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Enduring Understandings in English Language Arts

The image of an English Language Arts teacher brings to mind someone proficient in
grammar and spelling, who deeply understands literature, and who wishes to instill those
characteristics in their students. A year ago, this was also my image of an ELA teacher, complete
with a library of classics in their classroom. However, throughout this program, I have come to
understand that English Language Arts is much more than classics, spelling, and grammar. To
teach ELA is to emerge students in literacy, and expose them to a “variety of listening, speaking,
reading, writing, viewing and representing experiences” (Alberta Education, 2000, p.3).

Literacy is the way that we make sense of the world. It is a “multifaceted and complex
practice which today includes much more than the ability to read and write” (Bainbridge &
Heydon, 2013, p. 28). Reading and writing are the tools that ELA teachers use to assess
students’ progress in their “ability to use language effectively enhance student opportunities to
experience personal satisfaction and to become responsible, contributing citizens and lifelong
learners” (Alberta Education, 2000, p.1). However, students can use a variety of other ways to
also show understanding and proficiency in their use of language.

Understanding how students acquire language and the processes of how an individual
learns how to make sense of words is the first step that we need to take to support our
students. Learning the strategies that can be utilized to teach students how to read,
comprehend, and make sense of the world around them is an important skill for every teacher
to have. In my practicum, I was fortunate to be placed in a school that focused on literacy for
the first 4 years. I was able to see direct instruction of reading first hand and how different

methods can be utilized to improve decoding, spelling, and fluency. It was this experience
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with The Writing Road to Reading (1986), that I started understanding that direct phonemic
instruction is fundamental for some students.

Reading is a complex process where individualization is key. As “reading is a
constructive process of creating meaning that involves the reader, the text, and the purpose
within social and cultural contexts” (Thompkins, 2018, p. 39), it is important for teachers to have
more than one strategy available when teaching students how to read. Through discussions with
my fellow pre-service teachers, we concluded that most reading programs talk about language
acquisition in terms of neurotypical students and not those who may be outside of the bell curve.
Keeping in mind that reading acquisition can be as complex as the individual, it is important to
always “use varied types of assessments that involve different language and literacy tasks and
ways of demonstrating proficiency” (Thompkins, 2018, p. 91).

We know that “stronger literacy skills are associated with higher income, better health
and greater social and civic engagement” (Alberta Education, 2010, p. 1). By differentiating
strategies and instruction in our classroom, we will provide all of our students with these
opportunities. Focusing on that fact that “literacy is about communicating, and the expressive
and receptive dimensions of the language arts are all about constructing meaning within a
particular situation” (Bainbridge & Heydon, 2013, p. 8), special care must be taken to make sure
that all students are connecting with the material that we are teaching.

Designing lessons and performance tasks for students that are meaningful, authentic, and
valid is a concept that has followed me throughout my first year. For students to retain
information and understand our lessons must “not only to make learning more interesting and
motivating to students but also to develop the ability to use knowledge in real-world settings”

(Shepard, 2000, p.6).
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Using essential questions and strategies for lesson planning from Understanding by
Design (Wiggins & McTighe, 2005), is one way in which we can promote this in our classrooms.
We must also be mindful however that “the performance criteria in a classroom rubric should
reflect a positive learning continuum, [if not] they may perpetuate low expectations for certain
students rather than promote learning” (Tierney & Simon, 2004, p. 5), which means that our
demeanor and pedagogy are just as important. Teaching is about relationships. Students that feel
the classroom is a safe place to take learning risks with a supportive teacher, will have more
enduring understandings.

Enduring understandings are the main goal in education. Not only must the lesson be
designed to engage students, but assessments must also be authentic, valid, and purposeful.
Taking special care not to “focus only on what can be reduced to numbers, such as how many
grammatical errors are present in a composition or how many mathematical algorithms have
been committed to memory” (Kohn, 2011, p. 30), is essential for 21st-century competency
mastery.

The opportunity to participate in both a Socratic Circle and a Sharing Circle this summer
allowed me the ability to practice “Critical Thinking, Communication, Problem Solving,
Collaboration, Managing Information, Cultural and Global Citizenship, and Personal Growth and
Well-Being” (Alberta Education, 2016). I felt that being able to participate in the sharing circle I
could “reflect, rehearse ideas, and respond to others in a context that [was] safe from criticism”
(Mills, Sutherland, & Davis-Warra, 2014, p. 289), where my colleagues and I could delve into
the difficult topic of Indigenous experience more critically. While the mandate for education is
“committed to rebalancing the education system by including Indigenous ways of knowing in

curriculum to advance reconciliation for all Albertans” (Alberta Education 2017, p. 10), many
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teachers, including myself struggle when trying to teach about Indigenous peoples in the “right
way”. Through our discussions, I strongly feel that it is important for teachers to have ongoing
professional development and not become complacent on what we “have to” teach.
Understanding my role in reconciliation by becoming an ally instead of an advocate (Clemens,
2017) and having those difficult conversations with others who may be "rooted in privilege and
functions to legitimize inaction on equity [and allowed] paralysis due to guilt[that] ultimately
protects out positions and holds existing oppression in place" (Sensoy & DiAngelo, 2017, p.
197).

Remembering that “both development and learning are social processes” (Shepard, 2000,
p. 7), I look forward to my continued growth in the following months. My experiences in my
classes over the year have changed my perspective regarding my specialization, and I am sure
that my enduring understandings will be refined throughout my career. I know that I have much

to share with my students, and they have just as much to share with me.
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