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CHAPTER ONE: INTRODUCTION
`

I have had the privilege of teaching middle school, high school, and adult English courses
for 24 years; I have taught both native and second language English students in private, parochial,
and public school settings. Privilege is an over-used and hurried term in the American vernacular,
but I truly mean it. Teaching literature — opening the souls of others to the great ideas found in
world literatures — has been a joyous vocation. Whether instructing low-literacy English
language learners (ELLs) or honors high school students, the core of my instructional curriculum
has revolved around the use of short stories, novels, drama, and poetry to teach reading, writing,
and thinking skills. The stylistic beauty and the depth of the culturally-common, universal themes
of classical and contemporary literature seem to reach students of various levels and skills.
I have instructed intermediate, multilevel adult ELLs, and basic skills classes in large
adult basic education (ABE) programs in a major metropolitan city in the Midwest during the past
eleven years. Interspersed in this time span, I have also taught elementary and secondary ELLs in
two suburban districts. Most of my current adult students reflect the migration demographics of
this area. Many are from Southeast Asia (Vietnam, Laos, Cambodia); East Africa (Somalia,
Ethiopia); and Latin America (Mexico, Central, and South America). The students span a wide
age range (19-70), but most of the students at this site possess similar education levels and
vocational backgrounds. Typical students have completed five to nine years of formal education
in their native countries, have resided in the United States for five to ten years, and are employed
in service-related occupations. These learners score in the 200-220 range on the CASAS
(Comprehensive Adult Student Assessment System) reading assessment, the
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standardized testing placement tool in ABE-ESL in Minnesota. A few students have completed
high school or college in their homelands, while some possess very limited formal education.
From my experiences, almost all are highly motivated learners who want to improve their English
for better job opportunities, higher education, more cultural integration, and to assist their
children with their school work.
The curriculum and class sizes are fairly typical of other ABE programs in the area.
Reading, writing, speaking, and listening are the primary teaching foci in classes with about ten
to fourteen students attending class on a given day. The curriculum centers on practical life skills
like healthcare, finding housing, workplace skills, and other “real life” needs. A core ESL
workbook, All-Star 2 Student Book, integrates content, grammar, speaking/listening activities,
and short, non-fiction reading passages into topical units. Instructors possess considerable
freedom to teach other materials in the non-graded classes and will often use computers, play
learning games, or, as in my case, read fictional stories/plays in the teaching time of three hours.
Background for Study
When I started teaching adult ELLs in 2001, I knew that I wanted to integrate literature
into the curriculum. As a college English major and former secondary language arts teacher, the
pedagogical value of high-quality fiction was evident. I had taught high school English for twelve
years (1988-2000), primarily teaching at a private high school where the curriculum centered on
literature and writing. Generally, the high school students I taught enjoyed fiction and I enjoyed
guiding them through works of William Shakespeare, Emily Dickinson, Mark Twain, F. Scott
Fitzgerald, Richard Wright and others in the literary canon. The power of story, whether an
archaic epic like Homer’s Odyssey or an Alice Walker short story, seemed to capture the interest
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of most students. Studying literature not only improved reading and writing skills, but the themes
in the stories often imparted important life lessons that could extend beyond the classroom. I
discovered, as literature professor Michael Richard Bonin also observed, “that literature gives
meaning by magic; it is written to impart moral or spiritual lessons [and] we must read it for the
sake of our lives" (Bonin, 1999; p. 85).
As the high school department chair, I strongly advocated for a humanities-based
curriculum which integrated history, literature, and other disciplines and communicated the broad
swath of the human and cultural experience. I concurred with the late eminent critic Northrop
Frye who postulated that “a great piece of literature is also a place in which the whole cultural
history of the nation that produced it comes into focus” (Frye, 1964; p. 123).
For various personal and professional reasons, I left high school teaching and began
teaching adult ESL in an ABE program. I wanted to continue an instructional focus which
implemented some forms of literature with my new adult students. As I prepared lessons and
scoured curriculum libraries, I was surprised and disappointed to discover few literary
instructional resources and even fewer teachers who used literature as a teaching tool. I quickly
learned that despite similar words in the labels, the teaching of English language arts and English
as a second language greatly differed. The student needs and backgrounds, curricula,
and learning objectives were quite different. I could not find many high-quality literary works,
and most of the texts I did find were diluted, abridged versions of the original. While I knew that
the second language students were not ready for unabridged Shakespearean works, I did some
serious reflection and asked how I could address this problem of finding high-quality works for
students who were second language learners.
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Some of the problems were rooted in the past. Within the field of ESL, literature
instruction had ignited debate. The teaching of literature to ESL students, especially in the
counter-cultural years of the 1960s and ‘70s, generated controversy with some linguists who
questioned and even opposed its use in second language classrooms (Hill, 1986; Muyskens, 1983;
Spack, 1985; Vandrick, 2003). Some higher education academics cited the impractical nature of
fiction; it was not the English of everyday life and students would become discouraged trying to
comprehend it (Vandrick, 2003). Several critics, according to Hill (1986), claimed that literature
use in the foreign language classroom was “irrelevant to their learners’ needs” and “linguistically
unsuitable” (p. 10). Others claimed that literature was “elitist,” requiring a specialized
metalanguage of literary scholarship which should be reserved for only the most advanced L2
students (Collie and Slater, 1987). Critics also argued that some literature displayed cultural
imperialism and “carried an undesirable freight of cultural connotations” (Collie and Slater, 1987;
p. 2).
Though some of these critical objections surprised me, they also explained possible
reasons for the lack of ESL literary instructional materials. I still desired to find a way to
incorporate short stories, novels, drama, or poems into my curriculum in order to develop
important critical thinking, reading, and writing skills. I felt, to some degree, that I had a
professional responsibility to teach some of the well-known authors and works of world literature.
Thankfully, I discovered a high-quality literature anthology, English Yes! Learning
English through Literature, (Goodman, 1996), which was geared for adult ESL students. It
contained ten contemporary and classic short stories written by an impressive array of world
writers. Though abridged, the stories still read well and maintained the essence of the original
text. The extensive pre- and post-reading activities were also critically effective.
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I first chose a Leo Tolstoy short story, “God Sees the Truth, But Waits,” to use with my
high-intermediate ESL students. Tolstoy’s 1872 story resonated with a number of my students’
life experiences (close family ties, corrupt police, and an abusive penal system) and most of my
learners seemed to identify and empathize with the injustices experienced by the protagonist, Ivan
Askinoff. Since this 2001 class, I have frequently used “God Sees the Truth, But Waits” and
many other short stories in my ESL classrooms. In a 2011 intensive ESL summer program in
Lithuania, I had the opportunity to teach Tolstoy’s story to students whose families had either
direct or indirect experiences of Siberian deportations – similar to Askinoff’s, the story’s
protagonist.
The students' responses to “God Sees the Truth” and other stories encouraged me. I
discovered that the short stories were not only motivating and pleasurable, but also encouraged
higher-order thinking skills. Providing engaging materials and creating an atmosphere where
students could ask questions and discuss relevant textual issues seemed to increase English
acquisition. I experienced, as Krashen hypothesized, that literature did “not require extensive use
of conscious grammatical rules, and require tedious drill” (Krashen, 1981, as cited in Schutz,
2007). I also found that considerable research supported the supposition that literature is an
effective pedagogical tool for L2 students (Erkaya, 2005; Ghosn, 2002; Hill, 1986; Hismanoglu,
2005; Lazar, 1990; McKay, 1982; Muyskens, 1983; Oster, 1990; Spack, 1985; Wu, 2008;
Vandrick, 2003).
Research Questions

The use of fiction raised questions in my teaching methodology, curriculum planning, and
eventually became the genesis for my capstone research. Some of these initial queries included:
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At what level of adult ELL classes can extensive short stories be used, and when do
second language users comprehend metaphorical concepts in another language?



What literary genre, used as an instructional tool, is most effective in the ELL classroom?



Are implicit or explicit reading strategies more effective with ELL students?



How can literature be used to develop critical thinking, reading, and writing skills?



Why and how does “story” motivate reading with students?



Finally: Do graphic organizers used before, during or after reading help build
comprehension and understanding?

In the process of conducting the early research, I discovered that there was some
research on critical thinking development, short story use in the ESL classroom, and graphic
organizers as teaching tools; however, the studies were applicable to certain age groups, subject
areas, or they were dated. I decided to combine critical thinking, short stories, and graphic
organizer use with adult learners to discover how the three areas intersect and if they could be
effectively taught together.
Purpose for Research
Eventually, these questions and initial research evolved into the more formal and narrower
research question: What is the impact on levels of critical thinking when using graphic organizers
during and after the reading of a short story with adult ESL students? Hopefully, my research
will encourage teachers to implement more classic and contemporary literature in their ESL
curriculum, will show that graphic organizers can be used as effective scaffolds for critical
thinking development, and they will make literary works more accessible for ELLs.
There are numerous important reasons for developing critical thinking skills with adult ELLs.
One is for work readiness and workplace skills. Employees increasingly need more adept
cognitive skills for a workplace that requires skills such as inference, hypothesis, and other
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analysis (Grognet, 1997; Johnson & Parrish, 2010). Grognet (1997) suggests that ESL learners
need more than job acquisition, they need to “survive and thrive” and possess the skills for
upward mobility moves once employed (p. 4).
Another need for critical thinking development is for pre-academic and transitioning ESL
students; those preparing for higher education institutions such as community colleges, technical
schools, or universities (Parrish, 2004; Johnson & Parrish, 2010). While some intensive English
programs (IEP) curriculum focuses on non-academic skills such as time management and study
skills, much of the instructional focus is on higher-order thinking skills and improvement of
reading and writing competencies (Johnson & Parrish, 2010).

Clearly, learners at every adult ESL level, not only those preparing for higher education,
need to improve reading, writing, and thinking skills (Johnson & Parrish, 2010; Rance-Rooney,
1995). With multifaceted plots, characters, and themes, short stories provide excellent, top-down
reading exposure which aid comprehension, vocabulary, and content reading skills (Ghosn, 2002;
Meloni, 2005; Parrish, 2004). Students can be compelled to go beyond factual information and
stretch their deeper thinking skills through text deconstruction or wrestling with ambiguity and
alternative viewpoints (Hirvela, 2005; Hismanoglu, 2005; Spack, 1985; Wu, 2008).
My own personal experiences and a review of the research on the use of literature in the
second language classrooms has impressed upon me the educational value of using literature to
help develop students’ cognitive skills and aesthetic sensibilities. I hope that more ESL teachers
will discover the power of story and recognize that literature “helps to stimulate the imagination
of students, develop critical abilities, and increase emotional awareness” (Lazar, 1993). The
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remaining pages will explore the ways that critical thinking can be developed in adult ELLs
through short stories and graphic organizer use.
The qualitative research was conducted with ABE/ESL students by using two short
stories, graphic organizers, and elements of Bloom’s Taxonomy to develop critical thinking
questions. I sought to systematically observe, analyze, and record my findings in the hope that
adult ELL teachers could use this information to help adult students develop their critical
thinking, reading, and writing skills. My desire was that teachers would challenge their students
and help them prepare for the next level of adult or higher education.
Chapters Overview
Chapter two will provide an overview of the current research on the use of literature with
ELLs, the application and integration of academic graphic organizers in the classroom, and the
development of critical thinking skills. Chapter three covers the research methodology including
an overview of the participants, setting, the data collection tools, and research techniques. Chapter
four will detail the study’s results and chapter five will discuss the implications, limitations, and
suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER TWO: LITERATURE REVIEW
The goal of this study is to examine the use of graphic organizers to help develop critical
thinking skills through literary short stories in the adult ELL classroom. More specifically, the
research will attempt to answer the question: What is the impact on levels of critical thinking
when using graphic organizers during and after the reading of a short story with adult ESL
students? The literature review will explore five areas: first, it will define literature, provide a
brief overview of the narrower genre of short stories, and discuss the use of short stories in ESL
classrooms; second, it will examine critical thinking and the importance of the cognitive
development of these skills in the second language classroom; third, the review will explore
Bloom’s Taxonomy as a tool to develop critical thinking in education pedagogy; fourth, the
review will provide relevant research about the use of graphic organizers in reading and critical
thinking development; finally, it will preview the scope and methods of the next steps of research.
Fictional Literature
Literature is a wide-ranging term and one open to various interpretations (Hirvela, 2004).
Broadly, literature can be divided into two spheres. First, it can be defined in the canonical sense
to mean a culture’s most prestigious and highest esteemed literary works (Shakespeare, Homer,
etc.); or, second, it includes popular or “light” literature such as crime stories and mysteries
(Hirvela, 2004). The American Heritage Dictionary defines literature as “imaginative or creative
writing, especially of recognized artistic value.” Lazar (1993) defines literature as “novels, short
stories, plays and poems which are fictional and convey their message by paying considerable
attention to language which is rich and multi-layered” (p. 5). The literature used in this study will
be classical, imaginative, short stories which convey a message.
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The Use of Literature in the ESL Classroom
The pedagogical acceptance for and the use of literature as a teaching tool in the ESL
classroom has fluctuated in the past fifty years; while some in the academy have raised questions
of cultural elitism and relevancy to specific language-learner needs (Gieve, 1995), others have
embraced literature in the curriculum and advanced its use in the classroom.
Literature is a valued teaching instrument for various reasons. First, many instructors
consider literature to be interesting and motivating for learners (Ghosn, 2002; Hill, 1986;
Hismanoglu, 2005; Lazar, 1993; Meloni, 1994; Vandrick, 2003). Krashen’s (1994) Pleasure
Hypothesis equates reading enjoyment with language improvement. Other research has supported
the parallels between reading interest and language development (Krashen, 2006). Engaging and
suspenseful plots plus rich, multidimensional characters naturally draw readers in and keep them
reading (Lazar, 1993).
A second benefit of literature instruction is that second language readers often experience
a level of internalization and personalization as they identify with characters or encounter
problems similar to their own (Collie and Slater, 1987; Vandrick, 2003). Despite linguistic
difficulties, Reeves suggests that readers will want to know what happens next if the plot or
characters create personal identification (as cited in Hill, 1986, p. 9). Readers, according
to Collie and Slater (1987), begin “to ‘inhabit’ the text … and are drawn into the book … the
reader is eager to find out what happens as events unfold; he or she feels close to certain
characters and shares their emotional responses. The language becomes ‘transparent’ – the fiction
summons the whole person into its own world” (p. 6).

11
Another reason for literature use is the aesthetic value of well-written works. Students
accustomed to books with robotic grammar lessons or pragmatic non-fiction readings may come
to discover the beauty of the English language (Spack, 1985; Vandrick, 2003). Through literature,
higher-level ELLs may have the opportunity to experience the beauty of English in poetry or
prose and not just learn its essential language rules.
An additional purpose for literature is for students to learn about and appreciate historical
and regional cultural norms and beliefs through exposure to fictional texts (Hismanoglu, 2005).
While fiction is invented, literature can overtly and subtly display the underlying mores, particular
values, and unique traditions of a culture (Collie and Slater, 1987). Readers can viscerally
experience the visceral bigotry in a biography such as Richard Wright’s Black Boy rather than
reading about the harsh realities of Southern racism. Works like Wright’s portray the deeper
realities of a certain culture or race that outsiders may never experience (Vandrick, 2003).
Literature can, both implicitly and explicitly, also aid vocabulary development and
increase syntactical awareness and usage options (Vandrick, 2003). Students may learn numerous
possible sentence structure formats and a wide array of lexical uses for different words through
the variety of complex and simple syntactical arrangements in poetry, prose, or drama (Collie and
Slater, 1987; Meloni, 1994; Vandrick, 2003). Ultimately, in conscious and sub-conscious modes,
students’ thinking competencies and writing skills can be enriched and grown.
Literature’s authenticity also validates its use in the ESL classroom. Authenticity simply
means that most works of literature are not designed for the specific purpose of teaching language
(Collie and Slater, 1987). They are works that do not use a controlled vocabulary or align with the
dictates of a readability formula, but they do display the original, natural language of the authors.
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Authentic literature provides a degree of cultural accuracy and a link to real features of people or
historic events in the milieu.
A final reason for the use of literature in the classroom is its potential to develop critical
thinking skills. Various cognitive benefits that require creative, original thinking can be extracted
through reading. Story plots often require careful readings, thorough analysis, and deeper
questioning, interpretation, and synthesis to grasp meaning and understanding (Vandrick, 2003).
Literature can also be a good resource to practice inference and interpreting skills (Lazar, 1993).
By considering alternative interpretations of a text, readers develop schemata (cognitive
frameworks) and come to discover how meaning can be created through reading (Spack, 1985).
Of the four literary genres, there is a general consensus among researchers that poetry, due
to symbolic, abstract, and concentrated language, presents the most problems for ESL students.
(Muyskens, 1983; Vandrick, 2003). Poetry can be effective if the selection of poems is done
carefully so students do not feel overwhelmed (Muyskens, 1983). Drama is also beneficial, but
the dialogue and colloquial language may create comprehension problems (Hirvela, 2004;
Muyskens, 1983). Novels can present problems due to their length, intricate plot developments,
and large character lists. Short stories or novellas may be the most beneficial, manageable, and
accessible literary genre for second language students at many levels (Hirvela, 2004; Meloni,
1994; Muyskens, 1983; Pardede, 2010; Spack, 1985; Vandrick, 2003).
The Modern Short Story
The evolution of the literary short story genre is convoluted. It is a modern art form dating
back about two centuries (O’Connor, 1963). Oral storytelling, of course, has existed since the
dawn of time, but with advances in the printing press and the rise of literary magazines in the
early nineteenth century, the short story genre gained popularity. Lifestyle changes in the wake of
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the industrial revolution created a need for a new, shorter form of fiction and for narratives that
could be consumed more quickly. Some scholars date the genesis of the modern short story to
1837 and Nathaniel Hawthorne’s publication of Twice Told Tales (Boyd, 2006). Others credit
Edgar Allan Poe or Herman Melville as the pioneers of the genre. Generally, the short story genre
had its roots in the United States, though France’s Guy de Maupassant and Russia’s Anton
Chekov made significant contributions as well (Boyd, 2006). While not always simple to define,
the literary short story contains several important characteristics. Poe described the short story as
brief enough that it can normally be read at one sitting (Boyd, 2006). Structurally, there are a
limited number of characters, plot events, settings, and themes in the text. Also, there is a unity of
effect in the story and frequently the endings are abrupt, sudden, and contain an element of
mystery (Boyd, 2006; Menrath, 2003).
Short stories have appeal in the ELL classroom because of their brevity; either unabridged
or abridged versions can be used depending on the reading level of a particular class. (Collie &
Slater, 1987; Muyskens, 1983; Pardede, 2010). Collie and Slater (1987) add that short stories
offer greater content variety that can appeal to different tastes and world views, and
the shorter length gives students a sense of accomplishment after finishing an entire work. The
research is clear: short stories, taught effectively, can provide broad aesthetic, intellectual, and
linguistic benefits for first and second language learners (Ghosn, 2002; Hill, 1986; Hismanoglu,
2005; Lazar, 1993; Meloni, 1994; Vandrick, 2003). To develop greater understanding of the
deeper levels of the fiction, critical thinking will be developed and enriched.
Critical Thinking Development
Research also affirms that critical thinking development, enhanced through the reading
and thinking process, may be one of the most important cognitive skills that short story reading
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can improve (Hismanoglu, 2005; Meloni, 1994; Spack, 1985; Vandrick, 2003). While there is not
a clear consensus on the exact definition of critical thinking, it is an umbrella term that alludes to
many complex thinking actions that use analysis, synthesis, and other more abstract cognitive
processes (Beaumont, 2010). Scriven and Paul (1987) provide a more detailed definition stating
that critical thinking is “the intellectually disciplined process of actively and skillfully
conceptualizing, applying, analyzing, synthesizing, and/or evaluating information gathered from
or generated by observation, experience, reflection, reasoning, or communication, as a guide to
belief and action” (p. 1). Beaumont (2010) defines critical thinking “as the practice and
development of an active, conscious, purposeful awareness of what one encounters both in the
classroom and in the outside world” (p. 4). A mental evaluation and judgment is at the core of
both definitions, for, as Berry (1995) points out, the original Greek cognate for critical, Kriterion
(criterion), means a benchmark for judging. In its broadest sense, critical thinking is “judging the
quality of anything” (Berry, 1995; p. 9).
The scope of critical thinking development as a desirable cognitive outcome has been
evolving for the past 2,500 years (Scriven & Paul, 1987). Formal attempts at developing critical
thinking can be first traced to the Greek philosopher Socrates who used probing questions to
garner evidence and challenge the assumptions of his pupils. Socrates’ disciples, mainly Plato and
Aristotle, pressed the method and urged broad, deep, and systematic thinking to take learners
beyond superficial reasoning (Scriven & Paul, 1987). Now known as the Socratic Method,
philosophers and educators have been adapting and adjusting Socrates’ approach for centuries. In
the modern epoch, Curry (1999) points to philosopher John Dewey in the early twentieth century
as one of the first proponents for critical or “reflective thinking” in the classroom (p. 3). Dewey
(1910), in his definition of reflective thought, alluded to a suspension in thought and “an act of15
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search or investigation directed toward bringing to light further facts which serve to corroborate
or to nullify the suggested belief” (p. 9). Robert Ennis, in a 1962 article, proposed twelve aspects
of critical thinking. Later, this was extended into “A Taxonomy of Critical Thinking Dispositions
and Abilities” (Curry, 1999).
One of the most important and influential educational theorists in the critical thinking field
has undoubtedly been Benjamin Bloom. Bloom’s Taxonomy, a six-level hierarchy of cognitive
skills developed in the 1950s, targets the expansion of students’ critical thinking skills and has
been widely used by educators on all levels of American schools. The six thinking levels from
simplest to most complex are: knowledge, comprehension, application, analysis, synthesis, and
evaluation (see figure 1). Researchers Lorin Anderson (a former student of Bloom) and
David Krathwohl updated and adapted the taxonomy in the 1990’s to reflect the needs of
twenty-first century learners. Nouns were changed to gerund verbs, knowledge has been
converted to remember, and create has replaced evaluate (see figure 2).
Figure 1
Original Bloom's Taxonomy (1956)
Higher Order Thinking
Evaluation
Synthesis
Analysis
Application
Comprehension
Knowledge
Basic Cognitive Thinking
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Figure 2
Bloom's Taxonomy Revised Version (2001)
Higher Order Thinking
Creating
Evaluating
Analyzing
Applying
Understanding
Remembering

Basic Cognitive Thinking
Note. Both figures were adapted from “Bloom’s Taxonomy,” by R. Overbaugh and L. Schultz.
http://ww2.odu.edu/educ/roverbau/Bloom/blooms_taxonomy.htm

Criticism of Bloom’s Taxonomy
Bloom’s Taxonomy, and other critical thinking teaching methodologies, have not received
universal acceptance in ELL academic circles. Atkinson (1997) warned that “TESOL educators
should be cautious about adopting critical thinking pedagogies in the classroom” (p. 71). Among
his reasons for skepticism were the Westernized cultural norms which may marginalize
alternative approaches to thought inherent in the standards (Atkinson, 1997). Gieve (1995), in a
study of Malaysian teachers enrolled in a British TESOL training course, pointed out the
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instructors’ expectations of rationalistic thought did not account for cultural differences and
approaches to reasoning skills. Though Gieve was not specifically addressing Bloom’s
Taxonomy, he, along with others, have raised questions about the Western academies model of
critical thinking and the need to consider cultural autonomy and differences (Curry, 1999).
In addition to the possible Western cultural biases of Bloom’s Taxonomy, a number of
researchers argue that ELLs may simply lack adequate background knowledge and schemata to
support higher order thinking (Aguirre-Munoz & Amabisca, 2010). The linguistic diversity and
dissimilar education backgrounds of ELLs, especially in adult education, also make the teaching
of critical thinking challenging (Aguirre-Munoz & Amabisca, 2010).
The Benefits of Critical Thinking Development
Considerable research, however, does support the current practice of and the need for more
critical thinking development with adult learners (Aguirre-Munoz & Amabisca, 2010; Arum &
Roska, 2011; Beaumont, 2010; Dong, 2006; Johnson & Parrish, 2010; Liaw, 2007;
Rance-Roney, 1995; Vermillion, 1997). Despite the Western cultural biases that some claim are
rooted in Bloom’s Taxonomy, critical thinking skills, according to Johnson and Parrish (2010),
“are vital for adults to thrive in their communities, in postsecondary education, and at work” (p.
1). Whether adult learners continue their educations in post-secondary settings or they participate
in the work force, critical thinking is a central feature of the American education system and a
necessity in many occupations (Arum & Roska, 2011). In one poll, over 90 percent of employers
rated critical thinking, along with written communication and problem solving, as very important
for the job success of new labor entrants (Arum & Roska, 2011). Brookfield (1987) argues that
“critical thinking is the survival skill of adult life.” Davidson (1998) argues that ELL teachers
have a responsibility to teach critical thinking because students may founder when they face
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critical thinking challenges in academic settings. Numerous studies recognize critical thinking as
an important competency for L2 students to acquire and that neglecting this may be detrimental to
students’ academic preparation and work readiness (Arum & Roska, 2011; Davidson, 1998;
Grognet, 1997; Vermillion, 1997).
To develop deep critical thinking, second language students need to become proficient in
the L2. Proficiency goes far beyond the surface levels of languages: proficient users of a
language can think in and understand the deeper structures of that language (Vermillion, 1997).
Language and thought, so intimately connected, need to interface. Critical thinking skills promote
learning skills which, in turn, help students reach higher levels of language proficiency (Liaw,
2007). As Diller (1978) aptly states, “we cannot say we know a language until we can think in it,”
(as cited in Vermillion, 1997, p. 40).
Though the cognitive processes can be protracted and challenging, hopefully, ELLs will
develop critical thinking skills and language proficiency through exposure to fiction texts. The
greater the depth of cognitive processing through careful analysis of a text, the more meaningful
the material becomes (Russell, as cited in Vermillion, 1997, p. 40). Simply stated, examining
contrasting and conflicting points of view in high-quality fiction writing creates better thinkers
(Vermillion, 1997). Students enrolled in beginning to high-level ELL classes need ample and
frequent exposure to readings and activities which cultivate important critical thinking skills.
Graphic Organizers and Reading Development
Proficient reading in a first or second language is a skill that can take years to cultivate.
Researchers estimate that while Basic Interpersonal Communication Skills (BICS) can be learned
in six months to two years, Cognitive Academic Language Proficiency (CALP) can take seven to
ten years to fully develop in second language learners (Cummins, 1979). ESL instructors need
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every possible tool to improve CALP, a term that encompasses not only academic vocabulary, but
reading competency and abstract thinking skills such as classifying, synthesizing, and inferring
(Haynes, 2007). Graphic organizers provide one of the best instruments to help second language
learners in this process (Bromley, Irwin-Devitis, & Modlo, 1999; Egan, 1999; Grabe, 2002;
Horton, Lovitt, & Bergerud, 1990; McKnight, 2010; Parrish, 2004; Tang, 1992). While critical
thinking can be developed in academic settings by various means, recent research supports the use
of graphic organizers to facilitate critical thinking growth and reading development.
Graphic organizers (GOs) can be categorized into four broad areas: conceptual,
hierarchical, cyclical, and sequential (Bromley, et al, 1999). Also referred to as knowledge maps,
concept maps, story maps, cognitive organizers, advance organizers, or concept diagrams, they
are tools which help learners see visual representations of knowledge (Bromley, et al., 1999;
Grabe, 2002). They help students make connections between related or unrelated concepts and to
internalize learning materials (McKnight, 2010). According to Jones, Pierce, and Hunter (1988),
a quality graphic representation can “show at a glance the key parts of a whole and their relations,
thereby allowing a holistic understanding that words alone cannot convey” (p. 21). Graphic
organizers “help a reader visually see what is verbally stated” (Jones, et al, 1988).
Graphic organizers as instructional tools have been widely researched and have gained
broad acceptance as effective mediums to enhance learning at multiple classroom levels and
subject areas (Bromley, et al., 1999; Di Tommaso, 2005; Egan, 1999; Grabe, 2002; Hall &
Strangman, 2008; Horton, Lovitt, & Bergerud, 2001; Jiang & Grabe, 2007; McKnight, 2010;
Parrish, 2004; Tang, 1992). GOs can promote deeper reading by building learner autonomy,
acting as scaffolds for critical thinking, helping readers better see textbook organization, and
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directing reading more selectively (Grabe, 2002; Parrish, 2007). Organizers such as story maps
also help readers by providing a visual frame where information can be chunked and schema can
be more easily processed (Crandall, et al., 2002). Organizers also aid vocabulary development and
writing assignments (Grabe, 2002).
Most formal research on the effectiveness of graphic organizers in the development of
reading and critical thinking has centered on L1 readers. In expository texts, Jiang & Grabe
(2007) maintain that research on GOs’ effect on the comprehension and retention of information
in ELLs was inconclusive. A comprehensive review on the impact of GOs on reading instruction
conducted by Griffen and Tulbert (1995), found contradictory results and cast doubt on their
effectiveness to improve reading instruction. However, as Jiang & Grabe (2007) argue, the
effectiveness of GOs has more to do with the type of GO used and their representation of specific
discourse structure of a text. Instructors need to carefully select the proper GO for the desired
learning objective (Egan, 1999). To better facilitate reading instruction and learner
comprehension, research supports that GOs should accurately represent text discourse structure
(Grabe, 2002; Jiang & Grabe, 2007). In other words, if students can visualize a text through a GO
such as a flow chart, their understanding increases.
Despite some disagreement in academia, most GO research with L1 students supports
their effectiveness to improve reading comprehension and recall. In a study of fourth-grade L1
students, Boothby and Alvermann (1984) found students using GOs scored significantly higher on
recall tests than students not using GOs. Studies of graphic organizers used with college students
also showed positive GO results. Geva (1983) used flowcharts with L1 community college
students and found Nelson Denny Reading Comprehension scores significantly improved.
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Few studies have exclusively focused on graphic organizer use with ELLs (Jiang and
Grabe, 2007). However, in recent research, Jiang (2012) explored discourse structure graphic
organizer (DSGOs) use with 340 Chinese, college-level English as a Foreign Language (EFL)
students enrolled in a 16-week reading instruction program. The students were either in their first
or third semester and were non-English majors at a Chinese university. A DSGO completion test
and a TOEFL (Test of English as a Foreign Language) reading comprehension test were
administered before, immediately after, and seven weeks following the instructional treatment.
The results showed that the DSGO instruction significantly improved discourse comprehension as
measured by the DSGO completion task, and the effect was retained seven weeks after the
instructional treatment (Jiang, 2012). Significant improvement was also observed in general
reading ability as measured by TOEFL reading comprehension in the immediate posttest, but the
effect did not persist in the delayed posttest (Jiang, 2012). Another important discovery in the
study was that education levels of the EFL students played no important role in determining the
effects of DSGO instruction (Jiang, 2012).
In an earlier L2/GO study, Tang (1992) examined teacher-designed graphic organizer use
with seventh-grade L2 learners and found in post-test results that the graphic group performed
considerably better than the non-graphic group (Tang, 1992). Tang set out to understand how a
teacher-provided tree graph presenting structural knowledge of classification could help facilitate
text comprehension and immediate recall in seventh-grade ESL social studies students. She
divided 45 participants into two groups. The graphic group was presented with the content of a
passage in the form of a tree graph before being asked to complete a partially-completed graph
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and write a recall. The non-graphic control group read the same passage, but focused on studying
key vocabulary, answering questions related to the material, and writing a recall.
The findings showed that the graphic group made significant gains in the amount of
information recalled in the posttest compared to the pretest, whereas the non-graphic group scored
the same on both tests (Tang, 1992). Tang (1992) reported in semi-structured posttest interviews
that 18 of 22 students “were positive that using a graphic representation of the semantic relations
of a text passage to present comprehension helped comprehension” (p. 189). A majority of
students, even those who did not gain in recall information, agreed that the use of a GO improved
both comprehension and recall (Tang, 1992).
The Gap: Critical Thinking Development Using Graphic Organizers and Short Stories
While some research has been completed on graphic organizer use in K-12 and college
classrooms, there is a research gap with adult ELL learners. The focus of this study will attempt to
answer this query: What is the impact on levels of critical thinking when using graphic
organizers during and after the reading of a short story with adult ESL students?
Summary
This chapter examined definitions of literature and the narrower genre of the short story. It
then looked at the use of literature in the ELL classroom as a teaching tool. Next, critical thinking
was defined, Bloom’s Taxonomy was explained, and the importance of developing adult ELLs
critical thinking skills for higher education and the workplace was delineated. The chapter also
explored criticism of the Westernized model of critical thinking taxonomies and rebutted some of
these criticisms with relevant research. Finally, chapter two looked at recent, relevant graphic
organizer research and the positive results of GO use. Chapter three will examine the qualitative
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research methods, the subjects and setting, and the tools which will be used to investigate the
research questions.
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CHAPTER THREE: METHODOLOGY
The general purpose of this research is to examine the use of graphic organizers used with
short stories to develop critical thinking skills with adult ESL students. More specifically, the
research attempts to answer the question: What is the impact on levels of critical thinking when
using graphic organizers during and after the reading of a short story with adult ESL students?
This chapter outlines the research paradigm, describes the setting and participants, explains the
research methods used, and defines the data analysis techniques.
Qualitative Research Paradigm
A qualitative research paradigm was used to conduct this study. Qualitative research is
associated with a wide range of methods and approaches. Mackey and Gass (2005) state that
qualitative research “is based on descriptive data that does not make (regular) use of statistical
procedures” (p. 162). Some characteristics of qualitative research included in this study were
careful and rich descriptions of responses, natural and holistic representations, general and openended questions, and the involvement of few participants. Qualitative research, as opposed to
quantitative, reports results as themes or trends based on words rather than statistics (Patten,
2009).
The qualitative research method employed in this study was a case study, which was
appropriate due to the small class size, the opportunity to observe the students over an extended
period of time, and the specificity of the learners (high-intermediate adult ELLs). The research
provided opportunity for rich contextualization and the ability to compare and contrast individual
participants (Mackey and Gass, 2005).
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Case study research, however, presents potential drawbacks, one being simplified
generalizations based on a limited number of participants (Mackey and Gass, 2005). The goal in
this research was to gather insights into critical thinking development through the use of short
stories rather than to formulate broad generalizations. Further research may be necessary to offer
stronger conclusions based on more evidence.
Setting and Participants
The setting for the study was an adult basic education (ABE) classroom in a suburban
metro area. The ABE program is run through the public school district and caters to adult
students who are developing basic skills like reading, writing, and math. Additional programs at
this site include GED preparation, citizenship, and computer skills classes to students over 19
years of age. The largest percentage of ABE participants are immigrants seeking English as a
second language (ESL) skills. School enrollment in the ESL program fluctuates between 100 –
150 students ranging from very recent arrivals (one month ago) to those who have been in the
U.S. for many years (20 +) years.
ESL classes are organized by sequential educational levels from basic literacy to
advanced. Students are placed in one of the five ESL classes based on their Comprehensive Adult
Student Assessment System (CASAS) test scores, a standardized reading and listening ESL adult
assessment that uses basic life-skills content in the questions. The CASAS assessment scale
ranges from 150 (pre-literacy) to 250 (advanced). Classes are usually divided at 15-20 point
intervals where students are placed with comparable students (i.e. 210-225, high intermediate;
225-240, advanced; 240-250, adult secondary). Students enrolled in the school also take a pre-test
locator and listening assessments prior to placement in classes. They are then retested about every
three months and remain in the same class or are moved to a higher class based on test scores and
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teacher recommendations. I am in my eighth year of teaching level 4, high intermediate ESL; the
students range from 210 – 225 on the CASAS reading and listening test. Daily attendance varies
from 5 – 15 students, with an average of about ten. Classes meet four mornings a week for three
hours per session. Life skills competencies such as finding employment, renting apartments, and
making appointments are taught in thematic units and more specific language skills such as
reading, speaking/listening, writing, and grammar are embedded in the lesson plans.
Table 3.1 documents that the students who participated in the research represented five
different countries and six different first languages. They ranged in age from 20 – 44 and were
studying English for various reasons. According to their Personal Education Plans (PEP), a
required student goal setting intake requirement in Minnesota adult academic schools, most
students wanted to improve their English skills for better understanding and communicative
competency in their daily lives; some desired to improve their English for better employment
opportunities; a smaller percentage wanted to enter technical college or other higher education
programs.
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Table 1

Demographics of Participants
Pseudonym,
First Language

Age

Merra, Russian

20

Noy, Laotian

Length of
time in U.S.

Years studying
English

Academic Goals

3 years

3 years

GED/college

29

6 years

3 years

English Improvement

Sadri, Somali

44

5 years

7 months

GED/English Improvement

MJ, Laotian

42

8 years

2 years

English Improvement

Marya, Spanish

24

4 years

6 months

English Improvement

Bradley, Chinese

31

1 Year

2 years

English Improvement

Coco, Chinese

43

2 years

2 years

English Improvement

Data Gathering
Data gathering was conducted according to the following steps: Students read two short
stories from the English Yes, Intermediate, Level Two (Goodman, 1996) literature anthology. The
works in the anthology are abridged stories that are carefully leveled with similar word counts and
syntax structures. The stories are written by international writers with plots and themes that would
be familiar to most adult ESL students. The anthology includes before-, during-, and afterreading exercises which measure student comprehension, vocabulary, and limited critical thinking
skills.
There were two discourse awareness (reading comprehension) measurements that tracked
student comprehension and understanding of the texts. In the first story, Leo Tolstoy’s “God
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Sees the Truth, But Waits,” the exercises required written answers which were generated from
both closed and open-ended, traditional (multiple choice questions, short writing responses)
literature response activities. The exercises were both in the anthology and generated by me and
were completed at the conclusion of the story sections.
The second story, Guy de Maupassant’s “The Necklace,” used teacher-chosen graphic
organizers to measure understanding. Explicit teacher instruction accompanied both
pre-, during-, and post-reading activities in both stories. The activities were aligned with various
levels of the revised Bloom's Taxonomy and attempted to address the learning objectives of
remembering, understanding, and analyzing. The final measurement method was a questionnaire
where the students reflected on and compared/contrasted the exercises in both stories.
Story One: “God Sees the Truth, But Waits”
Leo Tolstoy’s 1872 story, “God Sees the Truth, But Waits,” was read first. It is set in
nineteenth century Russia and details the tragedy of a wrongly-accused merchant who is exiled
to a Siberian prison for a crime he never committed. The anthology divides the story into three
chapters and each chapter was read out loud in class. I occasionally paused the student readers to
ask comprehension questions and highlight key vocabulary words. Traditional post-reading
exercises were employed at the end of each of the three sections.
The chapter one exercises consisted of matching and sequencing the major events (See
Appendix A). In a teacher-generated, short answer activity that attempted to develop the critical
thinking skills of analysis and evaluation, the students examined Ivan's character using this
question: Has Ivan become a better or worse person from his experiences in the Siberian camp?
In what ways has Ivan become a worse person? In what ways is he not changed? (See Appendix
B) The teacher-generated exercise at the conclusion of section three attempted to evaluate the
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critical thinking skills of analysis, synthesis, and evaluation. The activity prompt asked students
to create a short written response from the perspective of Ivan's wife. The directions read: Readers
know much about Ivan, but there is little written about his wife. Write a response from her
perspective using this question: What were the feelings of Ivan's wife after her husband was
gone for so many years? (See Appendix C). In all three activities, students worked individually or
in small groups and had ample time for reflection and writing their responses.
Story Two: "The Necklace"
The second short story used in the study was Guy de Maupassant’s 1884 tale, “The
Necklace,” a popular work about a self-centered French woman who is deeply changed by her
trials resulting from a lost necklace. “The Necklace,” like “God Sees the Truth,” contains similar
protagonists, is set in a similar European milieu, and portrays a dynamic protagonist who is
transformed for the better after protracted suffering.
Students in groups of 7-10 and I read the story aloud. I occasionally paused to ask
comprehension questions and highlight key vocabulary words. The section one post-reading
activity was a sequence chain graphic organizer (GO) where students identified and placed major
plot events in the correct order (See Appendix D). Sequencing GOs assist the cognitive function
of recall and ordering and are suitable for intermediate students; they display the chronological
events in a narrative as they help to answer who, what, when, and where recall and ordering
questions.
At the end of section two, the conclusion of the story, students completed a Venn diagram
using this prompt: Has Mathilda become a better or worse person from her experiences following
the loss of the necklace? (See Appendix E). The goal of the Venn GO using Bloom’s Taxonomy
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was to develop the critical thinking skills of remembering, understanding, and evaluating. Venn
diagrams are excellent tools for comparing and contrasting alike and differing concepts.
The final GO, also used at the conclusion of the text, was a cause and effect chart that
asked students to respond to this prompt: Readers know much about Mathilda, but there is little
written about her husband. Complete the GO using this question: What effects did the loss of the
necklace (cause) have on Mathilda' husband (immediate and over ten years)? (See Appendix F).
Cause/effect GOs help students organize information and facilitate the critical thinking skills of
evaluating and creating a new point of view (Innovative Learning Group, 1995).
A True / False and short response quiz was given at the conclusion of both stories (See
Appendix H) to measure understanding. The quizzes were compared to analyze data and to see if
the GO-taught story ("The Necklace") elicited deeper understanding than the traditional methods
used in "God Sees the Truth." The quiz questions were mainly centered on the first level of
Bloom’s Taxonomy, remembering, where the students recalled important facts from their reading
of the story. The questions sought to measure the students’ comprehension and understanding
thinking skills.
A class survey/discussion was also employed as a final data collection tool. The format
was semi-structured, allowing for some digression in the questions, but following a written list of
questions (See Appendix G). The discussion was audiotaped and analyzed later for closer
evaluation. There were several advantages to the semi-structured interview: It provided
interaction and more probing between the teacher and participants and it also gave a verbal outlet
for students who were less skilled in writing (Mackey and Gass, 2005). The caveats to this form
of research include the halo effect, selective recall, perceptual distortions, memory loss, and
interview subjectivity (Mackey and Gass, 2005). Hopefully, these were mitigated by neutral

30
responses from the interviewer, the encouragement of open-ended discussion, and careful
question selection.
Data Analysis
The aim of this research was to analyze the levels of critical thinking of adult ELLs when
they use non-GO and GO activities as post-reading tools in short stories. The first story, “God
Sees the Truth,” used traditional assessment modes of short answer reading comprehension
responses, sequencing of main events, and a writing prompt/response completed after reading.
The second story, “The Necklace,” used graphic organizers: a sequence chain GO, a Venn
diagram GO, and a cause-effect GO. It also used a writing prompt/response that asked students to
compare and analyze differences.
I collected the students’ six written activities from both stories and compared/contrasted
the detail of the answers, the clarity of expression, and their levels of critical thinking. This was
accomplished by word and sentence counts, percentage comparisons, and careful screening for
accuracy. The post-reading quizzes from both stories were also collected and analyzed for depth
of understanding, response detail, and application of knowledge.
The post-reading section used two written response prompts (Appendixes C and I) in both
stories that were similarly formatted and evaluated. Sentences and words per page were counted
and averaged for both stories. The sentences and words were compared as a measurement of
output quantity and understanding (level two of Bloom’s Taxonomy).
The post-reading questions (Appendix G) given at the completion of the two stories asked
learners to compare their learning experiences and evaluate the effectiveness of non-GO postreading exercises and GO post-reading exercises. I tallied the responses and examined
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comments to identify the most effective tools. I also listened to the audio tape checking for trends
and themes to see if there was conclusive evidence that supported graphic organizers as more
effective tools than traditional learning modes. The percentages were verified by another
evaluator.
All three major post-reading activities — the worksheets, post-tests, and post reading
questions − were carefully examined, compared, and evaluated to see if the GO activities better
facilitated students’ understanding, comprehension, and learning better than the non-GO
exercises. Ultimately, these questions were tested: Did the GOs help to break material down into
more manageable parts? Did the GOs provide more effective visual representations and discourse
structures which increased comprehension and opened more cognitive evaluative tools? Did the
GOs provide a better platform for comparing/contrasting fictionalized material to real-life events?
Did the GOs contribute to interpretation, recall, and differentiating major features of the text?
Verification of Data
Data was collected using a methodological triangulated approach that incorporated three
different research methods: Non-GO student results, GO student results, and student survey
results. Bias was limited by strictly following systematic protocol and by employing two different
research methods (Mackey and Gass, 2005).
Ethics
The following careful procedural protocol was followed in order to uphold the ethical
standards of proper qualitative research:


Students signed informed consent forms and gave their written consent to participate in
the study.



The research steps were carefully and clearly explained to participating subjects.
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Subjects received guaranteed anonymity. No names were used in the study that revealed
the identity of the school, the students, or the volunteer helpers.



All participants were informed that exiting the study at any point during the process was
permitted with no negative consequences.



Appropriate permission from both the ABE and school district administration was
obtained.



Shared research results were available to all participants.

Summary
Chapter three provided an overview of the methodology used in the study. First, it looked
at the research paradigm and the reasons for its selection. Second, the chapter provided an
overview of participants in the study, the setting and description of the ABE program, and
background information to the CASAS placement tests used in ABE classes. This was a
qualitative study where students read two literary short stories and completed varied activities at
the conclusion of the stories. In story one, students did traditional, literature-based tasks. The
second short story’s activities were conducted exclusively with graphic organizers. Students then
reflected on their preferred post-reading exercises through a semi-structured questionnaire.
Chapter four summarizes the results of the research and chapter five delineates the
implications for teachers and suggests possible future research directions for developing critical
thinking skills through literature and graphic organizer use in the ELL classroom.
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CHAPTER FOUR: RESULTS
The research for this study was conducted over a two week span in May, 2013. Eight
students in a high-intermediate adult ESL class participated in the research. The research explored
the question: What is the impact on levels of critical thinking when using graphic organizers
during and after the reading of a short story with adult ESL students? Two of the broader
questions that initially guided the research included:


Do graphic organizers used before, during or after reading help build comprehension and
understanding?



How can literature be used to develop critical thinking, reading, and writing skills.

Two short stories were used in the research. At the conclusion of the first story, “God Sees the
Truth,” book-generated and teacher-written non-graphic organizer worksheets were used to check
critical thinking skills. Graphic organizers were used at the conclusion of story two, “The
Necklace.” Brief recall quizzes, short written responses, and a questionnaire with some discussion
were used to measure performance and elicit student reactions and preferences for the activities.
The data collection was also analyzed and summarized in this chapter.
Results: “God Sees the Truth”
The anthologized version of “God Sees the Truth” was divided into three chapters. The
pre-reading activities included a brief preview of the major characters, plot events, settings, key
vocabulary words, and short questions related to personal life experiences. Each chapter was
orally read in class with the instructor and students reading paragraphs. Several students
volunteered to read out loud, while others declined to participate. The reading level seemed
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appropriate and students accurately answered most of the recall post-reading comprehension
questions (plot events and vocabulary) in the book. Observationally, the students seemed to be
interested in the plot and motivated to read.
After successfully completing a non-GO sequencing of events (see Appendix A), a second
activity required students to write a short paragraph to answer questions about the story’s
protagonist, Ivan, after he had been imprisoned for 26 years (see Appendix B). The questions
were: How had Ivan become better? How had Ivan become worse? How was Ivan unchanged?
The questions were aligned with recall, analysis, and evaluation on the Bloom spectrum (see
Table 2). The spelling and grammar accuracy varied with each student, but overall the writing
seemed to be slightly weak. Students with longer responses of 30 words or more, displayed more
consistent grammar and standardized spelling (see Table 4). Generally, the answers to the content
questions were accurate, indicating that the lower-echeloned critical thinking skills of recall and
remembering were well developed, but the student answers were brief with 1-2 sentence
responses. Few students, indicating that analysis and evaluation were minimal, went beyond the
basic facts of the story that Ivan was sad, quiet, alone, and rarely laughed.

Table 2 “God Sees the Truth” Post Reading Critical Thinking Levels – Non GO use
Recall Level

Analysis Level

Evaluation Level

Short Paragraph

16

5

2

Long Paragraph

10

8

9

Note. The numbers above indicate the students’ approximate level of critical thinking use based
on teacher evaluation.
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Table 3 “The Necklace” Post-Reading Critical Thinking Replies with GO Use
Recall Level

Analysis Level

Evaluation Level

Venn Go

16

5

2

Cause-Effect GO

15

3

2

Note. The numbers above indicate the students’ approximate level of critical thinking use based
on teacher evaluation.
The students then responded to one longer question/paragraph in the final post-reading
activity of “God Sees the Truth” (See Appendix C). Writing from the perspective of Ivan’s wife,
the students reflected on and elaborated on her sufferings. Ivan’s wife was absent from the story
narrative and the students had to speculate on the problems she experienced without her husband
present. This response required the critical thinking skills of analysis, creating, and applying. The
average written word count for the responses was 44.5 words, while the average number of
sentences per student was 3.5 (see Tables 2 & 4). Writing from the viewpoint of a minor, largelyabsent character seemed challenging for the students. The students needed some prompting, but
generally most exhibited some creative, higher-level responses. They imagined what life was like
for Ivan’s wife and constructed some original first-person narrative. MJ wrote, “a lot of people
mock me and I have to work hard.” Noy suggested that her “children cry and miss daddy.” Coco
speculated that Ivan’s wife would “sell their house and start a business and she will take care of
children and take [they] to school.”
A simple, five-point, multiple choice quiz that measured recall and comprehension was
also given at the conclusion of the story. The results were fairly strong, with the students scoring
an average of 3.75 (see Table 4).
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Table 4

Word Counts (Short Paragraph Replies – GST; Venn diagram – Necklace) & Quiz Scores
Pseudonym
Word C. – GSTT
Word C. – Necklace
Quiz - GSTT
Quiz – Necklace
___________________________________________________________________________________
Merra

42

39

4

5

MJ

41

35

4

4

Noy

24

17

3

4

Sue

15

21

4

2

Marya

23

20

4

4

Bradley

16

10

2

3

Coco

31

19

4

4

Sadri

36

28

5

4

Average

28.5

23.5

3.75

3.75

Results: “The Necklace”
“The Necklace” was divided into two sections in the anthology. The story was orally read
and students volunteered to read two or three paragraphs. The pre-reading activities included a
brief preview of the major characters, plot events, and settings; definitions of key vocabulary
words; and a short application to personal life experiences. Again, several students eagerly read
out loud, while others declined to participate. The reading level seemed appropriate and students
correctly answered most of the post-reading comprehension questions. The students seemed to be
immersed and interested in the story events and eager to read more.
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The students first completed a six-box sequence chain graphic organizer after section one
of “The Necklace” (see Appendix D). This activity sought to explore remembering; students
recalled and wrote the major plot events from section one of the story. Generally, the answers
were accurate, but lacked detail in some of the boxes. Several students needed initial assistance,
but they then seemed to comprehend the activity. I did not observe significant differences when
comparing the traditional sequence activity in “God Sees the Truth” and the GO sequence activity
in “The Necklace.” The students displayed accurate answers in both, though I did hear some
anecdotal comments that the boxes made the events easier to remember and see.
Two GO activities were used at the conclusion of the story. A cause-effect GO asked the
students to speculate on the possible positive or negative effects losing the necklace may have
created for Mr. Loisel (see Appendix F). The question attempted to measure recall, analysis, and
evaluation (See Table 3). There were five effects boxes in which the students elaborated on their
reflections. Some sample responses from various respondents included: “He was unhappy, he
aged fast; he had to move to a cheap apartment and it had poor furnishings; he was angry, he had
to work a lot and needed to borrow and save a lot of money.” In comparison to the section two
short paragraph responses in “God Sees the Truth,” I did not observe significant differences. The
student responses showed accuracy, but were short phrasal replies in both rather than detailed
overviews. Recall was about the same in each, with better analytic and evaluative development in
the “God Sees the Truth” answers.
A second GO used in “The Necklace” was a Venn diagram where students elaborated on
ways Matilda had become a better, worse, or an unchanged character (see Appendix E). This
paralleled the short answer, non-GO written activity for “God Sees the Truth” in which students
wrote about Ivan’s transformation in prison. This response, using Bloom’s Taxonomy descriptors,
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measured the critical thinking skills of recall, analysis, and evaluation (see Table 3). There were
not considerable differences in recall, evaluation or analysis from the “God Sees the Truth”
written response. Sample student responses illustrating recall in the cause/effect GO included:
“Mr. Loisel borrowed and saved money; he worked a lot; they moved to a cheap apartment.”
Answers that demonstrated analysis and evaluative reflections in cause effect GO included “He
wasted ten years of life; he was unhappy and angry all the time.”
Looking at the Venn diagram (Table 3), examples of recall, or explicitly stated narrative
facts included: “ Mathilda became a harder worker; she complained less; she looked ugly and
wore bad clothes; she aged and spoke in a loud voice. Mathilda was still married, had no children,
and still day dreamed.” Ideas that were not in the text and demonstrated analysis and evaluative
skills included, “Mathilda cannot buy expensive goods, she learned to save money and the value
of money; she is not happy in the marriage; she wasted ten years of her life; she is angry all the
time.” In comparing the non-GO and GO responses, it appears that the non-GO, “God Sees the
Truth,” replies showed more examples of analysis and evaluation thinking skills. There were eight
analysis and nine evaluative allusions in the non-GO replies and three analysis and two evaluative
references in the Venn GO. Several possible reasons for the deeper critical thinking enumeration
may be more teacher prompting and more interest in the text, “God Sees the Truth.” Perhaps
students were not familiar with the Venn formatting and this limited response also.
The final activity for “The Necklace” was to write a long paragraph from the perspective
of Mathilda’s husband, Mr. Loisel, a character largely absent from the story (see Table 5). This
paralleled the final activity in “God Sees the Truth.” Like Ivan’s wife in “God Sees the Truth,”
the text narrative offered minimal information about the pain he experienced, and the students
needed to critically infer what occurred in his personal journey. Sample comments included, “he
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had to work hard, he was sad, angry, and life was hard; he loved his wife very much and he was
patient and strong.” The written production of the GO-assisted writing in “The Necklace” was
considerably longer than the writing produced in “God Sees the Truth.” The students averaged 5.1
sentences and 46.75 words per essay in “The Necklace.” The students averaged 3.5 sentences and
44.5 words per essay in “God Sees the Truth” (see Table 5). However, the content of the student
responses from the two stories did not reveal substantial analytic or evaluative differences.
Table 5:

Results: Post-Reading Long Paragraph Responses
______________________________________________________________________________
GSTT
Necklace
Difference
Percent Difference
______________________________________________________________________________
Words per Essay

44.5

46.75

2.25

+ 5%

Sent. Per Essay

3.5

5.1

1.6

+ 45.7%

The increased sentence and word production in the GO-supported story, “The Necklace,” was
consistent with the findings in other graphic organizer research (Grabe, 2002).
Though the replies were lengthier in “The Necklace,” the content in both responses was
similar. The students were reflective and inferred with accuracy in both writings. The answers
offered parallel inferences about the fates of the two spouses. The students alluded to sadness,
anger, and loyalty in both descriptions.
Post-Reading Quiz
Simple post-reading quizzes were given after the completion of both stories (see Table 4).
The multiple choice questions measured basic comprehension and recall of the main events
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in the story. The average score for the eight students was 3.75 out of 5 possible points for the
questions on “God Sees the Truth” The results for “The Necklace” were identical – 3.75.
Post-Reading Survey
A post-reading survey was given at the completion of all the activities as a final data
gathering tool. The survey asked four questions comparing the book activities used in “God Sees
the Truth” with graphic organizers used in “The Necklace” (see appendix G). The results
overwhelmingly affirmed the helpfulness of GOs over traditional book questions. Of the 28 total
responses to the four survey questions, the eight students positively confirmed 27 times that GOs
assisted learning more than book activities (See Table 6). Only one student tallied no for a
question that the book activities were more helpful than the Venn diagram. Ninety-six percent of
the student answers affirmed that the use of graphic organizers were more helpful in
comprehending and understanding the main events, characters, plot details, and deeper meanings
of the story. The students also confirmed by a tally of 8-0 that graphic organizers helped aid
understanding better than book materials did.
Table 6

Post-Reading Survey Results – Helpfulness of Graphic Organizers
The GOs
were more
more helpful

The Non-GOs
GOs were
more helpful

They were equal

___________________________________________________________________
Yes

27

1

0

Percent

96%

4%

0%
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The student survey comments captured the students’ enthusiasm for graphic organizer use.
Sue stated that graphic organizers “help[ed] me reading, writing, and organize.” Merra
commented that GOs “help me see ideas better and help me understand better and know what
happened first.” MJ wrote that GOs “had easier words to read and understand” and that the
sequence chain “put on the step[s] and [was] easy understanding.” Noy stated that GOs “help me
understand better and easy to write on the box[es].”Words and phrases like easier, quicker, and
understand better appeared on numerous survey responses in relation to GOs. The graphics in the
GOs, according to the students, seemed to aid comprehension and made classification simpler.
Summary of Results
The survey responses paralleled prior research that GOs provide effective scaffolds for
critical thinking, helping readers better see textbook organization and directing reading more
selectively (Grabe, 2002; Parrish, 2007; Tang, 1992). Based on the higher quiz scores, the
research also points to the effectiveness of GOs in improving reading comprehension and recall.
Some caveats in the results also surfaced. The GO exercises and the non-GO activities did
not produce considerable output. I would speculate that the scrutiny used to examine both stories
in a two-week span created some boredom and the students became a bit unfocused. Some
students could produce considerable writing and other lower-level students struggled to produce
more than one choppy sentence. The spelling and sentence syntax also appeared to be challenging
for some students. Though I could comprehend the gist of their replies, the handwriting and word
usage on several GO answers were almost indecipherable. Also, on several occasions the students
needed teacher prompting and some students only parroted what other students wrote.
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Summary
Chapter four presented the findings of the study. The data offered mixed results to support
the thesis that critical thinking skills are enhanced by graphic organizer use. Some production and
critical thinking measures displayed corollary support for graphic organizer use; others were less
conclusive, or indicated no difference. The student surveys clearly stated strong support for GO
use in written reading activities, indicating that they aid organization and clarified understanding.
Chapter Five will discuss the major findings in more depth, detailing implications, limitations,
and suggestions for further research.
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CHAPTER FIVE: CONCLUSIONS
The research in this study attempted to answer the question: What is the impact on levels
of critical thinking when using graphic organizers during and after the reading of a short story
with adult ESL students? The concluding chapter summarizes the major findings, revisits the
literature to review the results, and offers limitations and implications for the study. Additionally,
it will offer personal reflection, recommend future research on the topic, and suggest how the
findings may be disseminated.
Findings of the Study
Several important outcomes resulted from this study. The study leans to the evidence that,
at least in some indicators, graphic organizers do aid the reading, writing, and critical thinking
skills of adult ELLs on several measurements. The objective data in the post-reading activities of
the short stories showed a larger sentence and word output with the GO use (see Table 5). The
student surveys indicated overwhelmingly positive responses for GO use in aiding the
comprehension of short stories with the students clearly favoring GO activities over non-GO
learning exercises (see Table 6).
However, the depth of critical thinking offered varied results. While the
recall/remembering outcomes were better in the GO exercises, the longer writing reply in the nonGO prompt of “God Sees the Truth” showed higher analytic and evaluative development than
“The Necklace” Venn diagram GO replies (see Tables 2 & 3). This could be attributed to a lack of
familiarity with the Venn diagram, greater interest in “God sees the Truth,” or other variables in
the class environment on a particular day. The short paragraph answers for “God Sees the Truth”
and the cause-effect GO boxes used in “The Necklace” were roughly equal.

44
Some results in the research did point to the benefits of using graphic organizers and short
stories. Higher writing production from the “The Necklace” Venn diagram and cause-effect
graphic organizers indicated, in part, that the readers’ schemata and synthesis skills were helped
(Vandrick, 2003). The students in this study, as in Lazar’s (1993) research, expressed interest in
the stories and seemed to be engaged with the plot, characters, and themes. Krashen’s (1994)
Pleasure Hypothesis equates reading enjoyment and language improvement; this study points to a
similar pattern. Though not all the students were openly enthusiastic, I could sense that the fiction
was “summoning” some students into the text (Collie and Slater, 1987).
Graphic organizers also seemed to facilitate comprehension and move thinking to higher
levels of understanding (cf. Bloom). Several student surveys and class discussions indicated that
text visualization was helped by the sequence and cause-effect GOs. The texts, as Tang (1992),
Grabe (2002) and Jiang & Grabe (2007) research also confirmed, was simplified through GO use;
the syntax structures and understanding were easier to follow because of the GO diagrams that
mirrored discourse structure. Class surveys and discussions indicated that the visual frames of the
GO boxes helped the information to be chunked and processed more readily than the traditional
sentence writing activities done in “The Necklace.”
Implications of the Study
The data points to my supposition that GOs used with short story learning activities do
improve critical thinking in L2 adult learners; therefore, ABE teachers should attempt to
implement GOs regularly in class as tools for reading, writing, and critical thinking development.
Also, short stories seem to be an effective, high-interest reading genre, and adult teachers should
employ them more often to develop reading and critical thinking skills.
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Adult academic programs may benefit from the purchase of classroom sets of ESL
anthologies such as English, Yes! for use with all ESL levels. The latest editions of this anthology
contain more GO activities, but teachers could also acquire GOs online, in other trade books, or
develop their own. Large ESL publishers such as Oxford or Cambridge are also developing more
leveled fiction and non-fiction readers for adult and younger L2 learners. The newer editions
seem to be using more graphic organizers in pre- and post-reading activities.
In addition to fiction reading, GOs use can be applied to most non-fiction materials and
other class activities. The quality and variety of GOs seem to continually improve and instructors
could use these across the curriculum for many instructional activities. ABE directors and
professional learning conference planners should include GO workshops so more teachers can
receive training. Graphic organizer training curriculum should also be included in the teacher
training in both college and graduate literacy and education courses and other ESL instructor
certification programs such as TESOL.
Though the research displays strong corollary support for graphic organizer use with adult
ELLs in certain areas, they are not a panacea for all literacy problems and need to be used with
skilled instruction and discretion. Different GOs are designed for specific cognitive skills and the
research supports that they need to be strategically chosen and explicitly taught for maximum
intellectual growth. Graphic organizers are not an end in themselves, but a tool to reach an end,
namely to develop better and more reflective learners. Critical thinking is a not a skill that one
learns and moves on to another task, it is an on-going, fluid process where learners develop new
ways of examining and processing information. Teachers can explicitly teach the skills to develop
critical thinking, but students need to incorporate and consistently practice metacognitive
strategies on their own (Beaumont, 2010). Instructors must be mindful of the learning process
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and prudent in their GO choices (Beaumont, 2010; Egan, 1999). GOs should contain age and
learner-level appropriateness in their formatting and design and should be chosen to match
students’ skills and interests.
Overuse of GOs can create predictability and decrease student motivation and focus
(Egan, 1999). Teachers must also explain the purpose and format for each GO through clear
directions and modeling. I have learned that self-completion of instructional GOs prior to class
use is also a helpful practice.
Limitations of the Study
Several factors limited the results of this study. First, the research was conducted during
May and attendance tends to fluctuate more in late spring. Also, like students in most schools at
this time of year, the students’ foci were probably not as sharp as they were earlier in the year.
The pool of eight students was small and the eight-day testing span was short. If one was looking
for longitudinal implications, the data were limited. The transience and scheduling structure of
adult education programs created challenges in testing parameters; it was difficult keeping the
pool of students together for a short, two-week period. This study did not examine long-term
retention of learning; therefore, a follow-up study of GOs use might prove beneficial.
Another limitation was that only fiction texts were used and only three types of graphic
organizers were employed. It would be interesting to apply varied graphic organizers with nonfiction readings and to see if similar results would occur. There are hundreds of graphic
organizers which could be used to develop various critical thinking modes. This study used a
Venn diagram, a cause-effect GO, and a sequence chain; these broadly covered the critical
thinking modalities of comparing/contrasting, interpreting, evaluating and recall. Bloom’s

47
Taxonomy could offer many more analytic applications if an instructor sought to integrate the
thinking dimensions with other graphic organizers.
Some restrictions on the GO use in the study were tied to the learning level of the
students. This was a level four (high intermediate) class, but I was conservative with GO choices;
I did not want the students to be frustrated with overly detailed and difficult GOs. I would be
curious to know if different, more challenging GOs could be effectively used with advanced level
ESL students. Could GOs facilitate higher order thinking skills such as creating, synthesis, and
and analysis? There could be value in further research on this.
The differing English skills in the class also limited the study results. The oral responses
to questioning tended to circle around two higher-functioning students who were moved to
advanced ESL classes shortly after the testing concluded. The dominance of the more confident
and skilled students may have squelched discussion at times and deterred contributions by lowerfunctioning students who needed more processing and response time. I believe that some of the
lower-functioning students could have produced more thoughtful and original critical thinking,
but the higher students often blurted out answers and the lower students either did not feel
confident to share their thoughts or were content with the given responses. There might be value
for further research on the effect of higher-level students on small group dynamics and short
story/graphic organizer use in discussions.
Another limitation of the study was the organization of collaborative activities. My lesson
plans did not specify clear small group directives, and the small group exercises used were a bit
haphazard and unsystematic. It would be interesting to investigate if more careful grouping would
differently affect the outcome of the results. In general, I tend to be a bit spontaneous when
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organizing group work, but it might be beneficial to follow up with a more systematic smallgroup approach and compare the results with individualized activity.
A final limitation relates to the fact that critical thinking is difficult to measure. There is
not an objective instrument which can be inserted into the brain to test changes in comprehension.
Thinking occurs in the deep recesses of the brain and often times the luminous epiphanies of
intellectual or emotional growth occur far away from the confines of a formal academic setting.
Perhaps Einstein best summarized this by stating: “I never made one of my discoveries through
the process of rational thinking” (Einstein, 2013). Teachers can provide the best materials, plans,
and methods, but “learning” cannot always be objectively dissected.
Future Research
There are numerous avenues for future research on this topic. Systematic research on the
development of critical thinking skills using GOs and non-fiction reading materials with adult
ELLs could be explored further. Using the non-fiction genres of explanatory, narrative,
argumentative, or informational texts research could prove valuable. Another possibility is GO
use and critical thinking growth in longer pieces of fiction in novel or drama form. GO use with
poetry analysis is another possibility. There could also be, as discussed earlier, the effects of GO
use in small group settings.
Summary
The research was guided by the question: What is the impact on levels of critical thinking
when using graphic organizers during and after the reading of a short story with adult ESL
students? Prior to the study, I subjectively presupposed that the the answer was yes, GOs
facilitate reading and thinking skills. Students I had instructed over a long time span seemed
positive in their responses to GO use in class.
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Graphic organizers seemed to guide students through activities more effectively and my
premonition was that they increased comprehension and understanding. Though there were some
limitations like a small sampling pool and fiction text use only, the objective data affirms my
supposition that short stories and GOs do help develop critical thinking skills in adult ESL
students. The research here confirms that sentence and word production increased when GOs
were used. Some aspects of critical thinking development were also helped. Perhaps more
importantly, the students strongly voiced their support for graphic organizer tools. Graphic
organizers, according to their surveys, made learning easier, more systematic, and in some cases,
made challenging texts more accessible. This is a helpful finding for other ESL professionals and
me. I will continue to use GOs across the curriculum and I plan to continue using short story
fiction as a pillar of my ESL course pedagogy. This research provides some important insights
and generalizations into critical thinking development and it is not meant to be the final scholarly
research on the topic. Hopefully, other studies on GOs use with adult and younger learners will
continue.
As I alluded to earlier, GOs need explicit modeling and prudent selection. They are not
simply “worksheets” to fill class time; when chosen for the appropriate level and teaching
objective, GOs can serve as effective tools to develop critical thinking and written output. My
hope is that ABE/ESL and other teachers would heed my recommendations and use more GOs in
class instruction. I would love to disseminate my findings with colleagues at regional and state
conferences. Perhaps, with some editing and condensing, I could also publish these findings in an
academic journal. As my dedicated students proved, graphic organizers can be a simple, valuable
instrument that teachers on all levels should add to their pedagogical repertoire.
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APPENDIX A:
“God Sees the Truth" Part One Exercise
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God Sees the Truth, But Waits
Section One Activity
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APPENDIX B:
"God Sees the Truth" Part Two Exercise
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God Sees the Truth, but Waits
Section Two Activity
Directions. Write short answers about Ivan's life (personality, body) (3-5
sentences) to these questions:
1. HOW has Ivan become a better person from his experiences in the Siberian camp?

2. HOW has Ivan become a worse person from his experiences in the Siberian camp?

3. HOW has Ivan not changed from his experiences in the Siberian camp?
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APPENDIX C:
“God Sees the Truth" Part Three Written Response
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God Sees the Truth, but Waits
Section Three Activity
Directions. Write an answer to this question: We know much about Ivan's life, but we
know little about his wife's suffering. Write a response from her perspective
(viewpoint). Think about: What were her feelings/hard experiences after her husband
was gone for 26 years?
Try to write 5 - 7 sentences.
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APPENDIX D:
“The Necklace" Sequence Chain Graphic Organizer
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APPENDIX: E
Venn Diagram Graphic Organizer
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APPENDIX: F
Cause-Effect Graphic Organizer
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APPENDIX: G
Post Reading Discussion Questions
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Post-Readings Questions

Number of participants: _____________

Names _______________________________________________________________________

1.

The sequence chain graphic organizer used in “The Necklace” helped me remember the
main events better than the exercise in “God Sees the Truth;” The sequence chain did not help
my reading; the graphic organizer and book activities were equal - no difference.
Tallies

YES

NO

EQUAL

Please explain how the graphic organizer helped or did not help your understanding better:
Comments:
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2.

The Venn diagram graphic organizer used in “The Necklace” helped me to understand the
main character better than the written activity in “God Sees the Truth.” The Venn diagram did
not help my reading; the graphic organizer and book activities were equal - no difference.
Tallies

YES

NO

EQUAL

Please explain how the graphic organizer helped or did not help your understanding better:
Comments:
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3. The Cause Effect graphic organizer used in “The Necklace” helped me understand the main
character and her husband better than the written questions in “God Sees the Truth.”
Tallies

YES

NO

EQUAL

Please explain how the graphic organizer helped or did not help you understand better:
Comments:
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4. Overall, the graphic organizers used in “The Necklace” helped me understand the material
better than the book questions used in “God Sees the Truth”
Tallies

YES

NO

EQUAL

Please explain how the graphic organizer helped or did not help your understanding better:
Comments:
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5.

I would/wouldn't like to use graphic organizers more when reading stories.

Tallies

YES

NO

EQUAL

Please explain why you would or wouldn't want to use graphic organizers for help with
reading:

Comments:
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APPENDIX H:
Post-Reading Quizzes
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Post-Reading Quiz - "The Necklace"
Part One - Comprehension
CIRCLE the correct answer.
1. Matilda probably lost the necklace
A. on the way to the party
B. while she was dancing
C. in the cab
2. Mr. Loisel asked Matilda to send a note to
A. the police
B. Mrs. Forester
C. the newspapers
3. The jeweler was willing to sell a necklace for
A. 25,000 francs
B. 30,000 francs
C. 36,000 francs
4. How long did it take to pay back the money they borrowed
A. 10 years
B. 15 years
C. 20 years
5. Mrs. Forester told Matilda that the necklace
A. cost a lot of money
B. was not worth anything
C. was made out of glass

70
Post-Reading Quiz - "God Sees the Truth"
Part One - Comprehension
CIRCLE the correct answer.
1. Askenoff could not sleep at night because he was
A. hungry
B. cold
C. very unhappy
2. Askenoff noticed some earth
A. in the yard of the prison
B. on the floor of the prison
C. on the road to the prison
3. Semevitch told Askenoff that he had been
A. digging a tunnel
B. planning to climb over the prison wall
C. planning to break down the prison wall
4. Semevitch was afraid that Askenoff would
A. beat him to death
B. tell what he had done
C. yell at him
5. At the end of the story, Ivan Askenoff
A. returned to his home
B. wrote to his children
C. died
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APPENDIX I
“The Necklace" Written Response
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The Necklace
Section Three Activity
Directions. Write an answer to this question: We know much about Matilda's life, but
we know little about her husband's suffering. Write a response from his perspective
(viewpoint). Think about: What were his feelings/hard experiences after the necklace
was lost?
Try to write 5 - 7 sentences.
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