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Educators and researchers who specialize in 
the education of English-language learners 
are putting new emphasis on the impor-
tance of teaching oral English.

A conference here about teaching oral language 
and literacy to English-language learners, held 
Oct. 5-6 by the National Center for Research on the 
Educational Achievement and Teaching of English-
Language Learners, or CREATE, underscored the 
scholarly interest in the topic.

Aida Walqui, who moved to the United States 
from Peru to attend college as a young adult, re-
called during a presentation how she once felt like 
a “fake” when speaking in English rather than 
in her native Spanish. “I sounded more 
like a 7-year-old, and I was in college,” 
she said.

Ms. Walqui relayed her personal 
experience to stress that ELLs 
need chances to speak English 
in the classroom so they can 
fi nd an identity, or what she 
called a “personal voice,” in 
their new language. Now, 
she trains teachers in how 
to strengthen the literacy 
of English-language learn-

ers by helping them develop academic concepts 
and skills in oral English. She’s the director of 
the teacher-professional-development program at 
WestEd, a San Francisco-based research organiza-
tion.

Oral language “is a key that a lot of people forget 
about,” said Timothy Boals, the executive director 
of the World-Class Instructional Design and As-
sessment consortium, which developed English-
language-profi ciency standards and an English-
profi ciency test used by 19 states and the District 
of Columbia.

Academic Connection

Although it’s essential that English-language learn-
ers have a chance to practice speaking and listening 
in the classroom, the same goes for any student with 
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Scholars say students need 
chances to speak in class
By Mary Ann Zehr 
Austin, Texas

Oral-Language Skills 
for English-Learners 
Focus of Researchers
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weak verbal skills, researchers say.
“This is not just an ELL issue,” said David 

J. Francis, a psychology professor at the 
University of Houston and the director of 
CREATE, which is based at the university. 
“It’s for all students who are academically at 
risk. Many will benefi t from building of aca-
demic language and background knowledge” 
through oral language.

Catherine E. Snow, a professor of education 
at the Harvard Graduate School of Educa-
tion, added that oral language is good for all 
students, “but the at-risk ones are totally de-
pendent on schools to give it to them, while 
other kids can get it in other places.”

She observed that “deep reading” requires 
being able to follow a complex line of argu-
ment. “If you haven’t had a chance to try 
that out in debate,” she said, “you don’t have 
the skills to do it easily when you are read-
ing.”

In a yet-to-be-published study, a team of 
researchers at Harvard University found 
that 52 language-arts teachers observed in 
California middle schools spent on average 
about 10 percent of their time teaching oral 
language. The research team was led by 
Nonie K. Lesaux, an associate professor in 
human development and urban education 
at Harvard’s Graduate School of Educa-
tion.

Mr. Francis characterized that proportion 
as “not as big of an amount of the day as we’d 
like to see.”

Some educators who work with ELLs are 
advocating that teachers in their districts 
spend more time on oral language. That’s the 
case with the two learning coaches for ELLs 
in the 50,000-student Wichita, Kan., school 
system.

“It’s so scary for teachers to turn [les-
sons] over to kids,” said Kathyrn Nelson, 
the secondary level coach for ELLs for the 
district. In addition, she said, “They are so 
constrained by pacing guides, scope and se-
quence, that they don’t feel they have time 
[for oral language].”

Ms. Nelson said she’s urging teachers to 
support structured academic conversations 
by using “sentence starters” and having stu-
dents talk to each other in pairs. Students at 
the secondary level will “shoot the breeze” 
during discussions if not given careful guid-
ance, she acknowledged.

Veronica Sandoval, an assistant princi-
pal at Milstead Middle School in Pasadena, 
Texas, said her school recently provided a 
professional development session on strat-
egies for helping students to develop oral 
language, such as role playing or debating, 
and asked teachers to implement them over 
a month’s time. “The techniques are good for 
every child,” she said.

Building Vocabulary

Quite a few research studies demonstrate 
that oral-language teaching can be a means to 
help students acquire academic vocabulary—
the words used in classrooms as opposed to on 
the playground or in the cafeteria.

Ms. Snow and other researchers from Har-
vard, for example, have worked with Boston 
teachers through the Strategic Education 
Research Partnership to create Word Gen-
eration, free online materials for teaching vo-
cabulary to middle school students through 
academic discussion. (See Education Week, 
May 13, 2009.)

Academic words such as “analyze,” “refer,” 
“develop,” and “interpret” need to be taught 
explicitly, Claire E. White, the program direc-
tor for Word Generation, said in a presenta-
tion at the conference.

Word Generation provides 25 lessons to 
be taught across the content areas focused 
on themes for debate, such as whether am-
nesty should be granted to undocumented 
students or whether junk food should be sold 
in schools. Each of the lessons focuses as well 
on the explicit teaching of fi ve words—taken 
from an academic word list—for 15 minutes 
a day, fi ve days a week.

An unpublished analysis of Word Genera-
tion found that Boston students who partici-
pated in the lessons during the project’s fi rst 
year ended up using two of the fi ve target 
words on average in weekly essays. ELLs par-
ticularly benefi ted from the lessons, though 
the materials aren’t tailored to them.

Michael J. Kieffer, an assistant professor 
of language and education at Teachers Col-
lege, Columbia University, reported here on 
an evaluation conducted in 2008 in the San 
Diego Unifi ed School District of an approach 
for teaching vocabulary developed by the 
Harvard research team led by Ms. Lesaux, 
which he was a member of while getting his 
doctorate at Harvard. The approach involves 
teaching what the researchers call “high-util-
ity academic words,” such as “evidence” and 
“integrate,” over a period of nine days for each 
set of words. It includes having students cre-
ate personal defi nitions for the words, learn 
the various parts and forms of the words, an-
swer questions about a text that includes the 
words, and use the words in writing.

Mr. Kieffer said the study compared the ap-
proach developed by researchers with typical 
English-language arts instruction in the 6th 
grade. The study involved 500 students, 70 
percent of whom were ELLs or former ELLs.

He said the approach was effective “in 
teaching the words we wanted to teach.”

The learning effect after 18 weeks was 
equal to about nine months of extra growth 
in reading comprehension, as measured on 
a standardized test, he said. In addition, the 

study showed an effect of about six months 
of extra growth for participating students in 
their ability to break down words into word 
parts, in comparison with control groups.

One lesson learned from the evaluation, 
Mr. Kieffer said, was that teachers need to 
teach in-depth knowledge of a word, not just 
one meaning.

Integrating Skills

One of the nation’s most widely used set 
of strategies for engaging English-language 
learners in the regular classroom is the Shel-
tered Instruction Observation Protocol, or 
SIOP. That set of 30 strategies is typically 
provided to regular content teachers as pro-
fessional development.

SIOP includes a strong focus on oral-lan-
guage development, such as calling for teach-
ers to regularly give students opportunities 
for interactive learning and discussion, Jana 
Echevarria, a professor of special education 
at California State University, Long Beach, 
explained here. She is one of the researchers 
who developed SIOP.

Ms. Echevarria said content teachers are 
often at a loss for how to teach oral language 
systematically. She urges them to spend less 
time on whole-class instruction and more 
on supporting students to work in small 
groups or pairs. A goal of SIOP, she said, is 
for classroom activities to integrate all lan-
guage skills: reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening.

Findings from a study of science teachers 
in eight middle schools in California con-
ducted in 2007 showed that the higher the 
implementation of the SIOP model by teach-
ers, the better their students performed on 
science and language tests, according to Cara 
Richards, a professor of special education at 
California State University, Long Beach, who 
presented the study’s fi ndings here. The fi nd-
ings were true of students who had a com-
mand of English as well as ELLs.

Some educators at the conference said it’s 
not second nature for teachers to implement 
best practices recommended by researchers 
for teaching oral language, particularly at the 
secondary level.

Charlie Geier, an instructional coach for 
English-language learners at the 10,700-stu-
dent Metropolitan School District of Wash-
ington Township in Indianapolis, Ind., said, 
for instance, that he was struggling to under-
stand how to implement the kind of academic 
discussion recommended by Ms. White with 
Word Generation.

“What does real discussion look like?” he 
asked, during a break-out session on how to 
apply research-based approaches. “It’s not 
teacher-generated with the same three or 
four hands of students going up.”
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It’s No Secret: 
Progress Prized 
In Brownsville

Published December 3, 2008, in Education Week

A Texas border district sees teacher training 
and data-based instruction as paths to 
learning gains— and the $1 million Broad 
award adds validation.

By Mary Ann Zehr 
Brownsville, Texas 

Here at Cromack Elementary 
School, near the border of the 
United States and Mexico, 
many children in the early 

grades are taught in Spanish. By 4th 
grade, those students have made the 
smooth transition to classes where prac-
tically all instruction is in English. 

Cromack’s progress in helping such 
students illustrates the strengths of a 
school district where nearly half of the 
students are English-language learners, 
nearly all are from low-income fami-
lies—and where students in all grades 
outperform those in similar districts 
statewide in reading and math. 

That performance, aided by strong 
teacher professional development and 
data-based instruction, are a key rea-
son why the Brownsville district was 
awarded the prestigious 2008 Broad 
Prize for Urban Education for being the 
nation’s most improved urban school 
district. 

In giving the $1 million prize, which 
will be used to provide college schol-
arships for graduating seniors in the 
school system this spring, the Eli and 
Edythe Broad Foundation highlighted 
Brownsville Independent School Dis-

trict’s success with Hispanic and low-
income students. 

Underlying that success is its strong 
track record of enabling students from 
Spanish-speaking homes to acquire 
the English they need to do well in the 
classroom and on state tests. About 42 
percent of the district’s 49,000 students 
are English-language learners and an 
additional large proportion are former 
ELLs, while across the state of Texas, 
only 15 percent of students are ELLs. 

The Broad prize “validates that we’re 
on the right track,” said Hector Gonza-
les, the superintendent of the Browns-
ville district. 

A native of the Rio Grande Valley, Mr. 
Gonzales was an assistant superinten-
dent for 12 years before becoming su-
perintendent two years ago. He credits 
a focus on data-based instruction and 
a strong investment in teacher profes-
sional development for the district’s im-
provement. 

“Academic excellence is not an ac-
cident,” he said. “It’s a very deliberate 
approach.” 

As the 10-person Broad prize jury rec-
ognized, the district fares well accord-
ing to a number of indicators. In 2007, 

AT A GLANCE: BROWNSVILLE 
INDEPENDENT SCHOOL DISTRICT

Population 
City of Brownsville: 161, 225

Brownsville Independent 
School District

Number of students, 2007-08: 48,858
Percentage of ELLs: 42.4%
Percentage of Hispanic students: 98%
Percentage of low-income students: 94.4%

SOURCE: Brownsville Independent School District

The Brownsville district missed making 
adequate yearly progress goals:
2008: reading and math for special 

education students; graduation rate

2007: graduation rate

2006: reading and math for special 
education students; graduation rate

SOURCE: Brownsville Independent School District

Dropout and Graduation Rates 
for the Class of 2007

Brownsville district dropout rate: 17.9%
Statewide dropout rate: 11.4%
Brownsville district graduation rate: 53.2%
Statewide graduation rate: 78.0%
Brownsville graduation rate for 
English-language learners: 26.8%
Brownsville dropout rate for 
English-language learners: 38.5%
SOURCE: Texas Education Agency

Bilingual/ESL Program Enrollment 2007-08
The Brownsville district reclassifi ed most ELLs 
as profi cient in English in the early grades.

SOURCE: Texas Education Agency
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for example, the district outperformed 
other Texas districts that serve low-
income students in reading and math-
ematics at all grade levels. More than 
94 percent of the district’s students are 
from low-income families. 

Brownsville also is narrowing ethnic 
and income achievement gaps. From 
2004 to 2007, for instance, the aca-
demic gap in math between Browns-
ville’s Hispanic students, who make 
up 98 percent of its students, and 
non-Hispanic whites statewide at the 
elementary school level was reduced to 
6 percent from 13 percent. 

The school system is not faring so 
well according to some other indica-
tors, however. The district has failed to 
make adequate yearly progress goals 
under the No Child Left Behind Act 
for the past three years. 

But AYP is just “one of many indica-
tors used by the jury,” said Erica Lep-
ping, a spokeswoman for the Los Ange-
les-based Broad Foundation. She said 
the New York City and Boston school 
districts, previous Broad prize winners, 
had also missed making AYP. 

“The districts that win have to be 
closing the achievement gap,” said Ms. 
Lepping. “The prize is seeking to rec-
ognize districts that are improving at 
a rate faster than their peers.” 

Brownsville’s proximity to the border 
and close ties with nearby Matamoros, 
Mexico, present educators with an un-
usual mix of students and a daunting 
set of challenges. 

Sylvia Senteno, the principal of 
James Pace High School, said the Eng-
lish-learners who come from Mexico 
and enroll in the district fall into three 
general categories. 

One group has parents who were 
professionals in Mexico—teachers or 
engineers, perhaps—and who seek 
better educational opportunities for 
their children. Such parents may work 
delivering pizza in Brownsville, but 
their children sense their passion for 
them to do well in school and so per-
form well. 

Another group of immigrant chil-
dren have parents, or often only a sin-
gle parent, who moved to the United 
States after exhausting their resources 
in Mexico. Parents who are struggling 
to survive often don’t send a message 
to children that they must succeed in 
school, Ms. Senteno said. 

But educators must work hardest to 
reach a third group of English-learn-
ers, she said. “The parents remain in 

Mexico, but they send their kids here. 
The children are separated from the 
family. Sometimes they go back and 
forth.” Such children often have low 
self-esteem, she said, and educators 
need to work hard to help them to “feel 
wanted and belong.” 

In working with its ELL students, 
both American-born and foreign-born, 
Brownsville puts a strong emphasis 
on its transitional bilingual education 
program. 

“Brownsville has a very strong bilin-
gual education program—maybe the 
best in the nation,” said Miguel Angel 
Escotet, the dean of the school of edu-
cation at the University of Texas at 
Brownsville. 

The only four-year university in the 
city, UT-Brownsville provides 75 per-
cent of the school district’s teachers, 
most of whom graduate with bilingual 
certifi cation. Many of those teachers 
also grew up in the Rio Grande Val-
ley. “They know the type of student 
they have in the classroom,” Mr. Gon-
zales said. “Maybe they had the same 
struggles.” 

Teacher turnover is low, and at 3.1 
percent per year, so is student mobil-
ity. 

Strong Elementary Schools 

The ranking of Brownsville’s schools 
in Texas’ accountability system in-
dicates that the elementary schools 
stand out. Overall, the district has a 
rating of “academically acceptable” for 
2007, which is below “exemplary” and 
“recognized” and above “academically 
unacceptable” in the four-level rank-
ing system. 

The elementary schools rank far 
better: All but one of Brownsville’s 33 
elementary schools received an “exem-
plary” or “recognized” ranking in 2007. 
By contrast, only four of the district’s 
11 middle schools had a ranking as 
high as “recognized.” Just one of the 
district’s fi ve high schools had a rank-
ing that high. 

In the area of English-proficiency, 
students make marked progress in 
the early grades. While 62 percent of 
Brownsville kindergartners are clas-
sifi ed as having limited profi ciency in 
English, that drops to 30 percent by 
5th grade. 

At Cromack Elementary, all but one 
classroom teacher is bilingually certi-
fi ed. That permits the school to assign 
ELLs to almost any teacher in the 

BROWNSVILLE INDEPENDENT SCHOOL 
DISTRICT: 2004 to 2007

SOURCE:  Eli and Edythe Broad Foundation
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school, so students don’t physically move from 
a bilingual class to a mainstream class when 
they are reclassifi ed as profi cient in English. 
Rather, the amount of instruction in Spanish 
in their lessons is phased out as they move 
through the grades. 

In 3rd grade at Cromack, a large number 
of students receive 90 minutes of reading 
instruction—required for participants in 
the Reading First program of the No Child 
Left Behind Act—in Spanish and take their 
state’s reading and math tests in Spanish. In 
4th grade, teachers use English most of the 
time, and almost all students take state tests 
in English, although any ELL who is a new-
comer still receives reading lessons in Span-
ish, regardless of grade. 

Cromack Elementary educators credit the 
federal Reading First program for helping 
their school to improve students’ test scores. 
It provided funds for a reading coach, Ma-
ricela Franco, who ensures that reading les-
sons are taught in a consistent way. 

“We try not to focus so much on the test, but 
the teaching of skills,” said Ms. Franco. 

The biggest impact of Reading First, said 
Elda S. Rodriguez, a 3rd grade teacher at 
the 750-student school, is that teachers now 
emphasize small-group instruction, while in 
the past they taught primarily with whole-
group instruction. Students whose reading 
skills are below grade level also receive extra 
reading-instruction time each day, which dis-
trict offi cials credit with helping to improve 
reading scores districtwide. 

On a recent morning, the 3rd graders in 
Ms. Rodriguez’s class broke into three groups 
for reading activities. In one group, children 
timed themselves with digital clocks on how 
many words they could read aloud in one 
minute from a vocabulary list. In another 
cluster, children took turns dictating sen-
tences to their classmates. In the last group, 
the teacher helped students write summaries 
of the day’s story. 

During reading class, everything was in 
Spanish. But in social studies, Ms. Rodriguez 
presented a world geography lesson in Eng-
lish, and her students spoke mostly in Eng-
lish for that lesson. 

The switch to English isn’t easy, said 
Gladis Garcia, 10, who moved from Mexico to 
Brownsville 3 ! years ago and is now in 4th 
grade. “I get some words confused,” she said. 
“Sometimes the words are too hard.” 

High School Concerns 

Mr. Gonzales acknowledges that the district 
has a challenge in trying to educate students 
who arrive in Brownsville not speaking Eng-
lish at the middle or high school levels. Right 
now, English-as-a-second-language classes 

are the main support for middle and high 
school ELLs here. 

Offi cials are particularly concerned about 
the low graduation rate for English-learners. 
Only 26.8 percent of students in the class of 
2007 who were English-learners in 9th grade 
graduated in four years. Brownsville’s overall 
four-year dropout rate for the class of 2007 
was 17.9 percent, higher than the average for 
Texas high schools of 11.4 percent. 

No one in Brownsville thinks the dropout 
problem will be solved easily, but offi cials are 
taking action. 

One initiative is the alternative school 
begun a few years ago to help students who 
lag in the middle-school grades catch up with 
their peers. The school district started an ef-
fort this school year to keep 9th graders in 
school through class-size reduction and as-
signing teachers to keep track of their prog-
ress in school. 

Also, starting this school year, the district 
has a dropout specialist for each high school. 
The new dropout specialist and staff mem-
bers at Pace High School, for instance, per-
suaded 30 students to return to school out of 
about 80 who failed to show up at the start of 
the school year. 

More generally, Mr. Gonzales said his school 
district is working to improve the achieve-
ment of secondary students by introducing a 
hands-on science curriculum at the elemen-
tary level. Previously, he said, elementary 
students didn’t have access to a strong sci-
ence curriculum, and those students are now 
doing poorly on the state’s science test at the 
secondary level. 

Teacher training is a key part of the im-
provement strategy when it comes to high 
school ELLs. The district is working to train 
mainstream teachers in “sheltered English” 
approaches that help teachers make their 
teaching more accessible to ELLs. So far, 44 
percent of the 922 secondary teachers who 
teach core subjects have received such train-
ing. 

Adriana Garza, a 10th grade world history 
teacher at the 2,500-student Pace High, has 
taken to heart what she learned about how to 
make teaching more accessible to ELLs. In a 
recent lesson about Alexander the Great, for 
example, she had students discuss what they 
learned in pairs, and she changed the pair-
ings every few minutes, giving them a chance 
to practice the language. 

And Pace High officials continue to try 
new approaches for the school’s 300 English-
learners. They implemented this school year 
an online curriculum created by the Univer-
sity of Texas at Austin that enables ELLs to 
take either a biology or math course in Span-
ish each semester. 

Still, Ms. Senteno, the school’s principal, 

jokes that it would be nice if winning the 
Broad Prize made her school exempt from 
NCLB’s adequate yearly progress goals. Pace 
has missed AYP for special education stu-
dents and ELLs in reading and math for the 
past three years, and missed its graduation 
goals in the past two years. 

After leading a Brownsville middle school 
that improved, she is charged with doing the 
same at Pace High, where she’s in her second 
year as principal. Ms. Senteno says she has 
directed the school to pay teachers to work 
with students before and after school and on 
Saturdays, and to use data to “fi nd the gaps 
that need to be closed.” 

“My passion has always been that the con-
tent-area teacher needs to take responsibility 
for all the special populations, such as those 
with a low socioeconomic status or who are 
ESL students,” she said. 

Charter School Competition 

In a city with many low-income and 
working-class families, the Brownsville In-
dependent School District commands a lot of 
respect. It is one of the largest employers in 
the city. But Brownsville ISD is not the only 
show in town. 

Two years ago, the IDEA network of char-
ter schools, which originated in Donna, Texas, 
opened a school on the edge of Brownsville 
that now enrolls 800 students in pre-K 
through 10th grade. Tom Torkelson, the 
founder, chief executive offi cer, and president 
of IDEA Public Schools, contends that the 
network’s schools have more rigorous cur-
ricula than the Brownsville district and are 
better preparing students to attend four-year 
colleges or universities. 

Some parents welcome the charter school 
option. The Brownsville IDEA Frontier Acad-
emy and College Preparatory School had a 
waiting list of 1,000 students for 300 slots 
this school year. 

Brownsville Superintendent Gonzales 
pointed out that charter schools don’t have 
to operate under the same rules as regular 
public schools do. For example, he notes, it’s 
easier for charter schools to expel students, 
something that Mr. Torkelson acknowledges 
as well. Also, the IDEA schools have a smaller 
proportion of ELLs and special education 
students than the district does, Mr. Gonzales 
said. 

“We have to deal with every child,” Mr. 
Gonzales said. “We teach everyone, and we’re 
proud of it.” 

Coverage of new schooling arrangements and 
classroom improvement efforts is supported by a 
grant from the Annenberg Foundation.
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How are long-term ELLs identifi ed? In other 
words, what criteria determine if a student is 
a long-term ELL? 

KATE MENKEN:  Long-term ELLs are emer-
gent bilinguals who have attended U.S. 
schools for seven years or more, yet are still 
eligible for receiving language support ser-
vices (e.g. bilingual education or ESL).

Are there differences in the ELL subgroup? 
We recognize that there are at least two 
groups: immigrational ELL (recent immi-
grants) and generational ELL (students who 
have the “infl uence” of another language 
and are not at “proficient” levels of Eng-
lish). 

KATE MENKEN:  ELLs—or “emergent bi-
linguals” as I prefer—are a very diverse 
group. There are long-term ELLs, students 
with interrupted formal education (or 
SIFE), new arrivals, etc. Even long-term 
ELLs have many differences. …In our re-
search we’ve discovered two main groups of 
LTELLs: transnational students who move 
back and forth between the U.S. and their 
countries of origin, and students who have 
experienced inconsistencies in their school-
ing here in the U.S. 

What have you learned from your research? 
Why do they not test out? 

KATE:  The students in general have strong 
oral bilingual skills for social purposes in 
English and their native language, such 
that they can appear like native English 
speakers. But they have limited academic 
literacy skills in English and their native 
language…   Many students are highly mo-
tivated to test out, but are unable to pass 
the test to do so, which is based on literacy. 
To address these needs, we began a pro-
gram in two NYC high schools that focuses 
on developing biliteracy among Spanish-
speaking students, and whereby an explicit 
focus on literacy is infused into all content-
area courses. Content courses are taught in 
English (but with attention to language and 
literacy), and all students take a Spanish-
for-native-speakers course focused on devel-
oping Spanish literacy. 

        
What are the strategies used in your pro-
gram to enrich literacy? 

KATE MENKEN:  At the outset, teachers had 
little awareness of this student population, 
so we fi nd that just understanding who they 
are and about their needs seems to have 
an impact. In addition, some of the strate-
gies involve explicit attention to language 
(meta-linguistic awareness), the use of oral 
language as a way to help students develop 
academic language, activating prior knowl-
edge, and using Read Alouds for high school 
students. 

        
Is biliteracy the way to go? Bilingual educa-
tion programs are often accused of “NOT” 
teaching English or developing semi-lin-
guals. In New Mexico, we believe in bilit-
eracy; it’s even in the state constitution, yet 
there seems to be an attitude of the impor-
tance of English because of testing. 

KATE MENKEN:  We found that the students’ 
prior schooling had been subtractive—that 
the students’ education has emphasized 
English, and they have never fully devel-
oped their native language skills. But we 
know that students who do develop their 
native language skills develop stronger lit-
eracy skills, because the skills they develop 
in their native language transfer to English. 
So, we felt it was important based on these 
initial fi ndings to incorporate a focus on the 
native language into our overall program. 

        
In your research, you note that inconsis-
tent programming is a major contributor to 
students becoming long-term ELLs. Do you 
think there should be more consistency be-
tween schools regarding types of programs 
offered (on a local, state, or national level), 
or that when students move, schools should 
simply make an effort to fi nd a local program 
similar to the one the student came from? 
Any other suggestions on how to address 
this issue?

KATE MENKEN:  We must reduce movement 
in and out of bilingual education and ESL 
programs because we create double lan-
guage learning situations each time they 
move. Part of the problem is movement be-
tween schools as you mention, and we also 
need to limit program inconsistencies within 
the same school, too. 

How can we best serve students with an-
other home language background, yet who 
are clearly English-dominant and have little 
linguistic experience in their “native” lan-
guage? 

KATE MENKEN:  Most of the students in our 
sample are primarily U.S.-educated and 
English-dominant (though, interestingly, 
some are actually Spanish-dominant in 
their reading comprehension even though 
they prefer reading and writing in English). 

CHAT HIGHLIGHTS: 

Educating Long-Term 
English-Language Learners
On September 10, 2009, Kate Men-
ken answered readers’ questions on 
educating long-term English-language 
learners.  The following is an excerpt 
from that chat.  To read the transcript 
in full, visit http://www.edweek.org/ew/
events/chats/2009/09/10/index.html

KATE MENKEN is an assistant professor of 
linguistics at the City University of New 
York who wrote the book English Learn-
ers Left Behind: Standardized Testing as 
Language Policy.
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It is very important that we tap into 
those native language literacy skills. If 
they have some level of oral bilingual-
ism, then this is likely a good resource 
that educators can use to meet these 
students’ needs. 

What advice do you have for schools 
where biliteracy isn’t an option? 

KATE MENKEN: In schools that are 
highly diverse (such as here in Queens 
where I live), challenges are greater. 
However, much can be done to offer 
students the opportunity to bring in 
their native languages, read in their 
native languages, etc. In addition, a 
major part of our program is infusing 
explicit attention to literacy develop-
ment in all of the content subjects the 
students take—high schools rarely do 
this, but must be prepared to teach lit-
eracy skills in very explicit ways.

Often, it is difficult to tell whether a 
long-term learner has difficulty ac-
quiring the language or whether there 
might be something else interfering 
with language acquisition such as a 
learning or speech disability. Can you 
shed some light on this and offer some 
suggestions for resources? 

KATE MENKEN:  The majority of stu-
dents in our sample do not have learn-
ing disabilities. But we really need bet-
ter ways to separate language learning 
and learning disability—our over reli-
ance on standardized testing to do so 
does not work. 

How are the needs of the long-term 
ELLs assessed? 

KATE MENKEN:  This is a complex issue. 
However, particularly under No Child 
Left Behind we have seen in recent 
years more uses of standardized testing 
to make high-stakes decisions about 
students. In most states, a single test is 
used to determine who is an emergent 
bilingual/ELL. Similarly, test scores 
are used to evaluate language growth 
and content learning. However, tests 
administered in English will only tell 
half of the story, and are typically in-
valid when used to evaluate an English 
learner’s content knowledge. Long-term 
ELLs must complete all of the same 
assessments as other students, yet are 
disproportionately likely to fail.

Malinda Evans spends about 
an hour and a half each day 
teaching mathematics to her 
5th graders at Navajo Elemen-

tary School in the working-class South 
Valley neighborhood of Albuquerque, 
N.M. Whether the topic is basic division, 
geometry, or word problems, it is invari-
ably also a lesson in the English language, 
which vexes many of her pupils more than 
any single equation ever could. 

Spanish is the fi rst language for more 
than half Ms. Evans’ students. As she and 
other teachers working with similar stu-
dents have come to understand, translat-
ing the arcane terminology of math for 
English-language learners can be daunt-
ing. 

Over the years, the sixth-year teacher 
has learned several tricks. She works on 
an overhead projector, writing out terms as 
she pronounces them. She avoids lengthy 
defi nitions. And she points out similarities 
in the roots of words in the two languages: 
Equilateral triangles, she tells students, 
can be remembered as igual and lado in 
Spanish, or “equal” and “side.” Children 
with a strong command of English are en-
couraged to help their classmates, using 
whatever lingo will get the point across. 

“They come up with things I never would 
have dreamed of,” Ms. Evans said. “They 
have made my own, personal understand-
ing of math so much deeper.” 

Similar strategies are being tested 
around the country. While math has long 
been regarded as a universal language 
because of its foundation in numbers, the 
subject poses nearly as many hurdles for 
students with limited English as lessons 
that rely more heavily on reading, many 
educators say. 

That issue has gained renewed attention 
under the federal No Child Left Behind 
Act, which requires schools and districts to 
test students annually in both reading 

and math in grades 3-8 and one in high 
school and make yearly progress in those 
subjects. 

In addition, the law requires schools and 
districts to report separately the scores 
of English-language learners, a provision 
that many observers say has brought new 
scrutiny to the needs of that population. 

Calls for Commitment 

A number of infl uential math organiza-
tions have also called during the past year 
for a greater commitment to helping Eng-
lish-language learners. The National Coun-
cil of Teachers of Mathematics organized 
its annual meeting around the issue of di-
versity, particularly as it relates to improv-
ing the skills of poor, minority, and other 
students who may be disadvantaged. 

And this summer, the National Council 
of Supervisors of Mathematics will begin 
work drafting what its leaders are call-
ing “the road map,” a strategy for helping 
teachers and administrators address the 
math needs of students with limited Eng-
lish profi ciency, said Linda M. Gojak, the 
president of the 3,000-member organiza-
tion. 

“I like to ask people: ‘You studied a lan-
guage in high school? How would you like 

Math: the Not-So-
Universal Language
By Sean Cavanagh 

Published July 13, 2005, in Education Week

“  “I like to ask people: ‘You 
studied a language in high 
school? How would you like to 
learn algebra in that language?’ 
Well, that’s what thousands of 
kids are doing, every day. … 
Language is a big piece of 
mathematics.” 

DEBORAH SHORT
Director, division of the Washington-based 
Center for Applied Linguistics
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to learn algebra in that language?’ ” said 
Deborah Short, who directs a division of the 
Washington-based Center for Applied Linguis-
tics that studies language development. “Well, 
that’s what thousands of kids are doing, every 
day. … Language is a big piece of mathemat-
ics.” 

The Language of Math 

Some 5.5 million English-language learn-
ers attend public schools in the United States, 
making up roughly 11 percent of the overall 
public K-12 population, according to the U.S. 
Department of Education. Eighty percent of 
them speak Spanish as their fi rst language. 
Fifty-seven percent of English-learners live 
in the West, federal estimates show, while 24 
percent live in the South, 10 percent in the 
Northeast, and 9 percent in the Midwest. 

Whether students’ fi rst language is Span-
ish or another, they face several challenges in 
math. The academic language of the subject 
presents terms that almost never come up in 
everyday conversation, such as “quotient” and 
“exponent.” It also presents them with words 
that have double meanings, like “table,” and 
idiosyncratic English expressions, such as 
questions asking for the “difference” between 
two numbers. Many students mistakenly take 
that as a cue to describe numbers’ different 
characteristics, rather than a call to perform 
subtraction. 

Students who began their formal math stud-
ies in another country may fi nd that familiar 
symbols, expressions, and methods differ from 
those they encounter in U.S. classrooms. Those 
barriers become more pronounced as students 
delve into word and story problems that “can 
be worded a thousand different ways,” Ms. 
Evans said. 

When taught effectively, math can provide 
an important bridge to improving English-
language skills, because of the widespread 
similarities of number systems, researchers 
say. 

But taking advantage of those connections 
requires skilled teaching, said Miriam A. 
Leiva, the president of TODOS: Mathemat-
ics for All, a nationwide association based in 
Tempe, Ariz., that is devoted to helping stu-
dents with limited English skills in math, par-
ticularly Spanish-speakers. 

Ms. Leiva moved from Cuba to the United 
States as a 13-year-old in 1954. She was one 
of only a few Spanish-speakers at her first 
school, in Miami, and only one subject offered 
material that was recognizable. 

“I went from class to class not knowing what 
I was doing, until I got to math class,” said Ms. 
Leiva, now a professor of mathematics at the 
University of North Carolina at Charlotte. 
While math helped her improve her English, 

she became convinced that many instructors 
needed help in fi guring out the best ways to 
reach students from backgrounds similar to 
hers. 

A critical challenge for many math teach-
ers, Ms. Leiva notes, is fi nding a way to reach 
students with limited English skills without 
ignoring the needs of those already fl uent in 
the language. At more than 60 percent of U.S. 
schools, English-language learners make up 
less than 1 percent of the overall population, 
according to federal estimates. 

Even at Albuquerque’s Navajo Elementary 
School, where 90 percent of the students are 
Hispanic, teachers must be adept at working 
with children from a variety of backgrounds. 
Nine of the 20 pupils in Ms. Evans’ class are 
fl uent in English. 

The teacher believes the language exercises 
she uses help all students, even those whose 
first language is English, by encouraging 
proper sentence construction and grammar. 
She asks them to use verbs such as “added” 
and not such nonstandard phrasing as “I 
plused 2 and 2.” 

“That’s a disadvantage for them, on a state 
test, or in a book,” Ms. Evans said of the use 
of slang. 

Science, Too 

In many parts of the country, the challenges 
are not limited to Spanish-speaking children. 
A research project in the 361,000-student Mi-
ami-Dade County, Fla., school district relies 
on a specially crafted curriculum and teacher-
training model to build the English-language 
skills of both Latino and Haitian elementary 
pupils, most of whom speak Creole, through 
science lessons. 

University of Miami researchers, supported 
by a fi ve-year, $4.7 million grant from the Na-
tional Science Foundation, offer some scientifi c 
vocabulary in three languages. 

In addition, the researchers emphasize skills 
such as scientifi c inquiry and measurement 
that they believe cultivate students’ reading 
and math abilities. The strategy emphasizes 
the simultaneous development of language 
and content skills, as opposed to directing stu-
dents to English-as-a-second-language classes, 
said Okhee Lee, a professor of science educa-
tion and the director of the project. 

So far, the researchers see results. Seven 
participating elementary schools made greater 
gains in reading and math on the Florida 
Comprehensive Assessment Test over the 
most recent testing cycle than other district 
schools serving Spanish- and Creole-speaking 
students. 

“Kids can learn science along with English,” 
Ms. Lee said. “We promote language-learning 
throughout.” 
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Educators at a small public school for 
immigrant students at the foot of 
the Manhattan Bridge here believe 
its unusual instructional approach—

which includes mixing students at vari-
ous levels of English profi ciency—is a key 
reason why Brooklyn International High 
School has a graduation rate that outpaces 
that of many other public schools in New 
York City. 

That model, being used by eight other 
small high schools for immigrants in this city 
and one in Oakland, Calif., is supported by a 
New York City-based nonprofi t organization, 
Internationals Network for Public Schools, 
which has plans to transplant it to other cit-
ies. 

The nonprofi t was started in 2004 with a 
grant from the Bill & Melinda Gates Foun-
dation to build on the success of four inter-
national high schools that already had been 
started in the city by helping to expand the 
number of such schools. Brooklyn Interna-
tional opened its doors in 1994. 

The New York educators’ enthusiasm is 
understandable, if the completion rate at 
Brooklyn International is any measure: 
Eighty percent of its students graduate after 
four years, while, on average, 60 percent of 
New York City’s students do the same. 

Particularly impressive is the school’s suc-
cess with English-language learners. The 
four-year high school graduation rate in 2007 
for students who were still ELLs at gradua-
tion was 65 percent; in 2006, the most recent 
year for which data are available, the city’s 
average four-year graduation rate for ELLs 
was 26 percent. 

While some may question whether English-
learners could be shortchanged by attending 
a school with only other immigrants, Pamela 
Taranto, the principal of the 392-student 
school, said that anyone with that view can 
“look at our results.” 

Note of Caution 

Experts on ELLs sound a note of caution, 
however. They say that teaching ELLs in 
groups with mixed levels of English fl uency 
can be effective, but that schools must have 
a strong professional-development program 
to prepare teachers to deliver differentiated 
instruction. 

 “It’s extremely diffi cult to pull off,” said 
Claude Goldenberg, an education professor 
at Stanford University who is conducting a 
study for the U.S. Department of Education’s 
Institute of Education Sciences on differenti-
ated instruction for ELLs. 

For example, he said, teachers would have 

to learn how to give different assignments 
to different students, vary what questions 
they ask different students, put students in 
fl exible groups that change throughout the 
day and school year, and adopt other strate-
gies to teach students of different English-
proficiency levels effectively in the same 
classrooms. 

“It’s diffi cult to sustain that,” said Mr. Gold-
enberg. 

On the other hand, he said, when ELLs 
are grouped with students who have similar 
English skills, the students at the beginning 
and intermediate levels can get a watered-
down curriculum. “Teachers tend to over-
simplify because they don’t want to frustrate 
them,” he said. 

Professional-development is a key part of 
Brooklyn International’s model, according 
to Ms. Taranto, who said it takes teachers 
in her school about three years to become 
adept at carrying out the school’s instruc-
tional model. 

Teachers are assigned in teams of fi ve to 
work with the same cohort of students, and 
they often coordinate with one another to 
facilitate interdisciplinary learning projects. 
Ninth and 10th graders take all classes to-
gether, and for those grades the same teach-
ers stick with the same group of students 
and team of teachers for two years. 

Not ‘Scared’ to Speak 

Students at Brooklyn International high-
light a different aspect of the school that they 
say helps them to acquire English fl uency 
and academic content: the fact that it admits 
only immigrants. Everyone is an English-
learner at the time of enrollment. 

“I don’t feel scared to speak English here,” 
said Richard Abreu, a 16-year-old 10th grader 
from the Dominican Republic, who said he 
had felt ignored by many other students at 
the two other New York City schools he at-
tended. “People thought, ‘I can’t talk to him. 
He doesn’t speak English,’ ” he recalled. 

Stephany Li, a senior, said that when she 
arrived from China more than fi ve years ago, 
she was placed in a bilingual program with 
other Chinese students and didn’t mix with 
other students. “I didn’t speak any English 
at all when I was in junior high,” said Ms. Li, 
who now speaks English with ease. 

Brooklyn International students also say 
they get practice speaking with native speak-
ers of English during required internships in 
the community during junior year. 

With students from 44 countries, the school 
isn’t lacking racial and ethnic diversity, Ms. 
Taranto noted. “For a lot of our students, they 

By Mary Ann Zehr 
New York 

Published December 5, 2007, 
in Education Week

Instructional 
Model May 

Yield Gains for 
English-

Learners

I don’t feel scared to 

speak English here. 

People thought, 

‘I can’t talk to him. 

He doesn’t speak 

English.’”  
RICHARD ABREU

A 16-year-old 10th grader from the 

Dominican Republic, who said he had felt 

ignored by many other students at the two 

other New York City schools he attended.

“
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are coming from countries where everyone 
is like them,” she said. “They are very in-
terested in the diversity here.” 

Classroom Interaction 

On a recent fall day, the school’s focus 
on interactive lessons and differentiated 
instruction was evident in three differ-
ent classes on core subjects visited by a 
reporter: a science class for 9th and 10th 
graders and a social studies class and an 
English class for seniors. 

Dina Begum, a 10th grader from Bangla-
desh, was a natural leader in her group of 
four students who were conducting a sci-
ence experiment comparing the surface 
tension of tap water and soapy tap water. 

“We need a beaker, right?” she said to 
start the group out. 

“What’s the title, baby?” she asked when 
they started making a graph of their data. 
“Now, let’s get to work,” she said, when 
they’d fi nished the graph and were sup-
posed to write an analysis. 

As the only 10th grader in the group and 
the student with the highest profi ciency 
in English, she was assigned to write two 
paragraphs analyzing the experiment 
while the student with the lowest English 
profi ciency was assigned to write two sen-
tences. 

In the English class with seniors, stu-
dents in a group with Koey Chen, a 
16-year-old from China, urged her to par-
ticipate, even though she was reluctant to 
speak. 

The students retold a short story they 
had read for homework by taking turns 
saying a couple of sentences about it in a 
circle—called a “round robin” exercise. Ms. 
Chen was silent when it was her turn to 
talk—and a boy started to jump in for her. 

“Don’t say it for her—ask her a ques-
tion,” said Marco Ma, another student from 
China, whom the teacher had selected to 
lead the group. 

“I only read up to here,” admitted Ms. 
Chen, pointing to a copy of the short story. 

But rather than let her off the hook, 
Nathaly Cabral, 17, a student from the 
Dominican Republic, tried to draw her 
out. “Where did you read up to? What hap-
pened there? What was [the character’s] 
reaction to that?” Ms. Cabral asked. 

The students relented only when Ms. 
Chen said the words her teacher had told 
her permit her to skip her turn: “I pass.” 

Coverage of new schooling arrangements and 
classroom improvement efforts is supported by 
a grant from the Annenberg Foundation.

I don’t believe educational technology is a 
magic bullet for our students. At the same 
time, I do believe the Internet can be an in-
credibly benefi cial supplement to effective 

classroom instruction for English-language 
learners. Consider, for example, the thou-
sands of free Web sites that offer audio and 
visual supports for written material. That’s a 
huge asset if you don’t happen to have a one-
to-one tutor-to-student ratio (and not many of 
us do!). The Internet also provides a place for 
ELL students to take risks, make mistakes, 
and learn from them without fear of public 
embarrassment. 

The Web offers direct advantages to teach-
ers, too. I’ve read many books on teaching 
ELL students, but in my mind very few of 
these costly texts rise above the best free In-
ternet resources in providing sound ideas on 
how to work effectively with ELL students.

Of course, the sheer number of ELL re-
sources available on the Web can be intimi-
dating. I have 9,000 categorized links on a 
site that I’ve set up for students to self-ac-
cess, and more links appear every week. So, 
in an effort to lower the intimidation factor 
and give ELL resource-hunters a good start-
ing point, I’ve pulled together my 13 favorite 
free Web sites for ELL teachers and their 
students. 

My list includes Web sites that provide 
activities where ELL students can practice 
speaking, listening, reading, and writing Eng-
lish. Two of these sites provide students with 
an opportunity to be creators, rather than 
just consumers, of online content. Though I’m 
identifying these resources specifi cally for 
English-language learners, certainly several 
of the student sites can also be useful for na-
tive English speakers, as well. For teachers, 
I’ve recommended several sites that can help 

improve teaching skills and several others 
that can relieve you of some of the burden of 
daily lesson preparation.

For Students

U.S.A Learns (http://usalearns.org/) is an in-
credible Web site to help users learn English. 
Even though it’s primarily designed for older 
learners, it seems very accessible to all but 
the very youngest ELLs. It’s free to use and 
is appropriate for both beginning and inter-
mediate ELLs. In order to save their work 
and evaluate their progress, students must 
register on the site. Teachers can also create 
their own “virtual classroom.”

Henny Jellema’s Online TPR Exercises 
(http://www.digischool.nl/oefenen/hennyjellema/
engels/tpr/voorbladtpr.htm) is a site you have to 
see to believe. I can’t imagine the amount of 
work that went into creating these exercises, 
which use the technique of “Total Physical 
Response”…virtually.

Starfall (http://www.starfall.com/) is a well-es-
tablished primary school site that is without 
rival when it comes to providing accessible 
literacy activities for beginning English-
language learners. Although it’s maintained 
by a vendor, there are lots of free tools and 
activities.

Mingoville (http://www.mingoville.com/en.htm) 
is a site from Denmark designed to teach 
beginning English-language learners. There 
are many interactive exercises and games. 
It’s very colorful, and there are both listen-
ing and speaking activities, including a voice-
recording feature. You can experiment with 
it as a guest for a few minutes, but then you 

Published September 23, 2009, in Education Week’s Teacher Magazine

ELL 2.0: How 
to Make the Most 
of the Web
By Larry Ferlazzo 

COMMENTARY 
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have to register. It’s completely free; regis-
tration takes about 20 seconds.

The Everyday Life Project (http://www.gcfl ea-
rnfree.org/everydaylife/)  is sponsored by the 
Goodwill Community Foundation in North 
Carolina and has interactive exercises for in-
termediate and advanced English-language 
learners. Its activities on food, money, work, 
shopping, and maps are excellent. Registra-
tion is required, but is free and easy.

BITS Interactive Resources (http://esl-bits.net/
main2.htm) is another good site for interme-
diate ELLs. It has 19 “sets” of fi ve different 
and excellent reading activities focusing on 
“signs, details, matching, gist, and gap.”

Into The Book (http://reading.ecb.org/stu-
dent/index.html) is an absolutely incredible 
resource designed to help students learn 
reading strategies, including visualization, 
prediction, and summarization. The site has 
been under construction for several years, 
but now all of its exercises are fully devel-
oped. Users are led through learning each 
reading strategy with interactive exercises.

Dvolver Moviemaker (http://www.dfi lm.com/
live/moviemaker.html) is a great way for stu-
dents to easily and quickly make an ani-
mated fi lm. 

VoiceThread (http://voicethread.com/) allows 
you and your students to upload or grab 
pictures from the Web, and create an audio 
narrative to go along with them. In addi-
tion, audio comments can be left by visitors-
-a great way to raise student interest and 
engagement. 

Just For Teachers

Teaching English As a Foreign or Second 
Language and Teaching English As A Foreign 
Language To Large, Multi-Level Classes are 
two PDF downloads developed by the Peace 
Corps, which has some of the best profes-
sional development resources for teaching 
ELL students. (http://eric.ed.gov) 

English Raven, (http://www.englishraven.com/) 
created by teachers, is one of my favorite 
sites—among many— for great printouts. 
Not only are the materials particularly en-
gaging but you’ll fi nd excellent ideas about 
how to use them. I don’t say this too often, 
but using their site has made me a better 
teacher. Most of the resources are free, but 
by making a donation (the amount is self-
determined) you can access even more. 
EFL Teaching Recipes (http://teachingreci-

pes.com/) is a brand new resource with an 
extremely accessible design. Teachers can 
share their lessons, including video and im-
ages, and also rate their site favorites. It’s 
just beginning, and I’m sure it’ll be brim-
ming with ideas quickly. Go over and con-
tribute a recipe of your own and rate what’s 
already there!

EFL Classroom 2.0 (http://efl classroom.ning.
com/) is a social-networking site, using 
the free NING engine. In keeping with the 
spirit of its motto—“when one teaches, two 
learn”—you’ll fi nd teachers posting lots of 
their resources and encouraging you to do 
the same. You have to join to access the con-
versations and content, but registration is 
free and takes less than a minute. 

Larry Ferlazzo teaches English and social studies 
to English-language learners and mainstream 
students at Luther Burbank High School in 
Sacramento, California. His ELL book,Organizing 
To Learn: The Art Of Teaching English Language 
Learners, will be published by Linworth 
Publishing next year. His fi rst book from Linworth 
is Building Parent Engagement in Schools.
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COMMENTARY 

Published December 13, 2006, in Education Week’s Teacher Magazine

The Winter Wonderland 
of Diversity

My classroom was ready for the winter 
holidays. I carefully counted the holiday 
decorations and was fi lled with a sense 
of satisfaction as I counted fi ve each for 

Christmas, Hanukah, and Kwanzaa. Then I thought 
about Sari. 

Although my plan was to be sensitive to the tradi-
tions and customs of the students in my classroom, 
the truth was, I was not aware of all the different re-
ligious beliefs, customs, and traditions my students 
held. Just highlighting what I thought to be the “big 
three” was suddenly not enough. That year I took 
down the holiday decorations I had carefully counted 
and put up snowfl akes in my North Carolina class-
room. 

It is with great pleasure that I have watched my 
classroom become more and more multicultural in the 
past 10 years. I have had the satisfaction of explaining 
American traditions to my English-language learners 
and discovering interesting information about their 
countries and customs. 

Just last week, among the students in my guided-
reading group, we had a lively (and delicious) discus-
sion about eating dessert. Two of the students were 
from Korea, one from Japan, one from Mexico, and 
another from Colombia. Not only did our discussion 
help them comprehend the text we were reading, it 
helped to create a bond among us as we shared our 
dessert stories with laughter.

It can also be amusing to hear our native students 
explain such traditions as Halloween to our new ar-
rivals, who often can’t quite believe what they are 
hearing. “Seriously,” I overheard one boy telling an-
other, “you just put on a costume, go with a big bag, 
say ‘trick or treat’ and you get free candy. From ev-
eryone!” 

Our English-language learners also teach us valu-
able lessons about not jumping to conclusions when we 
native speakers see someone struggling with English 
words that require strange, tongue-twisting sounds. 
My still mostly white classroom was surprised when 
our newly arrived Korean student outscored them all 
on a math test. One of my students commented to me, 
“I guess he knows the language of numbers!”

English-language learners also know the language 
of kindness—both how to give and to receive gra-
ciously. During a playground game of four-square, 
one of my students invited a new student to join in 
by smiling and putting the ball in her hands. When 
the ball-giving student made an error, her new friend 
was the fi rst to retrieve the ball and invite her back 
into the game. I couldn’t help but smile as the scene 
unfolded. 

Before moving to my adopted state of North Caro-
lina, I never needed the advice of an ESL teacher. 
That’s not because I don’t consult my colleagues, but 
because I only had native English speakers in my 
classes. I clearly remember our school’s Celebrate 
Diversity Day. After the celebration, I wondered how 
the students would act if we really had any diver-
sity. 

In my current school, most every teacher has stu-
dents appear at their classroom doors knowing very 
little, if any, English. My fi rst ELL student fl ew into 
America and within days was sitting at one of my 
tables. Over time, as I sought to meet his needs, he 
changed the way I taught and brought a new dimen-
sion into our student community. He blossomed and 
we grew as well.

As I take out the winter decoration box from my 
storage closet this year, I don’t miss my former holi-
day decorations. My classroom is a living example 
of the rich learning opportunities that emerge when 
children of different races, cultures and faiths come 
together in America’s public schools.

So I’m sticking with my snowfl akes. Like my stu-
dents, each one is unique, and when they come to-
gether, they form a beautiful landscape within my 
classroom. 

Julie Dermody teaches at Mary Scroggs Elementary in 
Chapel Hill, N.C. A former district and regional teacher of 
the year, Julie has received more than 30 federal, state, and 
district grants, many of them supporting classroom research. 
She is a National Board-certifi ed teacher, and wrote a regular 
column for “Classroom Leadership,” a newsletter published by 
the Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development 
(ASCD).

By Julie Dermody 
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COMMENTARY 

By Claude Goldenberg  

The education of language-minority 
children has long been controver-
sial and politically charged. Its 
challenges will grow in proportion 

to the numbers. Five million public school 
students—nearly one in nine—are limited in 
their English profi ciency, an increase of 150 
percent over the last decade. In some sec-
tions of the country, the increase has been 
staggering: In Southeastern states, the pop-
ulation of English-language learners grew 
by more than 400 percent between 1993-94 
and 2003-04. By 2025, some estimates claim, 
one in four public K-12 students will come 
from a home where a language other than 
English is spoken. Many will be limited in 
their English profi ciency when they begin 
school; some will remain less than com-
pletely fl uent for years.

In part because many English-learners 
never fully master their new language, they 
fare poorly in school when compared with 
children who are English-speakers. Eng-
lish-language learners consistently perform 
worse on tests of academic achievement—
not just English proficiency—and score 
lower on critical state and national exams. 
This discrepancy bodes ill for the society as 
a whole, since the costs of large-scale un-
derachievement among large sectors of the 
populace are very high. The growing number 
of and the lack of adequate progress among 
English-learners—even many who were 
born in the United States or have lived here 
for years—should concern us all.

Two major, government-funded reviews of 
the research on English-language learners 
have recently been completed, one by the 
13-member National Literacy Panel (See 

Education Week, Aug. 31, 2005), the other by 
researchers from the Center for Research 
on Education, Diversity, and Excellence, or 
CREDE. Three of the main conclusions from 
these reports can help forge a foundation for 
large-scale improvement in the education of 
these students.

1. Instruction in the primary language aids 
achievement. Academic instruction in the 
students’ home language should be part of 
the educational program of English-language 
learners, if at all possible. The National Lit-
eracy Panel conducted a meta-analysis of ex-
perimental studies and concluded—as had 
four previous meta-analyses—that teach-
ing reading skills in the first language is 
more effective in terms of second-language 
achievement than immersing children in 
English. No other educational practice with 
which I am familiar can claim support from 
fi ve separate meta-analyses conducted by re-
searchers across the ideological spectrum.

The effects of instruction in the primary 
language are modest but real. The aver-
age “effect size” is around 0.40 (estimates 
range from about 0.20 to about 0.60). This 
means that primary-language instruction 
can boost student achievement in the second 
language by about 12 to 15 percentile points. 
To provide some perspective, the separate, 
congressionally mandated National Reading 
Panel estimated that the average effect size 
of phonics instruction is 0.44, only some-
what larger than the most likely average 
effect size of primary-language instruction. 
Let’s be clear: Primary-language instruc-
tion is no panacea, just as phonics instruc-
tion is no panacea. But, in general, it makes 
a meaningful contribution to cognitive and 
academic growth.

Beyond this, however, there is little we can 
say with confi dence about the role of the pri-
mary language in English-language learn-
ers’ education. Is more instruction in the 
primary language, and for more years, more 
beneficial than less? (The CREDE report 

concluded yes; the NLP report concluded 
that we do not know.) Is primary-language 
instruction more benefi cial for some learn-
ers than for others? In an English-only situ-
ation, what is the most effective way to use 
the primary language to support children’s 
learning in the second language? We cannot 
say.

The NLP review found that Spanish and 
English reading can be taught simultane-
ously (at different times in the school day), 
with mutual benefi t to literacy development 
in both languages. “Transfer” is the likely ex-
planation for this fi nding, and for the more 
general fi nding that primary-language in-
struction promotes achievement in a second 
language. Most people fi nd this contrary to 
common sense: How can instruction in one 
language lead to better achievement in an-
other? But this is why we do research. If we 
relied solely on common sense, we would 
still think the earth is fl at.

In point of fact, evidence suggests that lit-
eracy and other skills and knowledge trans-
fer across languages: If you learn something 
in one language (which is easiest to do in 
the language you know best)—phonological 
or comprehension skills, for example, or a 
concept like democracy—you either know it 
or can more easily learn it in a second lan-
guage. There is also the added benefi t that 
primary-language instruction helps main-
tain the fi rst language (which studies have 
resoundingly demonstrated is an outcome 
of bilingual education). Being biliterate and 
bicultural confers clear advantages intellec-
tually and economically.

2. Good instruction for English-language 
learners is similar to good instruction for 
other, English-speaking students. Primary-
language instruction is often not feasible for 
any of several reasons. But educators still 
have some important principles and fi ndings 
on which to base practice. The best evidence 
we have suggests that English-language 
learners learn much the same way as their 
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non-English-learning peers, and that good 
instruction for students in general tends to 
be good instruction for English-language 
learners in particular. Even when taught in 
English, a language they are simultaneously 
learning to speak and to understand, Eng-
lish-language learners do well with instruc-
tion that is similar in important respects to 
what is effective instruction for non-English-
learners.

Just as their English-speaking peers do, 
ELL students benefi t from clear goals and 
objectives, well-designed instructional rou-
tines, active engagement and participation, 
informative feedback, opportunities to prac-
tice and apply new learning and transfer it 
to new situations, periodic review and prac-
tice, opportunities to interact with other 
students, and frequent assessments, with re-
teaching as needed. Existing studies suggest 
that what is known about effective instruc-
tion in general ought to be the foundation of 
effective teaching for English-learners. But 
accommodations are needed when instruct-
ing these students in English.

With regard to learning to read, English-
learners benefi t from instruction in discrimi-
nating and manipulating the sounds of the 
language (phonemic awareness), decoding 
words (phonics), and instruction designed 
to enhance vocabulary, reading fluency, 
and comprehension—all of which are com-
ponents of effective literacy instruction for 
English-speakers, as the National Reading 
Panel reported in 2000. Writing instruction 
also makes a contribution to English-lan-
guage learners’ literacy development.

Progress in the development of literacy 
seems to be similar among English-learning 
and English-speaking students. Phonological 
skills, including phonological awareness and 
decoding, are foundational. With good, struc-
tured, explicit teaching, English-language 
learners can make progress comparable to 
that of other students in the early stages of 
learning to read. Their language limitations 
begin to slow their progress as vocabulary 
and content knowledge become increasingly 
important, around the 3rd grade. It is thus 
critical that, from the very beginning, teach-
ers work to develop these students’ English-
language skills, particularly vocabulary. 
Vocabulary development is important for all 
students, but particularly for English-lan-
guage learners. What constitutes effective 
vocabulary instruction for ELLs is not well 
understood; but there can be little doubt 
that explicit attention to vocabulary devel-
opment—everyday words as well as more 
specialized academic words—should be part 
of English-learners’ school programs.

3. English-language learners require in-
structional accommodations. While general 
principles of effective instruction should be 

the basis for instructing English-learners, 
these students do need certain accommoda-
tions. An important finding from the Na-
tional Literacy Panel was that the impact 
of instructional interventions is weaker for 
English-learners than it is for English-speak-
ers, suggesting that additional supports, or 
accommodations, are needed in order for 
ELLs to derive as much benefi t from effec-
tive instructional practices. These additional 
supports or accommodations, which have not 
yet been adequately validated by research, 
might include the following:

• Strategic use of the primary language;
• Predictable, clear, and consistent instruc-

tions, expectations, and routines;
• Extended explanations and additional op-

portunities for practice;
• Redundant information, such as visual 

cues and physical gestures;
• Focusing on the similarities/differences be-

tween English and the native language;
• Building upon students’ knowledge and 

skills in their native languages;
• Identifying and clarifying diffi cult words 

and passages;
• Consolidating text knowledge through 

summarization;
• Providing extra practice in reading words, 

sentences, and stories;
• Targeting vocabulary and checking com-

prehension frequently; and
• Paraphrasing students’ remarks and en-

couraging expansion.

Providing English-language-development 
instruction and opportunities to extend oral 
English skills is critical for ELL students. 
This places an increased burden on students 
and teachers alike, since every lesson should 
target both content and English-language 
development. It is essential for students to 
make rapid progress in their oral English 
skills if they are to enter the educational 
mainstream and derive maximum benefi t 
from classroom instruction delivered in Eng-
lish. Unfortunately—and surprisingly—the 
CREDE report reveals that research to date 
can tell us very little about how to acceler-
ate progress in oral English-language de-
velopment among ELL students, or which 
English-language-development approach is 
most effective.

Accommodations must also be made be-
cause of ELL students’ different experiential 
bases. The National Literacy Panel found 
that when students read texts with more-
familiar material, their comprehension im-
proved. (Readers’ profi ciency in the language 
of the text, however, infl uenced comprehen-
sion much more than readers’ familiarity 
with passage content did.) Given the formi-
dable language challenges English-language 

learners face, teachers should be especially 
aware of how they can help these students 
experience additional success by regularly 
providing reading matter with some degree 
of familiarity.

Many educators have also suggested that 
effective instruction for ELL students must 
be tailored to the cultures of the students, 
that is, incorporate the behavioral and in-
teractional patterns rooted in students’ cul-
tures. Although some studies have indicated 
that culturally accommodated instruction 
can promote engagement and higher-level 
participation during lessons, the NLP found 
no research demonstrating that culturally 
compatible instruction enhances the achieve-
ment of English-language learners.

What do these fi ndings, collectively, mean 
for the education of this growing segment of 
the school population? In numerous areas, 
there is insufficient research on which to 
base policy and practice. We can, nonethe-
less, lay claim to some things that matter. 
Chief among these are that (1) primary-
language instruction enhances English-lan-
guage learners’ academic achievement; (2) in 
many important respects, English-learners 
learn in the same way as non-English-learn-
ers; and (3) certain accommodations must 
be made when ELL students are instructed 
in English, and these accommodations prob-
ably must be in place for several years, until 
students reach suffi cient familiarity with 
academic English to permit them to be suc-
cessful in mainstream instruction.

Local or state policies, such as those in 
California, that block use of the primary 
language and limit instructional accommo-
dations for English-learners are simply not 
based on the best scientifi c evidence avail-
able. As a profession and as a society, we 
have useful starting points for a renewed 
national, state, and local effort to improve 
the achievement of this fastest-growing seg-
ment of the school-age population. We must 
insist that practice and policy be based on 
the best evidence we have, rather than on 
politics or predilections.

Claude Goldenberg is the author of Successful 
School Change: Creating Settings to Improve 
Teaching and Learning (Teachers College Press, 
2004). He is the executive director of the Center 
for Language Minority Education and Research 
at California State University-Long Beach, 
where he is also an associate dean of the college 
of education. He was a member of the National 
Literacy Panel. 
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Resources on ELLs 
Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and Excellence (CREDE)
http://crede.berkeley.edu/

Center for Research on the Educational Achievement and Teaching of English 
Language Learners (CREATE)
http://www.cal.org/create/

Colorín Colorado
http://www.colorincolorado.org/

National Literacy Panel on Language Minority Children and Youth
http://www.cal.org/projects/archive/natlitpanel.html

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages
http://www.tesol.org/s_tesol/index.asp 

TODOS: Mathematics for All
http://www.todos-math.org

U.S. Department of Education Offi ce of English Language Acquisition
http://www.ed.gov/about/offi ces/list/oela/index.html 
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