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I started to understand it better.”25 One way to get such feedback is to periodically 
ask students to evaluate our feedback to them (see page 167 for one example). Or 
perhaps ask students, “What part of the feedback I just gave you is useful to your 
work?” or “What else would be helpful for moving forward?”

 ® Seek to develop students’ ability to self-critique and give themselves useful 
feedback to advance their learning. The ultimate goal is for students—and 
teachers—to successfully self-assess to improve and enhance their own work. (See 
more in “Developing Self-determining Learners,” pages 335–355.)

Support English Language Learners
As students learning English continue to make up one of the fastest-growing 
population segments of our schools, it’s crucial we serve them well, which is often 
not the case. Many of our beliefs and actions about English language learners from 
pre-K through high school are not mandated but are rather business-as-usual 
actions based on old habits, ingrained beliefs, and past behaviors. For example, too 
many educators hold the belief that children who speak a different language are 
somehow less capable. Low expectations and dumbed-down practices commonly 
accompany that belief. A glaring example is the commonly perceived need for a 
separate—often scripted—curriculum for ELLs, which marginalizes what’s possible 
and limits potential for deep thinking and discussion on important world-related 
matters. A positive sign that beliefs and practices may be changing is the November 
2016 vote supporting bilingual education in California. That is, fluency in a student’s 
first language and access to high-level academic content will be an integrated part 
of a student’s instructional model while English language skills are developing. (See 
supportive research on page 300.)

Another misguided belief and practice is not allowing students to use their 
first language with their same-language peers; doing so can help them understand 
directions and work more effectively. “Multi-language abilities are a resource for 
all students (emphasis in original). Instead of viewing students who do not speak 
English as a first language as deficient, we should help students develop both first-
language skills and English skills.”26 Fortunately, multilingualism is now beginning 
to be seen as “a sign of intellectual achievement and sophistication.” A student’s 
first language “is a source of self-knowledge, a form of cultural capital” that makes 
students smarter.27
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What English Language Learners Need 

All ELLs need to have high-level curriculum with expert scaffolding and sustained 
time to apply what they are learning, all done in a meaningful and relevant manner. 
Part of the problem is that many teachers are unsure about how to teach ELLs. First 
and foremost, ELLs need to know the learning goals—what they’re learning, why it 
matters, and the evidence that proves they’ve learned the material. Those learning 
goals need to be posted; written in student-friendly language; read and discussed 
before, during, and after the lesson; and assessable by both students and teachers.

The majority of instruction needs to be delivered through meaningful 
conversations and teaching that involve showing and gesturing instead of just 
telling, the use of total physical response (TPR), real objects, and comprehensible 
input. Students must be doing at least 50 percent of the work—the thinking, speaking, 
reading, writing, discussing, and producing. At least three learning modalities 
(kinesthetic, auditory, visual) need to be included in all instruction. As well, granting 
students more time is especially crucial for deep understanding, application of 
academic language and content vocabulary, transfer of new learning to other content 
areas, and doing well on tests.28

By anticipating and addressing the learning challenges of ELLs, effective teachers 
design explicit instruction to ensure that the content is accessible and manageable. By 
engaging ELLs—and all students—in meaningful content and giving them sufficient 
demonstrations, time, support, and extended opportunities for guided practice to 
process and apply the information, students experience success as learners. Here is 
where incorporating the Optimal Learning Model is crucial. Also, for all learners, but 
especially for second-language learners and learners who struggle, we must connect 
whole-part-whole instruction with meaning and interesting content and embed 
most skills work within that context. We must also examine the predominance of 
pull-out models, which often marginalize students to a lesser curriculum and cause 
students to miss out on high-level classroom learning.

An English Language Learner Story 

Jason was a second-language learner who was struggling mightily in all aspects 
of literacy. As was the policy for his school and district, he was pulled out of the 
classroom for ELL support each day. As a result, there was a disconnect between 
his classroom instruction and the pull-out support he received, and there was 
scant time for in-depth communication or collaboration with the classroom 
teacher. Gradually, with daily professional conversations and ongoing, high-quality 
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professional development in her school, Jason’s ELL teacher shifted her beliefs 
and practices from part-to-whole teaching to whole-part-whole teaching. As she 
witnessed firsthand the greater academic growth that accompanied meaningful 
instruction, she successfully lobbied her principal to shift to a push-in model for all 
ELL students. That push-in model built on the same excellent classroom instruction 
and content all students were receiving. That is, the inclusive model provided all 
learners the high-level, individualized support they deserve. The new model was so 
successful and joyful that it was replicated throughout the district. Not only that, but 
many non-ELL students who were also lacking in language skills benefited.

We are all learning language all the time, and what applies to ELLs also applies 
universally. We learn language and concepts best through genuine “need to know,” 
meaningful use, supported practice, and relevant interaction (see also “Promote 
Oral Language Development,” pages 304–309, and “Advocating for Students,” pages 
357–385.)

   Take Action
“Good instruction for students in general tends to be good instruction for ELLs in 
particular.”29

 ® Build upon students’ knowledge, experiences, culture, and interests to 
bridge the divide between home and school and to build background knowledge 
for reading, writing, thinking, and talking in all literacy and content areas. Let 
students know through our words and actions that we value their literacy in their 
first language and see it as a strength and a bridge for high-level thinking and 
learning in an additional language.

 ® Value bilingualism and biliteracy and know the difference between the two. 
Students who are bilingual can speak fluently in more than one language, but 
students who are biliterate can speak, read, and write in more than one language, 
which gives them a competitive edge. Most employers and industries favor hiring 
bilingual, and especially biliterate, candidates.30

 ® Apply whole-part-whole teaching, which is a big shift in thinking and beliefs for 
many ELL teachers. Breaking learning into small pieces makes it harder for ELLs 
to understand. The parts make most sense in the context of a meaningful whole 
text or global concept. Of course, we must explicitly teach skills and strategies 
and ways of thinking, but we should temporarily separate these out and then 
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put them back into context. For example, we explicitly teach vocabulary words 
including academic vocabulary every day, but the vocabulary words are in service 
to understanding a text, a concept, or an idea and are not part of an isolated list. 
(For more on whole-part-whole teaching, see pages 271–275.)

 ® State clearly the language goals and purpose for the instruction. State 
all objectives and directions succinctly and unambiguously; check to make 
sure students understand the learning goals for the content and language. Say 
something like “At the end of the lesson, we’re going to check and find evidence of 
what we’ve learned.”

 ® Ask significant questions (see pages 165–166). Separate language ability from 
content knowledge. Although ELLs may not yet be able to read and write at the 
highest levels, they can think at high levels if we expect it, scaffold our teaching so 
that the language and content are comprehensible, and ask important questions. 
One way we do that is by asking tiered questions—that is, we ask questions about 
content that match the student’s language-acquisition stage. An early-tier question 
might begin with “Show me _____” or “Where is _____,” and a more advanced tier 
might be “Explain _____” or “Why do you think _____.”31

 ® Involve as many senses as possible. The more comprehensible we make the 
input, the easier it is to learn. ELLs need to hear it, see it, experience it, feel it, talk 
about it, and have physical involvement, wherever possible. For example, a class of 
kindergarten students wrote and performed their own raps for learning phonics 
rimes, such as i-n-g: “See me jumping—i-n-g. When am I doing it? Right now!” 
Raps were performed and celebrated schoolwide. In the past, the ELL teacher in 
this story would have told her students, “We’re working on present-tense verbs.” 
Now she says, “We’re going to write a rap in order to learn about action words, also 
called verbs, which we do ‘right now.’”

 ® Advocate for principled practices. Current research shows that second-language 
learners benefit most from dual-language programs32 and intentional, real-world 
instruction. As well, “. . . teaching ELLs to read in their first language and then in 
their second language, or in their first and second languages simultaneously . . . 
compared with teaching them to read in their second language only, boosts their 
reading achievement in the second language” (emphasis in original quote). Also 
noteworthy, ELLs acquire much vocabulary incidentally when they read fiction 
they enjoy and find interesting.33 Additionally, high school students are more 
likely to engage with meaningful content and conversation—and learn English 
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quickly—when they work collaboratively with students who speak different 
first languages. The shared experience of everyone as a language learner builds 
students’ confidence, language risk taking, and pride in their bilingualism.34

 ® Include more nonfiction. The content of nonfiction is often easier for ELL 
students to comprehend than fiction. Nonfiction is also a powerful vehicle for 
teaching academic vocabulary and building knowledge.

 ® Provide necessary resources and books. Accommodate, enhance, and accelerate 
students’ learning experiences with visual, audio, and multimedia supports; 
student-friendly dictionaries, thesauruses, and word banks; dual-language texts; 
and additional time. Ensure classrooms and libraries offer culturally relevant 
books and dictionaries in multiple languages. Poetry is a great place to begin; a 
longtime personal favorite and great writing model for elementary through high 
school students is My Name Is Jorge on Both Sides of the River: Poems in English 
and Spanish.35 Through shared writing, write your own books and create your own 
bilingual resources as needed.

 ® Reevaluate the school’s and district’s English language learning program. 
Advocate to push in and co-teach rather than pull out, when possible, so students 
maximize language-learning experiences. Again, but important enough to be 
restated, teach whole-part-whole with explicit skills and language objectives 
embedded into meaningful content, which accelerates language learning and 
makes the language and content more accessible, relevant, and enjoyable for all 
students.

Check to be sure most English language learners are being “reclassified” and 
moving beyond the ELL designation to “English-proficient.” Too many ELLs stall 
in their learning and never get reclassified, which makes high school graduation 
more elusive. Mostly, these high school students can speak English well enough, 
but they lack the “academic language know-how” needed for school success. 
Strongly advocate for designing and offering classes for long-term English 
learners.36
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1. Celebrate successes. Notice and name learners’ specific strengths and 
efforts before focusing on what needs improvement.

2. Set up and sustain a safe environment for taking risks. Students 
who are learning a second language need to be assured their ideas and 
thinking matter and are respected, even when attempted responses are 
incomplete. As well, honor the silent period many newcomers learning 
a second language need; even if they are not yet speaking, they are 
processing comprehensible input.37

3. Include ELLs in rich conversations. Give students time to show 
evidence for their thinking; support and scaffold to help them clarify, 
define, and revise their thinking; and find useful resources to support 
their thinking. (See much more in next section, “Promote Oral Language 
Development.”) Also, promote more collaborative learning that allows 
those who know English to translate for those learning it.

4. Teach whole-part-whole, not part-to-whole. Begin with whole, 
excellent texts in reading and writing. Avoid teaching isolated skills and 
embed most skills work within meaningful contexts in order to maximize 
comprehension.

5. Rely on the reading-writing connection to maximize engagement 
and learning. Starting in kindergarten, it is through daily writing for 
authentic audiences and purposes—and rereading their writing—that 
many ELLs learn to read, slow down and cement their letter-sound and 
word knowledge, and become proficient writers.

6. Do daily reading aloud of fiction, nonfiction, and poetry—across the 
curriculum. As you read, provide necessary background knowledge, say 
aloud your reactions to what’s happening; explain how you figure out 
what certain words and phrases mean, including academic vocabulary; 
comment on the rhythm and flow of the language; and suggest how 
students might try out in their own writing a technique the author used. 
Include interactive read-aloud, as well, in which students also share 
their own thinking.

Twelve Essential Actions to Help English  
Language Learners Succeed
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7. Encourage the ELL specialist to work in the classroom alongside the 
classroom teacher and as a co-teacher to support ELLs to comprehend 
the same high-level curriculum all students are receiving.

8. Offer daily, shared language experiences that are engaging, culturally 
relevant, and challenging. As the teacher, take the lead to shape the 
actual reading and writing of content, but encourage and accept the 
ideas and voices of all students. Ensure that student understanding 
and application of academic vocabulary, which we need to explicitly 
teach in each content area, is a priority. (See “Incorporate scaffolded 
conversations,” pages 305–309.)

9. Provide constant, comprehensible input to authentic, purposeful 
work. Use multimedia, physical objects, role playing, and all modalities 
to ensure vocabulary, concepts, and language are understood.

10. Do more small-group work and work with peers. Flexible small 
groups and partner work provide more opportunities for interactively 
grappling with ideas through meaningful talk and collaboration. The 
more opportunities ELLs have to listen and talk with peers and to share 
their thinking around challenging and relevant curriculum and ideas, 
the more sophisticated their thinking and language will become.

11. Advocate for best research-based practices for ELLs. A strong body 
of research confirms valuing and teaching in a student’s home language 
at the same time the student is learning a second language. (See research 
on page 120.)

12. Give assessments in students’ native language, when possible. 
Such assessments value bilingual education, highlight ELLs’ optimal 
comprehension and content knowledge, and do not penalize students’ 
limitations in English proficiency.38

Promote Oral Language Development
Begin literacy instruction with rich and meaningful oral language. This includes the 
literary and informational language of books and texts we read aloud and discuss, the 
stories we tell, the texts we create together, and the rich vocabulary and curriculum 
in which we immerse students. Students who grow up in poverty—many of whom 


