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Introduction

We never had a lot of students who couldn’t speak English in our 
school district until the last couple of years. And a lot of these 

ESL students have hardly been in school at all, even though they’re 
teenagers. 

—ESL teacher, Iowa

U.S. SchoolS are enrolling ever larger nUmberS of children who speak 
a first language other than english and who are english language learners (ells). 
The number of ells in grades K–12 more than doubled in the 16 years between the 
1989–1990 school year and the 2005–2006 school year. ell enrollment increased nearly 
seven times the rate of total K–12 student enrollment (national clearinghouse for 
english language acquisition, 2008). 

many of these ells have had little or no experience with formal education 
or their education has been interrupted for extended periods of time. exact data 
in terms of how many ells have limited, interrupted, or no formal education are 
difficult to obtain given ambiguities in determining exactly who falls into this cat-
egory. many schools, for example, do not separate this subpopulation of ells 
from their other ells in their data collection (Short, 2002). in addition, there have 
been differences in how this subgroup of ells is identified and described. it is not 
always easy to distinguish SliFe from other ells initially. While it is straightfor-
ward to identify those who enter high school with no or very limited schooling and 
native language literacy, a wide range exists in the abilities of other ells who may 
or may not be part of this subpopulation of ells. ells who previously attended a 
U.S. school and then returned home before returning again to continue their edu-
cation in the U.S., for example, may or may not fall into this category, depending 
on whether their schooling was interrupted or continued when they returned  
home. 

many factors contribute to the limited or interrupted educational experiences of 
this subpopulation of ells. Their education may have been interrupted because of 
war, civil conflict, migration, or economic necessities requiring them to work or care 
for younger family members. others may come from countries with low literacy rates, 
where only a minority has learned to read and write in their native language. even 
those who come from countries with substantial literacy levels, such as china, may 
not have been able to participate fully in the educational system (rong & Shi, 2001). 
access to education in many countries is limited, especially in rural areas, and often 
such schooling is available only for early elementary grades. When adequate school-
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ing is available, there may be few public schools and education may be costly, requir-
ing the purchase of school uniforms, textbooks, and other materials. education may be 
further limited due to the inadequate preparation of teachers, students’ lack of famil-
iarity with the language of instruction, and/or the prevalence of traditional pedagogi-
cal methods focusing primarily or exclusively on rote learning and memorization. For 
some or all of these reasons, schools may have been able to provide students with only 
the most rudimentary instruction (gallegos, 2005; guzmán, 2000). These and many 
other issues may hinder a quick and easy identification of these ells. a more in-depth 
discussion of determining which ells fit this profile is, however, beyond the scope of 
this book. We refer readers interested in this question to Meeting the Needs of Students 
with Limited or Interrupted Schooling (Decapua, Smathers, & Tang, 2009).

because formal education is so closely tied to literacy, ells who comprise this 
subpopulation high school commonly have literacy skills far below grade level, and 
may even be completely new to literacy. although it is possible to become literate 
outside of the formal educational setting (Scribner & cole, 1981), the students we have 
encountered generally enter the school system with little or no native language lit-
eracy. in addition to this major defining characteristic, it is important to note that they 
are a subgroup of ells and, therefore, do not speak english as a native language. 
although it is true that students with limited or interrupted education can come 
from countries where english is spoken or from ethnic groups that speak english, the 
focus here will be on those for whom english is a new language, the great majority of  
SliFe.

in the search for an appropriate term to use in referring to this subpopulation of 
ells, educators and researchers have used such labels as “Students with interrupted 
Formal education or SiFe” (new York State Department of education), students with 
limited formal schooling, (e.g. Freeman & Freeman, 2002; Walsh, 1999), “newcom-
ers” (e.g. constantino & lavadenz, 1993; Short, 2002), or “unschooled migrant youth” 
(e.g. morse, 1997). in this book, we have adopted the acronym SliFe—Students with 
limited or interrupted Formal education, first used by Decapua, Smathers, & Tang 
(2009) to refer to this subpopulation of ells. as reflected in these labels, regard-
less of ethnicity, country of origin, or native language, all these students enter the 
school system, often at the secondary level, with little or no exposure to formal edu-
cation, which may or may not have been interrupted. at the secondary level, SliFe 
are among those at the highest risk of dropping out (Fry, 2005). note: Throughout 
this book, SliFe (because students is plural) will appear as a plural and take a plural 
verb.

in addition to lacking proficiency in english and literacy skills, these students 
lack grade-level content knowledge, and, due to their limited exposure to schooling, 
frequently lack foundational content knowledge. equally important, SliFe frequently 
hold cultural values, beliefs, and assumptions that are often at odds with those of 
mainstream U.S. education.
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SliFe face cultural dissonance every day in the classroom, the hallways, the 
school grounds, and in all aspects of their school experience. We believe that before 
any program for SliFe can be completely successful, it needs to address this under- 
lying issue. in its most concrete terms, this can be seen in the comments from this 
teacher who details her early experiences with this population in her high school:

If you take this paper, even with the holes on the left side and the lines, they 
don’t know what’s the front, what’s the back. They don’t even know where to 
put their name and where to put the date. Sometimes they write their name 
right next to the date and maybe another time somewhere else. And their name 
could be anywhere. All their papers are all over. Even when I give them a binder 
and the tabs and dividers and sit down with them, it takes a long time and 
some of them don’t get it for the longest time. They don’t know what to do with 
the paper, even when I stay after school and help them organize. 

—Janice, high school teacher of SLIFE, New York

Janice’s comments highlight how unfamiliar even the basics of school are for 
SliFe. While it is tempting to focus solely on such immediate and obvious needs of 
SliFe, we must keep in mind that these represent the most readily apparent issues, 
and lie on the surface of what constitutes a much deeper problem. many SliFe are 
at risk for failure due to the vast differences between their expectations and the reali-
ties of how and what they are being taught (gunderson, 2000). While we do not deny 
that high school SliFe drop out for many reasons, often economic and/or family 
related, we also firmly believe that there is another significant factor that is not being 
sufficiently addressed in classes and programs for this population—cultural disso-
nance. often teachers and administrators themselves are unaware of the complex, 
and often hidden, formal schemata that constitute the expected learning paradigm of  
Western-style education as it plays out in U.S. high schools today (ladson-billings, 
1995; Decapua & marshall, 2010b). it is this hidden agenda of assumptions about 
learning, more than surface issues apparent in tasks such as creating and keeping a 
notebook, that is responsible for contributing to the feelings of alienation that SliFe 
face each day in U.S. schools. 
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Cultural Assumptions 

To illustrate the extent of this cultural dissonance, the major assumptions of main-
stream U.S. teachers and students are summarized: 

Assumptions of Teachers and Learners

1. The goals of k–12 instruction are 

a. to prepare the learner for life after schooling

b. to produce an independent learner

2. The learner brings along

a. an urge to compete and excel as an individual

b. age-appropriate preparation for 

 � literacy development

 � academic tasks

adapted from Marshall, 1998; deCapua & Marshall, 2010a, 2010b; Marshall, deCapua, & antolini, 2010. 

Throughout this book, we explore how, from the perspective of SliFe, these 
assumptions about teaching and learning are, for the most part, not valid. one by 
one, we address the issues and consequent cultural incongruity SliFe face when con-
fronted by an educational system based on these assumptions. We argue that because 
SliFe come from a very different cultural orientation to learning, it is important not to 
view them as failing based on the assumptions of the U.S. system. 

A New Instructional Model— 
The Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm

reaching SliFe entails not only addressing language and content, but also address-
ing culture. To minimize the sense of alienation SliFe experience when entering U.S. 
schools and the concomitant negative effects on academic achievement, teaching must 
go beyond a compendium of best practices. instruction for SliFe also needs to go 
beyond culturally responsive pedagogy because focusing on providing culturally rel-
evant materials is not enough (gordon & Yowell, 1999). 

in this book, we present a new instructional model, the mutually adaptive 
learning Paradigm (malP). This model provides teachers with a framework for 
understanding what will work and why (Decapua & marshall, 2010a, 2010b; mar-
shall & Decapua, 2010; marshall, Decapua, & antolini, 2010). SliFe and U.S. educa-
tors hold, for the most part, very different assumptions about teaching and learning. 
The instructional model, malP, makes these different assumptions explicit. because 
malP is mutually adaptive, the instructional model asks that both parties, SliFe and 

Breaking New Ground: Teaching Students with Limited or Interrupted Formal Education in U.S. Secondary Schools 
Andrea DeCapua and Helaine W. Marshall 
http://www.press.umich.edu/titleDetailDesc.do?id=1975824 
Michigan ELT, 2011 
 



Introduction 5

U.S. educators, recognize the critical priorities of the other so that SliFe can transition 
to the practices and expectations of the U.S. educational system. 

a note of caution about the SliFe population is needed here. SliFe are by no 
means a homogeneous group; they come from all over the world, from diverse lan-
guages, backgrounds, and life experiences, and we must be careful not to overgeneral-
ize or stereotype these students when they enter our classrooms. Some SliFe may have 
good colloquial or conversational english proficiency; some may have relatively strong 
literacy skills but have large gaps in content-area knowledge; still others may be enter-
ing school for the first time. We encourage teachers to see them as individuals in their 
classrooms and treat them as separate and different from each other, as for any other 
students they may have. We view them as a group so as to provide classroom teach-
ers with guidelines. regardless of their differences, these students, by virtue of having 
had limited, interrupted, or in some cases, no formal education, have a very different 
learning paradigm from that of mainstream U.S. schools and face cultural dissonance.

Steps Toward Implementation

What follows is a step-by-step overview of what teachers need to do before imple-
menting this new instructional model, malP, at the secondary level. although malP 
can be implemented at any grade level, we focus here on SliFe at the secondary level 
since these are the students at highest risk of dropping out (Fry, 2005).

Step One: Administrative Approval

as for any new model of instructional delivery, teachers should obtain approval from 
a district-wide or building administrator before proceeding. Users of this book will 
have sufficient information and understanding of the model to make the case to their 
administrators and to respond to concerns that may arise. To have the school admin-
istration support efforts to implement malP avoids feelings of isolation that teachers 
of SliFe and these students often experience. even if the class for SliFe is the only 
place in the school where this model is implemented, such support allows teachers 
to adjust the grade-level curriculum, the pedagogical tools, the cultural climate, and 
other aspects of instructional delivery. 

Step Two: Curriculum and Standards

in order to focus on appropriate content, teachers need to review the national, state 
and/or district standards. because SliFe will have significant gaps in their content-
area knowledge and literacy abilities, teachers will want to look at the standards for 
previous grade levels, going back to the elementary grades, and use a combination of 
elementary and secondary level standards to create objectives for their lessons. This 
is not remediation, however, because SliFe have not yet been exposed to the content-
area knowledge and literacy practices expected of secondary students. The curriculum 
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in classes for SliFe needs to align with their actual current level of knowledge and 
skills. The intent of this book is to guide teachers’ pedagogy; teachers are referred to 
resources already available to develop SliFe curriculum (e.g., Decapua, Smathers, & 
Tang, 2009; echevarria, vogt, & Short, 2008; Freeman & Freeman, 2002).

Step Three: Lesson Planning and Preparation

in planning to implement the model, teachers will view their lesson plans through 
the lens of malP. Using malP in preparing lessons requires teacher to revisit the 
assumptions outlined on the box on page 4 in a manner consistent with this model. 
First, teachers select the relevant standards and set daily objectives; then they guide 
the students toward completing class projects. chapter 4 discusses writing lesson 
objectives targeted specifically for SliFe in the context of malP, and chapter 5 out-
lines the principles of project-based learning using malP. 

Step Four: Applying the Instructional Model

This last step asks teachers to check that they are truly implementing malP. Taking 
the lesson plans they have developed, teachers use the tools provided in this text to 
incorporate all the elements of the malP instructional model. Teachers will find that 
they already address some elements in their lesson plans; at the same time they will 
find that other elements require altering their lessons. The malP checklist presented 
in chapter 4 guides teachers in assessing how comprehensively they are applying the 
model into their lessons. 

Considerations in Implementing MALP

Mixed Ability Classes

before we embark on our exploration of the malP instructional model and its founda-
tions, we turn to issues that may arise as teachers of SliFe begin to implement malP. 

ideally, once such students have been identified, schools set up a self-contained 
program for SliFe, addressing the needs of SliFe in a separate program and sepa-
rate classes. Schools with large numbers of SliFe can and should take this approach. 
however, many schools lack sufficient numbers of such students. in such cases, SliFe 
are typically mixed in with beginner ells, and implementing the malP instruc-
tional model introduced in this text is a viable and advantageous solution. This model 
encourages success for all ells because it accepts cultural differences while promot-
ing transitions to U.S. classrooms. moreover, project-based learning, as outlined in 
this text, encourages and supports consistent and real differentiation of learning, and 
true cooperative learning is the norm. For the work in groups and in pairs, beginner 
ells with more formal education experience can act as “buddies,” or peer mentors, 
for SliFe (Decapua, Smathers, & Tang, 2009). in so doing, these students practice and 
rehearse their own knowledge and further refine their academic english as they help 
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their classmates. care, of course, must be taken that these other ells are utilized in 
such a way that they, too, are developing and improving their knowledge and skills 
and not merely substituting as informal aides or teachers’ helpers. 

Covering the Curriculum

Public high school teachers have a mandated curriculum with both scope and sequence 
specified, and they are expected to keep to a schedule of unit completion that is based 
on the school calendar. While this may make it appear that incorporating the malP 
instructional model could be problematic, or even contraindicated, we believe the 
opposite is the case. Strict adherence to a curriculum designed for students who are 
not SliFe will not help them. if they are having difficulty with material, then push-
ing ahead to cover even more new material in the mandated curriculum is counter-
productive. in lessons infused with malP, on the other hand, learning is constantly 
scaffolded, and information is recycled and applied in a variety of ways to maximize 
opportunities for SliFe to understand and internalize it.

an insistence on covering curriculum without attending to the needs of SliFe 
means that these students will at best get a cursory or superficial understanding of the 
material. They can easily become bored, anxious, and frustrated and drop out (Free-
man & Freeman, 2002). SliFe need to be able to process information so that it becomes 
meaningful, which calls for a different approach to instruction. in our work, we have 
found that successful implementation of malP shows promising results in motivat-
ing SliFe and encouraging them to engage in school learning (Decapua & marshall, 
2010b; marshall, 1998; marshall, Decapua, & antolini, 2010). 

High-Stakes Testing and SLIFE

one of the most pressing problems teachers of SliFe face is the requirement that all 
students must be tested using standardized assessments that are mandated at state 
and federal levels. This testing does not exclude SliFe, even though they have little or 
no prior experience with school. applying malP in the classroom can both minimize 
the difficulties SliFe face with respect to these assessments and assist teachers in cre-
ating a supportive testing environment for them. 

The focus on standardized test scores as evidence of learning has required all 
teachers to place greater emphasis on preparing students to do well on the tests. 
assessment is one of the greatest school challenges for SliFe. in the U.S. educational 
system, regardless of the ongoing classroom activities that may take place, academic 
success hinges on testing. The testing situation almost always consists of a single stu-
dent providing answers on a printed teacher-made or standardized assessment. There 
is, at the present time, no widely accepted or institutionalized alternative to this “bot-
tom line.” although alternative assessments, such as portfolios, have been promoted, 
the challenge of testing has become even greater under current federal education pol-
icy. Schools that receive federal funding are required by law to demonstrate that their 
ells are making progress in developing english language proficiency via standard-
ized assessments (U.S. Department of education, 2007).
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Furthermore, ells, like all other students in U.S. schools, are required to take 
grade-level content area knowledge tests in english, including english language arts, 
regardless of whether or not they have the language proficiency to do so. as menken 
(2008) points out

english language learners are now showered with tests from the moment they 
enter school . . . an immediate effect of [this] testing policy is that ellS are 
overwhelmingly failing the tests, labeled as deficient and low-performing, and 
barred from advancement. (p. 35)

menken and others (e.g., abdei, hofstetter, & lord, 2004; Solano-Flores & Trum-
ball, 2003) argue that, along with issues of english language proficiency, there are also 
cultural issues in these standardized tests that are designed for native speakers. Tests 
often include questions with subtle nuances of meaning that rely on a sophisticated 
knowledge of the language used in the question prompts. in addition, the test format 
is frequently an unfamiliar one that causes students to become disoriented. menken 
found that many ells drop out after numerous failed attempts to pass required state 
and local assessments that consist largely of multiple choice and similar formats. She 
noted in particular that it was not primarily the content of the tests, but the language 
and the way the questions were posed that contributed to their lack of success. others 
have reported that even advanced non-native speakers at the university level have 
difficulty with typical U.S. formal assessments (bifuh-ambe, 2009; ibarra, 2001). The 
multiple choice format, for example, which is a common type of standardized assess-
ment in the U.S., is not universally used in educational systems around the world, 
even those with Western-style schooling (Pinkus, 2009).

malP transitions SliFe to the type of thinking needed on standardized assess-
ments rather than approaching high stakes testing from the test preparation perspec-
tive. SliFe are generally not accustomed to tasks that ask them to make judgments but 
are looking instead for practice. SliFe who have had some schooling prior to immi-
grating to the U.S. primarily experienced rote learning (gallegos, 2005; Townsend & 
Fu, 2001). What they need to learn is emphasized rather than how to learn. 

based on our work with SliFe and our instructional model, we support the 
argument that the tests themselves are assessing specific formal schemata that are not 
meaningful, relevant, or familiar to many SliFe, even when they have been exposed 
to test-taking strategies designed to help them succeed on them. if we carefully exam-
ine the formats of these tests and realize that doing well on them is not simply a matter 
of a skill set, but a paradigm shift as well, we can perhaps begin to bring SliFe to a 
place where they can shift their thinking. 

Why This Book?

We endeavor in this book to elucidate an instructional model that provides a frame-
work for classroom teaching, placing equal weight on language, content, and culture. 
Understanding the larger cultural issues is not a question of changing all our instruc-
tional approaches to meet the expectations and needs of SliFe because this will not 
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serve them well as they compete with their peers academically. What is needed is a 
mutually adaptive approach that includes language and content, while incorporating 
the cultural needs of SliFe.

Breaking New Ground builds on the earlier book by Decapua, Smathers, & Tang 
(2009), Meeting the Needs of Students with Limited or Interrupted Schooling, an introduction 
to this population. Breaking New Ground introduces readers to and engages them in the 
implementation of an instructional model that we have developed over many years of 
working with SliFe. although we do not intend to negate the value and importance 
of the researched-based best practices for these students, we believe that what is most 
sorely needed is a larger framework within which to place these practices. central to 
the instructional model and the practices presented in this book is our belief that teach-
ing students with limited or interrupted education should in no way be considered 
remedial, which in our experience is a common tendency among both educators and 
administrators. it is not the case that these students have “missed” learning something 
the first, second, or third time it was taught to them, but rather that they have never had 
the opportunity to learn the content or skills in the first place nor had the opportunity to 
develop the necessary and expected literacy and academic language. Therefore, while 
we strongly advocate adapting material and content, this does not mean it should be 
watered or dumbed down. When teachers have high expectations of their students and 
make these expectations clear to them, students benefit (cavazos, 2009; lukas, henze, 
& Donato, 1990). an essential part of our approach is realizing that low or no literacy, 
limited english proficiency, and a lack of content knowledge should not be equated 
with limited cognitive development. SliFe have the potential to develop these areas 
given the opportunity and can benefit substantially from instruction that meets their 
needs while helping them transition to the exigencies of schooling in the United States.

in addition to providing a general framework for pedagogical practices, Breaking 
New Ground centers on the intersection of culture, language, and pedagogy. an under-
standing of culture (e.g., Decapua & Wintergerst, 2004; Wurzel, 2005) and how it impacts 
on an array of values, beliefs, behaviors, norms, and attitudes is essential for educators 
working with SliFe. it is this cultural dimension that we believe has been neglected in 
most treatments of pedagogy for this population. culturally responsive teaching and 
culturally relevant materials and curriculum can contribute to the lessening of disaffec-
tion and alienation that students may experience. however, without attention to deeper 
levels of culture that drive views of learning and knowing, we cannot ultimately decrease 
their cultural dissonance sufficiently for SliFe to reach their academic potential.

The book as a whole provides a complete presentation of our instructional model 
from theory to practice and guides readers throughout to reflect on each element of the 
model, why and how it is essential and effective, and how they can use it in their own 
teaching of SliFe. The book is divided into the following sections: chapters 1 through 3 
lay the theoretical foundation and present the instructional model. chapter 4 describes 
the implementation of the model in actual classroom settings. chapter 5 introduces 
project-based learning and examines how such an approach best lends itself to the full 
realization of our instructional model. chapters 6 and 7 discuss project-based learn-
ing, the execution of projects in the instructional model, and comprehensive examples 
of projects. The text concludes with chapter 8, a reflective chapter. each chapter con-
cludes with a section titled For Further Exploration, which describes a variety of activi-
ties designed to help readers reflect on and apply concepts and themes introduced in 
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that chapter. in most chapters readers will also find short activities placed throughout 
that are relevant to a particular theme introduced in a given section.

chapter 1 explores what culture is; how it affects the way people understand, 
interpret, and interact with the world around them; and how this in turn influences the 
learning environment and pedagogical practices. We frame the discussion by examin-
ing key cultural dimensions that impact education, such as individualism and collec-
tivism. Understanding these dimensions of culture prepares teachers to facilitate the 
transition of these students to learning within a very different educational setting with 
its own culturally based values, assumptions, and behaviors.

chapter 2 clarifies some of the fundamental assumptions about learning in U.S. 
schools and contrasts them with those of other types of learners, such as SliFe. We con-
ceptualize and describe the conflicting culturally based learning paradigms of SliFe 
and those of U.S. mainstream education. educators, as products of the dominant U.S. 
educational system, are seldom aware of what their educational values and assump-
tions are because they take them for granted. We make these explicit in the text so that 
readers achieve a better appreciation of who they themselves are as educators and who 
their learners are, and where they are coming from intellectually and culturally. 

after the exploration of the contrasting learning paradigms of SliFe and 
mainstream U.S. education, in chapter 3 we introduce our instructional model, the  
Mutually Adaptive Learning Paradigm (malP). This instructional model aids the 
shift for this population from the preferred learning paradigm to that of U.S schooling. 
The chapter outlines how, in order to accomplish this shift, both teachers and students 
must make adaptations and develop new perspectives and behaviors with regard to 
their respective roles. malP explicitly incorporates cultural factors in learning and 
teaching, thereby reducing the cultural dissonance this population experiences in 
mainstream U.S. schooling.

The discussion then moves to explore a hands-on approach to implementing malP 
in the classroom. chapter 4 examines how malP can be infused into lessons, using two 
teachers, christina and rick, to illustrate. in this chapter, readers see how malP is imple-
mented by these teachers of SliFe in two different subject areas, social studies and math.

Taking the model from the lesson level to the project level, chapter 5 explores 
project-based learning, and how and why it is essential to the implementation of the 
malP instructional model. building on this chapter, chapter 6 explores four projects 
that specifically target academic learning activities, a key component of malP. chap-
ter 7 continues with project-based learning by taking one project, Class Surveys, and 
offering a step-by-step discussion of how the project is implemented in the classroom, 
following the guidelines of malP. 

The text concludes with chapter 8, a reflective chapter in which we revisit and 
reexamine the cultural assumptions underlying teaching and learning. This last chap-
ter also includes sample lessons from a teacher both before and after she received 
training in malP. Finally, readers will find observations from a former SliFe who was 
successful in making the transition to formal education.

in sum, Breaking New Ground provides readers with a new understanding of the 
SliFe population, introduces them to a new instructional model, and teaches them how 
to address the needs of their students using project-based learning infused with malP.
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