
Resource Guide for teachers with English Language Learners 

Part I: Social and Cultural Contexts 

According to Foundations for Teaching Language Learners, an 
English Language Learner (ELL) is “a student who is in the 
process of attaining proficiency in English as a new, additional 
language” (Wright, p.1) 

4.6 million 

Number of ELL students 
attending public schools 

(2014-15, National Center for 
Education Statistics) 

•  Students’ home language may not be what you think it is. For example, students from Spanish-
speaking countries may speak Catalan or Portuguese and students from Vietnam may speak 
Cantonese at home. 

•  Assimilating to white American culture is not the ultimate goal; educators should help students 
develop a dynamic identity that incorporates both American and home cultures. 

•  Not all ELLs were born outside of the country. There are second-generation immigrants who 
may speak a different language at home. 

•  Not all ELLs come from a singular culture. For example, Asian students could be from South 
America and speak Spanish, and Middle Eastern students could be from Russia. 

Potential Misconceptions to Think About… 

In order to provide effective instruction in the classroom, be aware of… 
•  The culture and diversity of the school and its community: This will help with creating lessons 

that involve appropriate multicultural education and differentiation. 
•  ELLs’ culture at home: Information can be found in back-to-school packets, but doing research 

online and learning about students’ cultures can help develop a better understanding of ELLs.  
•  Other factors that may affect students: “Race, ethnicity, home language, level of schooling, 

SES, parents’ level of education, parents’ proficiency in English, proficiency and literacy in their 
home language, and proficiency in English” (Wright, p.2) 

•  ELLs’ English Language Proficiency (ELP) level: Each student may be at varying levels of 
listening, speaking, reading, and writing based on their backgrounds. An introductory assessment 
of ELP level is almost always necessary. 

•  Your own biases and stereotypes: Every student and his/her identity is different. Do not expect 
any student to fit into a mold. Constantly check yourself! 

Getting to Know Your Students 

The best way to get to know and effectively teach any student is to develop healthy 
relationships by giving and receiving trust and respect.	  

Assimilation (the “melting pot” metaphor) is neither necessary nor encouraged. Immigrants do 
not have to abandon their language or culture to be “American” or “more American.” 
Acculturation (the idea that immigrants do not have to give up their language or culture to 
adapt to distinct American ways) is a more multiculturally competent viewpoint.	  
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Part II: What All Teachers Should Know About Language 

Language: “the systematic, conventional use of sounds, signs, or written symbols in a 
human society for communication and self-expression” (Crystal, p.184) 

Phonology: “the study of the sound systems of language” (Wright, p. 31) 
Take into consideration…  
•  Pronunciation, accents, and regional varieties of English Ex. AAVE, southern English 
•  Some phonemes may not exist in a language. Ex. The English phoneme /th/ does not exist in 

Vietnamese. 
Morphology: “the study of the structure of words” (Wright, p. 32) 
Take into consideration…  
•  Number tense (plural and singular) may be different in various languages. Ex. Singular words in 

Korean can also be used as plural words. 
Syntax: sentence structure and the rules governing sentence sequences (grammar) (Wright, p. 33) 
Take into consideration…  
•  Syntax rules can be vastly different. Ex. Spanish speakers often put the adjective after the noun (la 

flor bonita vs. the pretty flower). 
Semantics: “the study of the meaning of words, phrases, and sentences” (Wright, p. 33) 
Take into consideration…  
•  Gender pronouns can vary in languages. Ex. Khmer does not mark third-person pronouns. 
•  Not all cognates are the same! Ex. Éxito does not mean exit, but success. 
Pragmatics: “the study of the meaning from the POV of the users” (Wright, p. 34) 
Take into consideration…  
•  Some students may not be able to distinguish tone based on a sentence. Ex. “Why are you still 

sitting in your seat?” may not sound like a command to get up. 
•  Much of pragmatics are interconnected with culture and implicit communication. 

The Subsystems of Language 

Beyond Language 

Language isn’t only about knowing specific words. 
Being multilingual means to be able to appropriately 
communicate for different purposes (social, 
academic, culturally diverse, etc.). Translanguaging 
is a dynamic process where bilingual (or 
multilingual) people navigate through languages and 
cultures fluidly as opposed to separating them. 
Teachers should take this account and allow 
students to “use their home languages as 
resources” (Wright, p.39).   

>>> Translanguaging can be used as a mean to 
get to the core concept of lessons. It does 
not mean scaffolding or differentiating, it’s 
more about immersing students in how 
bilinguals can think or study. Here are some 
example activities: 
- Have students create a play that includes 
characters that speak English and characters 
that speak their home languages. 
- Have students listen to music in their home 
language and talk about it in English 
(WhatsNABE). 
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Part III: Policy, Programmatic Models, and Legal Contexts 

Program Models for English Language Learners 

Standards-Based English as a Second Language – 
teaches English to ELLs 

Pull-Out ESL 

In-Class ESL 

Standards-Based Content-Area Instruction – 
teaches academic subjects (ELA, math, etc.) to 
ELLs 

Home Language Instruction  

Sheltered Instruction 

Bilingual Models – Not all bilingual models are for 
ELLs! 

Transitional Bilingual Education 

Developmental Bilingual Education 

Dual Language Programs 

Bilingual Immersion Programs – for English-
speaking students 

Heritage Language Programs 

Submersion, or the “sink or swim” tactic, is 
when nothing is done for the ELL at school. 
This is a violation of the federal law! If a 
student is struggling in school and/or society 
because of his/her language ability, help must 
be requested. 

The Dangers of Submersion 

Direct federal support for ELLs “began with 
the passage of Title VII Bilingual Education 
Act of 1968” (Wright, p.86) as a part of the 
Elementary and Secondary Education Act 
(ESEA). Today, all states must abide by the 
Every Student Succeeds Act (ESSA), a 
renewal of the ESEA, but have some control 
of accountability and standardization with 
ELLs. 

Government Support for ELLs 

•  Brown v. Board of Education (1954): “ELLs cannot be fully separated from other students… 
under the guise of helping them learn English” (Wright, p.86) 

•  Meyer v. Nebraska (1923) & Farrington v. Tokushige (1927): Language of instruction in public 
schools determined by state, parents are allowed to organize weekend language heritage classes 

•  Lau vs. Nichols (p.84): led to federal law- Educational Opportunities Act (EEOA) of 1974 which 
states students cannot be denied an education because of language barriers 

•  Castañeda v. Pickard (1981): Created “three-pronged test to determine whether schools are 
taking ‘appropriate action’ to address the needs of ELLs as required by EEOA” (Wright, p.85) 

Significant Court Decisions & Legislation Relating to ELLs 
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Part IV: Teaching Strategies and Additional Resources 

Learning Strategies (Echevarria, Vogt, & Short, p.117-119)  

Cognitive Metacognitive Language Learning 

•  Help students organize 
information through self-
regulation 

•  When students manipulate 
material (mentally or 
physically) or use specific 
techniques during lessons and 
activities 

•  “Process of purposefully 
monitoring our 
thinking” (Echevarria et al., p.118) 

•  Reading comprehension 
improves when metacognitive 
strategies are explicitly taught 

•  Specific strategies for language 
learners that help with speaking 
and comprehension of new 
language 

Examples (Echevarria et al., p.
117-1118): 
•  Establishing purpose for 

reading and/or learning 
•  Reading aloud for clarification 
•  Rereading to aid 

comprehension 
•  Identifying key vocabulary 

Examples (Echevarria et al., p.118): 
•  Predicting and inferring 
•  Evaluating and determining 

importance 
•  Summarizing and synthesizing 
•  Making mental images 

Examples (Echevarria et al., p.118): 
•  Applying basic reading skills, 

such as previewing, skimming, 
scanning, and reviewing 

•  Analyzing and using forms of 
patterns in English, such as the 
prefix + root + suffix pattern 

•  Purposefully grouping and 
labeling words 

Strategies can be taught through explicit instruction, modeling, and scaffolding! Students 
need to know what each strategy is, how/when to use it, and why they should use it. 	  

Scaffolding (Echevarria et al., p.120-124)  

Verbal Procedural Instructional 

•  Facilitating oral language 
learning and comprehension 
through language that is 
matched to students’ 
language competency 

•  Breaking down lessons into 
specific procedures that match 
student’s language competency 

•  Providing ELLs with “access to 
content and language 
concepts” (Echevarria et al., p.
123): 

Examples (Echevarria et al., p.
122-123): 
•  Using “think-alouds” 
•  Slowing speech, increasing 

pauses, and speaking in phrases 
•  Eliciting more language and 

information from the students 

Examples (Echevarria et al., p.123): 
•  One-on-one teaching, coaching, 

and modeling 
•  Small-group instruction with 

children practicing a newly 
learned strategy with another 
more experienced student 

•  Partnering experienced students 
with less experienced students 
for reading and content 
activities 

Examples (Echevarria et al., p.123): 
•  Graphic organizers as 

prereading tool, illustrating text 
structure, etc. 

•  Modeling completed assignments 
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Part IV: Teaching Strategies and Additional Resources cont. 

•  Digital Storytelling @ www.storycenter.org 
•  Graphic Organizers “[provides] scaffolding in the form of visual representation” (Echevarria 

et al., p.128) @ www.inspiration.com/visual-learning/graphic-organizers 
•  Question-Answer Relationships @ www.adlit.org/strategies/19802/  
•  SQP2RS (“Squeepers”) involves Survey, Question, Predict, Read, Respond, and Summarize @ 

carla.umn.edu/cobaltt/modules/strategies/SQP2RS.pdf  
•  Strategic Sentence Starters for various content area discussions @ 

commoncore.dadeschools.net/docs/ela/Elementary/exemplarlessons/1/08-Cognitive
%20Sentence%20Starters.pdf  

•  Colorín Colorado – a bilingual site for educators and families of English language learners @ 
www.colorincolorado.org  

Additional Resources (Echevarria et al., p.126-130)  

•  Basic communication in English outside of school does not mean a student can succeed 
academically. Students must master academic and informal vocabulary. 

•  Academic language can be acquired the same time as informal English. No need to wait! 
There is no specific order in which academic and informal English should be acquired. 

•  Academic English is a challenge in writing and speech. Teachers should scaffold instruction to 
meet oral academic language standards, too. 

•  Time is not the only thing necessary to acquire academic language. Students need explicit 
exposure and practice, even after they are no longer designated as ELLs. 

Additional Misconceptions to Think About… (Academic Language and 
English language learners) 

Teachers are… 

Communicators 

Teachers should 
effectively communicate 
with all of their students 
to understand how to 
maximize instruction time.  

Why do teachers 
need to know about 
language? (Wright, p. 28-29) 

 

Educators 

Teachers should be able to 
tailor the language of 
their instruction for all 
students, especially ELLs. 

Evaluators 

Teachers should take 
responsibility for 
implementing authentic 
assessment practices for 
all students, not just 
monolingual students. 

Educated Human Beings 

Teachers should actively 
try to learn about 
language to avoid biases 
and ignorance surrounding 
language. 

Agents of Socialization 

Teachers should recognize 
the level of dependence 
ELLs may have on their 
teachers and value 
students’ diverse home 
languages and cultures.  
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