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For the Materials Critique and Redesign assignment I chose to focus on books for 2nd to 3rd grade level
because ELLs in 2nd grade are still exposed to much of the reading material that is highly illustrated. The books
I’m going to critique allow for a great deal of redesign options that will serve to better meet the needs of ELLs.
While ELLs work to acquire English and improve their language skills, it is equally important that teachers
consider the ELL’s educational background and recognize the value of home culture as they choose books to
accommodate their needs. The books teachers choose for ELL students should meet different criteria that align
with students’ background knowledge, language use, learning styles, and cultural roots so that the learning
process becomes a smoother transition for ELLs. The children’s books I chose to critique and redesign are as
follows: Do Onto Otters A book about Manners by Laurie Keller, The Empty Pot by DEMI, and Canyons by
Isaac Nadeau. The reason I chose these books is because they include a variety of sentence structure,
vocabulary, and visuals that serve to meet ELLs on varying levels, thus promoting interest and opportunity for
learning. These texts also leave space for students to construct their own knowledge by make connections and
conclusions. I will critique these books in their effectiveness for teaching ELLs and I will also suggest
text/activity redesign for each text that teachers could implement in their classrooms when using these books
with the goal to better meet the needs of ELLs.
Do Onto Otters A Book About Manners by Laurie Keller
The first book, Do Onto Otters A book about Manners by Laurie Keller, is a book that I believe many
teachers choose to read at the beginning of the year to remind students of using good manners and to encourage
students to treat others with kindness and respect. This book’s content is basic and familiar as it speaks to the
common knowledge of treating others the way they want to be treated. Another feature that makes this book’s
content familiar for students is the depiction of clipart animal characters that many students are already familiar
with including rabbit, sea otters, bees, frog, etc. The text serves as a conceptual development about practicing
good manners at a higher level as it provides scenarios of how to deal with situations when others fail to use
them. and a consideration for students’ background knowledge of having basic good manners upon which they
are able to build their knowledge and understanding, regardless of individual students’ home cultures.
The level of language in this book applies to ELLs on entering, emerging and transitioning levels of
language proficiency. Entering and emerging ELLs can easily understand the language of the book as it is
written using single, common phrases, and mostly simple sentences including familiar everyday expressions
such as ‘pretty please” and manners words. The author scaffolds the text by providing support with
multisyllabic words by actually breaking the word cooperate apart and focusing on the suffix co as in ‘working
as a team’. The text uses many everyday words that would be mostly familiar and age-appropriate for 2nd grade
students by now, however, ELLs and especially recent immigrants may not be familiar with the words pesky,
cooperate, and maybe hare. The new vocabulary words are mostly presented using contextual meaning and
ELLs are likely to encounter these words in other subjects besides reading. The text uses a combination of

listing and description structure as it describes what it means to have good manners and lists manners words in
other languages. ELLs most likely have experienced this type of text structure in the books they had previously
read about everyday topics such as school rules and going to the store. The genre of this text is fantasy and I
would expect new ELLs to have read children’s books about life topics depicted through animals.
Do Onto Otters is a medium size book with colorful page backgrounds that provides textual support for
ELLs in regards to both graphic and text features. Much of the text throughout the book is supported by visuals
using colorful speech bubbles, arrows, and labels. Most of the words are big and bold, with key words in color
or capital letters, ranging slightly in font and the underlining of the word otters for emphasis and meaning. The
text is easily accessible as it starts with a rabbit character singing a DOO-DEE-DOO accompanied by the
jumping lines, both signaling emotion and action without using much words. The author also uses figurative
language on multiple occasions to help students construct meaning. Keller plays with language by substituting
the word otters for others and refers to a grouchy neighbor as “Mrs. Grrrrrrr”. She uses sound effects to help
students depict tone and feeling of the animals including ‘OOPS!’, ‘Pffft!’, and “Wheeeeee!”. The text format
is predictable since it repeats as the author provides examples of having good manners and lists how to say
“Please”, “Thank You”, and “Excuse Me” in four actual languages. The visuals are clear and direct with one-toone correspondence of visuals to text. The text is easily adaptable in most elementary grades and connects to
students’ everyday life.
This text is culturally neutral as there is a mixture of animal characters. This text reflects the
background and experiences of recent immigrants as students must have experienced such animals in their
home environment as insects, birds and sea animals. This book doesn’t use any offensive words and doesn’t
portray any specific character as being mistreated. The common manners discussed in the book are the common
or very similar manners used around the world such as saying the words “please”, “thank you”, and “excuse
me”. Some people use “Pardon me”, however the author rightly doesn’t use this as a synonym for “Excuse me”
since they don’t mean the same thing. Most of the story takes place in a rural setting with the presence of trees,
lake, animals, and most recent immigrants most likely have experienced rural areas with such features. The text
is of close relevance to the current times as good manners will always be an important part of everyone’s
communication. Characters are depicted as being close to elementary school students’ age, so students in
elementary school will be able to relate to the text. Characters’ talk includes phrases that I hear students often
use in my classroom such as “Come on”, “You know…”, “What does that mean?” and “I can say…”. The
gender of the characters is depicted as both male and female, so both all gender students will be able to relate to
the text. The author's style is familiar to the students because this kind of picture book presents content through
animal characters and playful, colorful text. This book also uses a familiar answer and question style to present
the content.

Book Redesign:
This book is very effective for ELLs in many ways, however from a teacher’s perspective here are a few
tweaks I would make. Some reasons I would make changes is because some of the pages have a very busy
background with many words in white color, which will be confusing to the students. I have found the read
loud on YouTube called Do Unto Otters Read Aloud where the characters spit out sounds and words in the
moment of displeasure and it makes sense for why the background is the way it is, however, in the book format
the background looks busy. On some of the pages there is a great amount of text in different fonts that are
located at different angles such as letter writing and speech bubbles. This feature of providing examples of
scenarios of dealing with others, though useful to read about, can be distracting for both the teachers and the
students. My redesign would be to keep the background of all pages in plain, light colors and reduce the
number of examples of when one would find oneself in a tricky situation. The pages that introduce the manners
words have plenty of space and some of the examples on the adjacent pages don’t fully align to their
meaning. Another option is to include images that go with the manners word around it or below for emphasis
and clarity. Finally, I decided to combine an illustration from the read aloud video and add translation of
manners words in the languages of ELLs present in the school (Do Unto Otters Read Aloud, 2020). In my
school, the majority of the ELL students are one of the following three language backgrounds: Spanish,
Chinese, and Arab. For this reason, I would tailor the translation of each manners word into each of these
languages to appeal to the students in my class. I would also make the translated words stand out in speech
bubbles in color and big font as opposed to the original format. See below.

The Empty Pot by DEMI
Another book I chose to critique and redesign is titled The Empty Pot by DEMI. This book is on the
topic of honesty and integrity and is a story of a little boy named Ping in China who competes for an emperor’s
throne. I chose this book because it has page-size colorful illustrations and ELLs who are Chinese can easily
relate to the text. This would be a familiar but general text for students about a life lesson they learn from the
story followed by a discussion on how students can practice integrity in the classroom and in the school
community. The content should be familiar to students because it involves being honest, growing a plant, and
having the understanding that people who hold a high title need a replacement when time comes.
The vocabulary of this text would be fairly accessible to a group of 2nd grade students below grade level
in reading, however, there are eight sophisticated vocabulary words that would have to be explicitly taught to
the students. Most vocabulary words have a one-to-one correspondence; however, some pages could use
additional illustrations in the form of thinking clouds, illustrations, or insets with definitions to help convey the
meaning of a new word. Most words presented in the book are words that ELLs are likely to encounter in texts
during writing, social studies, and science. The text structure is cause and effect and the ELLs who are recent
immigrants may or may not have been exposed to books with such text structure in their home country’s school
experience. The genre of the text is realistic fiction and being that it is a picture book about children competing
for the emperor’s throne, the ELLs probably have experience reading picture books about children and
competitions.
This book has almost page-size colorful illustrations in the form of a pot on every page with turquoise
and peach color background. The visuals are clear and mostly correspond to the text on each page, however the
illustrations are a fairly small and readers would have to look closely to depict or infer some of the characters’
emotions and actions. The amount of text varies among the pages in sentence structure and the level of
vocabulary words. The size of the words is the same on every page with no emphasis on advanced words or
specific words to convey additional meaning to the readers.
The text is culturally specific because it focuses on explicit details of a Chinese culture. The
illustrations in the book depict Chinese architecture, characters in traditional Chinese clothing, the objects that
characters carry, plants and animals. The characters are portrayed as wearing traditional clothing and are true in
nature as this book was published in 1990. The characters also have traditional hairstyles that vary for girls, but
not for boys. The text only partially reflects the background of recent Chinese immigrants and U.S.- born
English learners whose family members immigrated from China. For example, most ELLs will be able to relate
to the text’s illustrations of animals such as goats, butterflies, birds, and ducks. ELLs who are recent
immigrants from China, however, won’t be able to relate to the clothing depicted in the book because all the
children characters are dressed in the same type of traditional Chinese clothing whereas today children in China
wear a variety of children’s clothing. Another reason why students won’t be able to relate to the text is because

the story is far removed from the current times since the imperial rule in China ended in 1912. Elementary ELL
students with Chinese background would only be able to relate to the book if they have the knowledge of the
history of emperors in China. Judging by the physical appearance and the wit of the characters, the age of the
characters in the story is about the same as the age of the ELLs in the classroom. The text represents characters
of different gender and age. The main character is a boy who has a boyish haircut that is slightly longer than a
traditional boy’s haircut and thus it is more consistent with the current hairstyles for either gender. ELLs will
be able to relate to the way the characters talk in the story. For example, the main character’s father says to him:
“You did your best and your best is good enough….”. The author style is familiar to ELLs because as in most
books they read, the text is accompanied by large illustrations and entail a lesson learned by the characters.
Activity Redesign:
Generally, this book is used for a read aloud in the 1st grade classroom. I would use this book as a
shared reading to differentiate for a small group of 2nd grade ELLs on expanding level who are below grade
level in reading and are working on reading comprehension. For a shared reading activity, I would use the book
in its revised version (see below) to accommodate the needs of the students. According to the WIDA Can Do
Descriptors, students on expanding levels are able to identify main ideas and details in illustrated texts. The
focus of the activity would be understanding characters in a story and choosing words from the text to describe
them and their actions. The content objective would be “I can describe how characters respond to major events
and challenges.”. The language objective would be “I can discuss how characters acted in the story by choosing
key words from the text to describe character’s actions and responses to the events in the story.”. Before
reading the story, I would go over a list of character traits with visuals we have previously discussed and
preview vocabulary words in the book using their definitions. As I read the illustrated story presented on the
Google Slides, the students and I would make a list of words that students can then choose and use as details to
describe how characters respond to the challenges in the story, a strategy called vocabulary selection (SIOP® 8
Components and 30 features, 2022). Here are the words I would expect for children to notice and inquire about
as they look and listen to the story: hoped, very carefully, couldn’t wait, worried, transferred, ashamed, best he
could do, worthy, impossible, courage, reward. After reading the story aloud, I would ask the following
moderately challenging questions to guide students in their comprehension of details about characters’ actions
with the purpose to achieve the lessons’ objectives and help students understand the lesson in the story: What is
the major event or challenge in the story? What did Ping do to make the seed grow? In the end, why did Ping
bring an empty pot to the emperor? How were the other children able to grow their flowers? What do you
think about Ping and what words can you use to describe him? How can you describe other children in the
story? What do you think this story teaches us?

Book Redesign:
As far as the text goes, I would add Chinese translation on each page to promote greater understanding
for ELLs with Chinese background. This text can be used to reinforce understanding of emotions, and even
though illustrations of character’s emotions mostly match the text, readers would have to look closely at the
expressions on the characters’ faces. For this reason, I would make illustrations bigger so the character’s
emotions are much more visible. I would also make an emphasis on the words that help to highlight the main
character’s persistence and convey the lesson in the story. I would make the advanced words stand out by
making them bold, in a different color, and using a bigger font. I would also add insets with definitions and
visuals on some pages of the book to help ELLs understand the meaning of advanced words like tend and
successor among other words. See below.

Canyons by Isaac Nadeau
This book presents information about the Grand Canyon and some other canyons around the world,
different types of canyons, the deposition and erosion of the rocks, and the life in the canyons. I would use this
text for advanced 2nd graders as the text is dense and contains complex vocabulary words. The content is new
and specialized as it is in the area of earth science. This text would be used for continued conceptual
development with the goal to increase students’ knowledge about the canyons. The content in the text would
most likely be familiar to students since canyons exist in many parts of the world. The familiarity of this
content also depends on whether ELLs who are recent immigrants had previously lived in rural or urban areas.
The information about canyons contains advanced terms, which makes vocabulary load sophisticated
and unfamiliar. There are 20 vocabulary words presented in this book and these words are in black and bold for
emphasis. Each page presents from one to five new vocabulary words, but only a few are presented in
contextual language in the form of insets of which some have photographs with captions while other contain an
additional textual information. Some of the vocabulary words are science-related while other words such as,
rocks and canyons, students are likely to encounter subjects other than reading. The text structure of this text is
description. The ELLs would have previously encountered this text structure during the year as students in 2nd
grader learn about rocks and soil. The genre of this text is informational and the ELLs would be familiar with
this genre since they are exposed to a variety of genres during the year in both reading and writing.
This text has photographs that accompany each section of the book and support readers’ understanding
of the content though visuals such types of landscape, life in the canyons, a small map on the title page, and a
timeline that depicts the age of fossils. Large colorful and glossy photographs range from one to three visuals
per page and some pages include a paragraph-long descriptions about photographs. Overall, the photographs
are clear and direct and ELLs will be able to connect to the text as some of them have most likely came from
cultures where they have seen people live or work in mountainous places as well as experienced seeing plants
and animals in nature. The text includes a combination of simple and more complex sentences and provides
various scaffolds throughout that will enhance ELL students’ understanding of what they read. ELLs on lower
proficiency levels would need more teacher scaffolding of the text.
The content of the book provides information about canyons in general, and specifically talks about the
Grand Canyon in Arizona. Thus, the text is culturally generic since it informs the readers of the places where
canyons can be found. Even though most of ELL population in the U.S. consists of immigrants of Spanishspeaking countries of Latin America who share many cultural characteristics, culture and experiences differ
greatly among the Hispanic families of ELLs (Colorin Colorado, 2019). For this reason, the text might reflect
some of the ELL students’ backgrounds depending on the country they came from and the environment they
used to live in. There is single adult male person portrayed in one of the photographs, so most ELLs might have
difficulty relating to text unless their parents have visited the canyons or they themselves had such an
opportunity. The content reflects the current times and most students will probably be interested in learning

about the canyons, the animals that live there, and learning about the world. The author style should be familiar
to the ELLs since they are exposed to a variety of genres in language arts during the year.
Text Redesign:
Even though this book contains attractive visuals and calls attention to new terms, I would still redesign
the text to make it more accessible for ELL students. Among a few changes, I would emphasize the new
vocabulary words more by making them in bigger font and a different color than the rest of the text. I would
also add visuals and captions since some of the vocabulary words are not illustrated. Since the text informs
readers that canyons can be found on land and under water in places other than the U.S, a map of the world with
countries where canyons can be found would encourage curiosity and improved understanding about the nature
and location of canyons. In order to promote greater understanding about the canyons, I would add photographs
of people standing by the Grand Canyon and/or planes flying over the canyons to emphasize the depth of the
canyons.
Activity Redesign:
Because this book has a dense text, I would use this book for a shared reading activity with a group of
advanced ELLs at transitioning proficiency level. I would scaffold their learning by making picture vocabulary
cards to help them master the vocabulary words in the book. As students on this level are working on their
oracy skills in different subjects, instead of checking for comprehension by asking questions about the book, I
would have a short discussion about the book and then assign students to make an oral presentation about one
section of the text and record their video on Flipgrid. Having background knowledge is important for ELLs to
be successful in constructing meaning about new topics. Therefore, before reading, I would first introduce the
topic and define vocabulary words including the use of synonyms/cognates. Then I would ask the students if
they have read or ever visited a canyon and what they know about canyons. Afterward, students will fill out the
I notice that/I wonder graphic organizer as we read the text. Upon the reading of the text, students will use a
graphic organizer to help collect and record facts they learned about one section of the text they chose by
writing main idea and supporting details. They will paraphrase what they learned using familiar and new words
from the text and rehearse what they learned with a partner before recoding a video. When students are ready to
present, they will log into Flipgrid and record a 5 to 10-minute video about the section they chose to present.
They will be asked to create a prop they can use to enhance their presentation by making an illustration,
diagram, or a concept map. The oracy skills on the developmental continuum on a beginning level match the
abilities of transitioning ELLs. This task will provide students with practice in adjusting their voice and using
gestures, using familiar vocabulary and attempting to use new words, working on correcting their grammar and
becoming aware of the goal of the task and their audience (e.g., Developmental Continuum of Oracy Skills,
Literacy Today). See below.

This assignment led me to realize how important it is to modify texts I have in the classroom library by
making the needed adjustments according to ELL students’ background knowledge and language proficiency.
Making the needed text modifications will in turn enable ELLs to have more book options when choosing
books independently. After redesigning the above books, I began to think of REAL ways I can redesign books
available in the classroom by adding sticky notes with visuals and affixing labels to vocabulary words with
translations, synonyms or cognates. As teachers select books for students, it is truly critical that students’
learning is guided through carefully chosen books that are representative and responsive of students’ home
cultures, free of bias and stereotype, and contain the accuracy of events of today and long ago.
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