F. Reader must read once to 

decode, again for mean-
ing: extensive editing 
needed

A. Spelling usually correct or 
reasonably phonetic

B. End punctuation usually 
correct, internal some-
times missing or wrong

C. Most words capitalized 
correctly

D. Problems with grammar 
and usage not serious

E. Paragraphing is 
attempted but some 
problems

F. Moderate editing needed 

A. Spelling generally correct, 
even diffi cult words

B. Punctuation is accurate, 
even creative, and guides 
reader

C. Thorough understanding 
of capitalization present

D. Grammar and usage 
correct and contribute to 
clarity and style

E. Paragraphing tends to be 
sound and reinforces the 
original structure

F. Writer may manipulate 
conventions effectively 
for stylistic effect; nearly 
ready to publish

. . . . . . .
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Rubric for Six Traits of Writing (cont’d)

1 2 3

Presentation A. Diffi cult to read and 
understand because of 
writing

B. Writer has used too many 
fonts and sizes that dis-
tract the reader

C. Spacing is random and 
confusing. May be little or 
no white space

D. Lack of markers confuse 
reader

E. Visuals do not support 
key ideas 

A. Handwriting readable, 
some discrepancies in 
shape, form, slant, and 
spacing

B. Experimentation with 
fonts and sizes somewhat 
successful.

C. Margins may crowd 
edges; spacing applied 
but not best choice

D. An attempt is made to 
integrate visuals and text

E. Little evidence of sophisti-
cated formatting to assist 
reader

A. Handwritten text has con-
sistent slant, clear letters, 
uniform spacing and is 
easy to read

B. Word-processed text 
uses appropriate fonts 
and font sizes

C. White space and format-
ting used to help reader 
focus on text

D. Title, side heads, page 
numbering, bullets, and 
use of style sheet makes 
it easy for reader

E. Effective integration of 
text and illustrations and 
other graphics

Appendix
Note that we off er this rubric, adapted from Culham’s 6 + 1 
Traits of Writing, as evidence of what we did. However, we 
do not recommend the use of this rubric for ELs unless fur-
ther detailed revision is made, providing for more gradual 
improvement in profi ciency levels.
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