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In the STARlight
The Development of Literacy in Second-Language Learners: Key Findings from the National 

Literacy Panel on Language Minority Children and Youth and Instructional Implications1

Key Points
This edition of Starlight is based on a report of the National Literacy Panel 

on Language Minority Children and Youth entitled Developing Literacy 
in Second-Language Learners. The report is the culmination of a process 
that began in the spring of 2002, when the U.S. Department of Education, 
Institute of Education Sciences staff selected a panel of thirteen experts 
in second-language development, cognitive development, curriculum and 
instruction, assessment, and methodology to review the quantitative and 
qualitative research on the development of literacy in language-minority 
students. These experts formed the National Literacy Panel on Language-
Minority Children and Youth.

Development of Literacy
      An important finding is that by and large, for language-minority 
children, word-level components of literacy (e.g., decoding, spelling) either 
are or can be (with appropriate instruction) at levels equal to those of their 
monolingual peers. However, this is not the case for text-level skills, like 
reading comprehension, which rarely approach the levels achieved by their 
monolingual peers. Findings also suggest that oral language skills are an 
important dimension of literacy development. Although phonological 
processing appears to play more of a role than second-language oral 
proficiency on word-level reading skills, having well-developed second-
language oral proficiency is associated with well-developed text-level skills 
such as reading comprehension. 

The Role of First-Language Literacy in Second-Language 
Literacy Development
      There is ample research evidence that certain components of second-
language literacy development (e.g., word and pseudo-word reading, 
cognate vocabulary, reading comprehension, reading strategies, spelling, 
and writing) are related in important ways to performance on similar 
components in the first language and that well-developed literacy skills in 
the first language can facilitate second-language literacy development to 
some extent. 

      Also, studies comparing English only instruction to primary language 
instruction show that English learners taught in their home language and in 
English perform better, on average, than English learners instructed only in 
their second language when measuring English reading.

Classroom and School Factors
       Unfortunately, there are very few experimental studies that examine the 
development of literacy in language-minority students; thus research has 
failed to provide a very complete answer to what constitutes high-quality 
literacy instruction for these students.  However, what is evident from 
the existing research is that—as is true for language-majority students—
focusing instruction on key components, such as phonemic awareness, 
decoding, oral reading fluency, reading comprehension, vocabulary, and 
writing, yields clear benefits. Some of the instructional research shows 
that enhanced teaching of these various elements provided an advantage to 
second-language learners. The more complex programs that were studied 
typically tried to teach several of these elements simultaneously and were 
also usually successful. 

      Another important finding is that successful instructional approaches 
do not improve the literacy skills of second-language learners as much 
as they do those of first-language learners. Thus, to learn literacy with 
maximum success, students need to have command of the kinds of literacy 
skills and strategies emphasized in these studies, as well as sufficient 
knowledge of oral English. It is not enough to teach reading skills alone, 
but instruction must teach these component skills while fostering extensive 
oral English language development. That the oral English development 
provided in most programs is insufficient can be seen in studies that have 
revealed the success of many second-language learners in developing word 

recognition, spelling, and decoding skills while continuing to lag behind 
their first-language peers in reading comprehension and vocabulary. The 
more promising of the complex literacy instruction routines that have 
been studied (such as “instructional conversations”) provide instructional 
support of oral language development in English along with high-quality 
instruction in literacy skills and strategies.

      The studies reviewed also suggest that, in addition to developing 
oral English proficiency, some adjustments to the common instructional 
routines are beneficial. Although the nature of such adjustments needs 
to be explored more directly in future research, studies suggest the 
importance of considering appropriate ways of using the native language 
within instructional routines. They also point to the advisability of 
altering curriculum coverage depending on the similarity between English 
and the native language and the students’  levels of attainment of their 
native language (e.g., some letter–sound correspondences do not need 
to be re-taught if already mastered in a native language that shares these 
correspondences with English), and of fine-tuning instructional routines to 
take into consideration students’  level of English proficiency. For example, 
the adjustments might include (a) identifying and clarifying difficult words 
and passages within texts to facilitate the development of comprehension; 
(b) consolidating text knowledge through summarization; and (c) giving 
students extra practice in reading words, sentences, and stories. Some 
studies also revealed the value of instructional routines that include 
giving attention to vocabulary, checking comprehension, presenting ideas 
clearly both verbally and in writing, paraphrasing students’ remarks and 
encouraging them to expand on those remarks, providing redundancy, and 
using physical gestures and visual cues to clarify meaning. 

      Findings from studies of classrooms and schools designated as effective 
identify attributes related to positive student outcomes. While there is a 
need for experimental investigation into the ultimate effectiveness of these 
approaches, they indicate that to a great extent, the attributes overlap with 
those of effective schools for native English speakers, such as implicit 
and explicit challenging of students, active involvement of all students, 
providing activities that students can complete successfully, and scaffolding 
instruction for students through such techniques as building and clarifying 
student input and using visual organizers, teacher mediation/feedback to 
students, and classroom use of collaborative/cooperative learning. In many 
cases, however, there are techniques related to second-language acquisition 
such as sheltered English and respect for cultural diversity. For example, 
the SIOP model was explicitly developed for second-language learners 
and  “... offers a framework for teachers to present curricular concepts to 
English-language learners through strategies and techniques that make 
new information comprehensible to the students. While doing so, teachers 
develop students’  language skills across the domains of reading, writing, 
listening, and speaking.” (Echevarría & Short, 2006, p. 201)

      Despite the importance of teaching, there were very few studies (5) that 
focused on professional development. The results demonstrate that creating 
change in teachers is a time-consuming process that requires considerable 
investment on the part of the change agents, as well as the teachers. The 
professional development efforts studied took place over extended periods 
(1–3 years); all involved many meetings and workshops or an intensive 
summer program and, in some cases, follow-up in classrooms. In addition, 
outside collaborators with expertise (university researchers) assisted. The 
studies indicate that, consistent with previous findings, teachers found 
professional development to be most helpful when it provided opportunities 
for hands-on practice, with teaching techniques readily applicable to their 
classroom, in-class demonstrations with their own or a colleague’s students, 
or more personalized coaching. Other means to improve the quality of 
teaching included collaboration between special education teachers and 
resource specialists. 

In the STARlight
Expediting Language, Literacy and Learning for Adolescent ELLs
The diversity of adolescent English language learners requires different types of quality educational 
approaches and interventions.  It’s not only a matter of oral language proficiency, but also the levels and 
skills they have in reading, writing, and subject matter knowledge that should determine their placement 
and instructional interventions. When math, science, social studies, and language arts teachers teach 
vocabulary and reading comprehension skills along with their subject matter, all students do better on 
State tests. ESL and dual language teachers can add to academic vocabulary and knowledge base by 
working with content teachers in Teachers Learning Communities (TLCs).

Who Are the Adolescent ELLs?
English Language Learners (ELLs) are a large portion of the 58% of Hispanics who do not graduate from 
high school. They are also from many other language backgrounds with similar experiences. About 80%-
91% of ELLs in middle and high schools were born in the United States. They are second- or third-gener-
ation immigrants and have been in U. S. schools since kindergarten. These Long-Term English Language 
Learners (LT-ELLs) or ELLs in special education classes (SE-ELLs) have a fair command of oral English 
proficiency but may lack the academic discourse or reading comprehension skills to master subject matter. 

LT-ELL = Based on our interviews, an adolescent Long-Term ELL has been in the U.S. since K-1st 
in schools with inconsistent language policy, inconsistent programs, ineffective instruction, low-level 
ESL, or no solid reading or content instruction in either language who:
• Was in a K-3 reading program in English with materials that were not developed for ELLs. 
• Attended kindergarten in English (L2), then 1st and 2nd grade in Spanish (L1), then placed in English 
  at 3rd.
• Was immersed in English from K-5th with no support in Spanish and was never taught to  read in 
  English.
• Was in all-Spanish instruction in K-4th, then immersed in English in the 5th grade.

SIFE = Is a Student with Interrupted Formal Education in grades 6th  through 12th  who is a new-
comer with two or more years of education interrupted in his/her native country, and
• Needs literacy skills in his/her native language.
• Is reading at least 2 years below grade level in English.
• Needs academic vocabulary in L1 and L2.
• Needs academic knowledge (basic content concepts).
• Unfamiliar with the culture of schooling.

The majority of the 9% to 20% newcomers or refugees entering U.S. schools middle and high schools each 
year are likely to be Students with Interrupted Formal Education (SIFE). The New York State Department 
of Education defines SIFE as “Students with Interrupted Formal Education in grades 4 through 12 who 
had 2 or more years of interrupted schooling in their country.”  Yet, other newcomers have high literacy 
skills and subject matter knowledge.  Their math, geography, literature, and science background usually 
surpasses that of their U.S. counterparts.  
Unfortunately, in spite of this wide-range, ELLs and newcomers are usually placed in the same ESL or 
sheltered English classes in secondary schools. 

Focus of Research and Findings
The four-year study Expediting Reading Comprehension for English Language Learners (ExC-ELL) was 
funded by the Carnegie Corporation of New York to develop a professional development program for 
middle and high school math, science, social studies and language arts teachers with the wide range of 
ELLs. A curriculum program for SIFE and SE-ELL (for Response to Intervention Tiers 2 and 3) called 
RIGOR (Reading Instructional Goals for Older Readers) was developed using science and social studies 
books for teaching phonics, basic reading comprehension skills, through science and social studies topics 
aligned to standards.
Students in the experimental groups have consistently outperformed control cohorts and made AYP.  The 
schools in New York received an “A” on their report card. Middle School MS 319 was recognized this 
year as the top middle school in the city, and 2nd top school from all middle and elementary schools. The 
high school in Kauai has sustained its excellent status since the pilot. ELLs in special education classes, as 
compared to control groups, gain 6 to 9 months in reading above their counterparts. For more information 
on the study, instructional features, and professional development see Teacher Resources below.

Why depth and breadth 
of vocabulary for 
Adolescent ELLs?
• Vocabulary knowledge      
  correlates with reading  
  comprehension.
• Reading comprhension    
  correlates with test  
  results 
• Comprehension       
  depends on knowing  
  between 90% and  95%  
  of the words in a text.
• To overcome  
  the  vocabulary   
  disadvantage, we     
  need to teach    
  vocabulary        
  explicitly on a daily    
  basis.
• A high achieving   
  12th-grader has   
  learned some 15 words  
  a day, per subject area,  
  over 5000 words a year.

In the STARlight

A Framework for Promoting Sustained Reading Development 
Among English Learners  
Based on Jim Cummins’ Article, Reading and the ESL Student, Orbit, 2002, 33(1), 19-22. 

How can we promote sustained reading development among English 
Learners?
In order to answer this question, it is important  to look at three different aspects of language 
proficiency: 1) conversational fluency, 2) discrete language skills, and 3) academic language 
proficiency.

Conversational Fluency
English Learners can function in familiar everyday situations with a relatively small vocabulary.  
Linguists estimate that knowledge of about 2,000 words is all that is necessary to communicate 
successfully in any given face-to-face conversation.  Eye contact, gestures, facial expressions, 
intonation, etc. are helpful clues in understanding others and being understood.

Discrete Language Skills
These skills include rule-based phonological, literacy, and grammatical knowledge that students 
can acquire through direct instruction or active participation in a literacy and language rich 
environment. English Learners can learn discrete language skills at the same time as they are 
learning basic vocabulary and acquiring conversational fluency.  

Academic Language Proficiency
As students progress through the grades, academic language becomes increasingly complex, 
particularly in the content areas.  Academic language includes: 1) understanding difficult concepts, 
2) a vocabulary that includes many low frequency and technical words not commonly used in 
everyday conversations, and 3) sophisticated grammatical constructions (e.g. passive voice) 
also rarely used in conversations.

All three aspects of language proficiency are important.  However, while direct instructional 
strategies are effective in developing decoding skills, they are insufficient by themselves in 
promoting reading comprehension and academic language proficiency. A combination of 
extensive reading and comprehension-focused instruction is required for optimal development 
of reading comprehension.

Fourth Grade Slump
The fourth grade slump refers to the situation whereby low-income students who demonstrate 
grade level reading performance in the primary grades begin to fall significantly behind at fourth 
grade and succeeding grades.
 
Numerous studies have documented significant gaps between decoding and comprehension 
performance.  Trends indicate that direct instruction and scripted programs often place more 
emphasis on the development of phonemic awareness at the early grades than on vocabulary 
development and reading comprehension. Strong development of reading comprehension abilities 
is promoted by opportunities and incentives to engage in extensive reading and does not develop 
automatically solely on the basis of decoding skills.

 

“…ESL students must catch up 
to a moving target.  ESL students 
must make 15 months gain in ev-
ery 10-month school year.” 
(Jim Cummins, 2002)

“Whereas the major hurdles prior to 
grade 4 are learning to recognize in 
print the thousands of words whose 
meanings are already known, the 
hurdle of grade 4 and beyond is 
coping with increasingly complex 
language and thought.”  
 (J.S.Chall, et al, 1990)

We are a wonderfully multilingual 
and multicultural nation. But we 
are not yet a fair nation. We con-
tinue to perpetuate language and 
cultural destruction. We have so 
much to gain by welcoming, sup-
porting, listening to and learning 
from the voices encoded in each of 
our languages.   (Laurie Olsen, 
California Tomorrow)

Students’ growing bilingualism 
needs to be lavishly praised and 
showcased both within and beyond 
the classroom… Both students and 
their parents can take pride in not-
ing that 8-9 years olds are able to 
do things their own peers, parents, 
other relatives, and even most gov-
ernment officials cannot do.  (Mimi 
Met, Montgomery County Public 
Schools)
   

“At what age can I expose my baby to another language without 
causing language confusion?” 

Childhood Bilingualism
The objective of this research was to provide empirical evidence concerning young bilingual 
children’s early knowledge of their two languages. Specifically, what is the optimal age for 
bilingual language exposure? Despite the widespread prevalence of children in bilingual contexts 
in the United States and throughout the world, there are few empirical studies of very young 
bilinguals. This paucity of research has fostered contradictory views about childhood bilingualism. 
On the one hand, parents marvel at the seeming effortlessness with which young children can 
acquire multiple languages. On the other hand, many parents, educators, and scientists alike, have 
concluded that exposing a child to two languages too early may cause developmental language 
delay, and, worse, language confusion. The question of optimal age of exposure is particularly 
reflected in contemporary educational policy, where children typically receive their first exposure 
to other languages at relatively advanced ages.  

Focus of Research
Six distinct lines of inquiry were undertaken over several years, each consisting of several sub-
studies. One method used to examine the optimal age for bilingual language exposure was to 
study young bilinguals who were exposed to their “other” language for the first time beginning 
from ages (i) birth, (ii) three, (iii) five, and (iv) seven; these ages correspond to key periods of 
brain development and provide a first-time window into the biological factors that contribute 
to successful bilingual acquisition. Also studied was the age of first bilingual exposure and its 
enduring impact on adult bilingual language processing. Additionally, this issue was looked 
at by examining children acquiring two languages across a variety of social contexts (home, 
community, and classroom only). Hearing babies acquiring two spoken languages were compared 
with signing-speaking babies who can potentially produce their two languages simultaneously. 
Also studied was whether they take this option, and under what conditions, as a window into the 
knowledge that underlies all childhood bilingualism. Finally, multiple research methodologies 
were utilized (spanning from behavioral measurement to brain imaging). This three-fold approach 
(using an interdisciplinary perspective, multiple populations, and multiple methods) provides 
the most powerful lens to lay bare the answers to any research program.  

Summary of Bilingual Findings (all studies)
Overall, this research endeavor has been spectacularly successful and has yielded many important 
findings that bear directly on the nation’s educational priorities and policy towards bilingual 
children. As hypothesized, the age of bilingual exposure has a significant impact on bilingual 
language development. Moreover, early age of bilingual exposure has a positive impact on 
multiple aspects of a child’s development: linguistic, cognitive, and reading. Children who 
experience early and extensive exposure to both of their languages quickly grasp the fundamentals 
of both of their languages and in a manner similar to that of monolingual language learners. As 
adults these bilingual individuals, in addition to their good behavioral performance on language 
tasks, also show brains that  process their two languages in a similar manner. The field raised 
concerns that early bilinguals may be linguistically, cognitively and academically disadvantaged. 
Our findings suggest that early bilingualism offers no disadvantages; on the contrary, young 
bilinguals may be afforded a linguistic and a cognitive advantage. Early dual language exposure 
is also key to skilled reading acquisition. Moreover, learning to read in two languages may afford 
an advantage in key phonemic awareness skills vital to reading success. 
 
Publications / Abstracts
Petitto, L. A., Katerelos, M., Levy, B., Gauna, K., Tétrault, K., & Ferraro, V. (2001). Bilingual  
 signed and spoken language acquisition from birth: Implications for mechanisms  
 underlying early bilingual language acquisition. Journal of Child Language, 28(2),  
 453-496.
Kovelman, I., Baker, S. A., & Petitto, L. A. (2005, April). Age of bilingual language exposure  
 as a new window into bilingual reading development. Abstract submitted to the   
 Society for Research in Child Development, Atlanta, GA.

    
Tongue-Tied:  
The Lives of Multilingual Children in Public Education  
Dr. Otto Santana, associate professor and founding member of the César Chávez Center for 
Chicana and Chicano Studies at the University of California, Los Angeles.

Sharing Stories
Tongue-Tied   is a book designed to create an opportunity for language minority students to share 
their stories and first-person experiences.  According to Santana, nearly half of Latino, Asian, 
and Pacific Islander children are limited English-proficient students.  This anthology, divided 
into six parts, offers educators thought-provoking insights into the multilingual students and 
their struggles with educational institutions that have silenced their home language and culture.

Breaking Ties
Simon Ortiz writes about the Native American experience with American schools and teachers.  
He speaks about the federal policy of sending away Native American children to Christian mission 
boarding schools far away from their homelands.  According to Ortiz, “the policy was to break 
or sever ties to culture, family, and tribe, to change indigenous people into Americans.”  It is his 
belief that this policy “destroyed the heritage and identity of native people.”  Stories of children 
learning English and losing their native tongue are woven throughout the book.  

Perpetuated Myth
According to Valencia and Solarzano, a myth is being perpetuated in that “low income parents of 
color typically do not value the importance of education, that they fail to inculcate such a value 
in their children,” and that they seldom participate in parental involvement activities.  In contrast, 
Valencia, Henderson and Rankin share examples of many positive home life experiences where 
mothers in low-income homes exhibit high educational aspirations for their children, positive 
reinforcement for intellectual behavior, read regularly to their offspring and expose their children 
to a variety of learning experiences outside the home. 

Building on  Knowledge and Culture
According to Luis Moll and Norma González, in Beginning Where the Children Are, “it is 
important for a teacher to recognize and build on the knowledge and culture that children bring 
to the classroom, rather than unconsciously assuming that a child arrives at the school doors as 
an empty vessel.”  The authors conducted a study for teachers to collect funds of knowledge, 
in which teachers visited poor immigrant and language minority families to find out about their 
societal knowledge and life skills.  These teachers learned to disregard stereotypes and gained 
a better understanding of their students’ cultural background.

Home Language
The section entitled, Mother Tongue, addresses the child’s home language and the ties that 
are severed when the child’s school does not value his/her language.  The connection between 
families and their children often suffer as depicted in the poems and personal reflections found 
in this section.

 

“Racially, culturally and linguisti-
cally, somos huerfanos, we speak 
an orphan tongue.”   

(Gloria Anzaldua)

“At its very core, language is the 
opportunity for self-expression 
through the discovery of new ideas 
and experiences.”    

(Gudadalupe Valdes)

“Research-based Writing Practices for English Learners”
If we could institute only one change to make students more college ready, it should be to increase the amount and qual-
ity of writing students are expected to produce. We need to develop student writing skills systematically in all classes 
and across a range of writing genres, especially expository, descriptive, and persuasive writing. (Conley, 2007, pg. 23)

What does quality writing instruction for ELs look like?

Key Points

This edition of Starlight addresses six research-based writing practices for English learners (ELs). Teachers of ELs need 
quality and sustained time to acquire the specific skills and knowledge necessary to develop a shared understanding of what 
research-based instruction for ELs looks like. The Common Core State Standards (CCSS), together with the new English 
Language Arts/English Language Development (ELA/ELD) Framework, provide a clear, cohesive map that addresses 
writing instruction across content areas. 

Research-based Writing Practices for English Learners

Research underscores the need for a shared understanding among writing teachers, and researchers broadly agree that teachers 
need high-quality professional learning around writing instruction. It is teacher self-efficacy – a teacher’s belief in his or 
her ability to teach writing – that most positively correlates with students’ academic achievement in writing (Chambless 
& Bass, 1995; Lapp & Flood, 1985; Street, 2003). Nevertheless, teachers largely do not feel qualified to teach writing in 
first language (L1) or second language (L2) (Fang, 2005; Street, 2003). The following six high-leverage practices emerge 
from the collective research on L2 writing, including three seminal reviews of the literature (Goldman, 2013): 

1. Teach genre writing as a process. Researchers acknowledge the interconnected nature of both process and genre 
writing approaches. Genre frameworks facilitate language acquisition and improve comprehension by clarifying the 
patterns and meanings of language (Christie, 1997; Hyland, 2004; Reid, 2011).

 For writing teachers, genre pedagogies promise very real benefits. The concept of genre enables teachers to   
 look beyond content, composing processes, and textural forms to see writing as an attempt to communicate 
 with readers – to better understand the ways that language patterns are used to accomplish coherent, 
 purposeful prose. (Hyland, 2004, p. 5) 

2. Build on students’ background knowledge. In order to develop the writing skills necessary for high achievement, 
teachers of ELs need to know who their students are, validate their backgrounds and experiences, affirm their 
identities and cultures, and link new concepts to their daily lives. This recursive, dialogic approach also encourages 
ELs to use writing to think critically about possible connections to family, school, community and global issues 
(Ada, 1993; Banks, 2008; Delpit, 2005; Nieto, 2000; Walqui, 2010). 

3. Model writing for and with students. Simply put, modeling writing makes the writing process visible. Model 
texts are teaching tools that provide “adolescents with good models for each type of writing that is the focus of 
instruction. Students are encouraged to emulate the critical elements, patterns, and forms embodied in the models 
in their own writing” (Graham & Perin, 2007, p. 20).  Model texts initiate discussions, reinforce content, promote 
inquiry, foster new learning, draw connections and encourage reflection (Calderón and Minaya-Rowe, 2011; 
Graham & Perin, 2007; Smagorinsky, 1992). Interacting with teacher-written models help students create space 
to reason, analyze, organize and structure their writing process. Kelly Gallagher (2011) makes a case as to why 
modeling writing is the most powerful writing strategy: 

 The teacher should model by writing – and think out loud while writing – in front of the class. When my 
 students see me wrestling with decisions as my writing unfolds, it gives them insight on how to compose their  
 own pieces. I don’t tell them how to draft their papers; I show them how I draft my papers. (p.15)



In the STARlight
      Finally, several studies show the progress schools can achieve by having 
staff work together to address specific school issues. These studies highlight 
the importance of mobilizing staff to focus on the needs of language-
minority students, even when the students are few in number, and provide 
evidence that a concerted school effort involving outside agents (researchers 
and specialists) and school personnel (principals, specialists, and classroom 
teachers) can make a difference in student outcomes. One study (Au and 
Mason, 1983) highlights the importance of supporting teacher change and 
the need for support systems that are intensive, elaborate, and enduring to 
accomplish this goal. Two critical tools in supporting teacher change were 
a classroom implementation checklist and grade-appropriate benchmarks 
used to assess student progress. 

Individual Factors 
It is critical to keep in mind that language-minority students are a highly 

heterogeneous group, and that instruction must be designed to take such 
differences into account. Students’ development of literacy is influenced 
by a range of individual factors, including age of arrival in a new country, 
educational history, socioeconomic status (SES), cognitive capacity, 
interests, and concerns.  

This point is highlighted by the differential effects of instruction on 
students with differing levels of English proficiency.  Students are less able 
to take advantage of interventions geared to promote inci¬dental learning 
(learning in which there is not explicit teaching such as Silent Sustained 
Reading) in English if the materials (e.g. text or videos) are beyond their 
English proficiency levels. Moreover, teaching students strategies of 
var¬ious types is not as effective for students who do not have the requisite 
levels of language proficiency

Implications 
• Focusing instruction on key components of literacy, such as phonemic 

awareness, decoding, oral reading fluency, reading comprehension, 
vocabulary, and writing, has clear benefits.

• Given that English-language learners have more difficulty acquiring 
text-level skills, efforts to build their comprehension and writing should 
be targeted intensively throughout the years of schooling.

• The need to develop stronger English language proficiency in concert 
with literacy argues for an early, ongoing, and intensive effort to 
develop this proficiency. The oral proficiency skills associated with 
reading comprehension include vocabulary knowledge, listening 
comprehension, syntactic skills, and the ability to handle meta-linguistic 

aspects of language (such as providing definitions of words).

• The studies reviewed also suggest, that in addition to developing oral 
English proficiency, other adjustments to the common instructional 
routines are beneficial. While the research provides some insights 
into what these adjustments might be, the nature and strength of such 
adjustments needs to be explored more directly in future research.

• Given the relationship between first- and second-language literacy 
skills and the benefits of bilingual instruction in developing English 
literacy, bilingual approaches should be considered as one good avenue 
for developing English literacy skills. 

• Teachers should consider individual differences when planning 
instruction for language minority students. These students are not a 
homogeneous group, but differ in many ways including age of arrival in a 
new country, educational history, socioeconomic status (SES), cognitive 
capacity, interests, and concerns. The importance of considering such 
factors is highlighted by the finding that levels of English proficiency 
in individual children influence the success of instructional approaches.   

• Given the limited amount of research on best methods for instructing 
second- language learners, the individual differences inherent in this 
group of learners, and the multiplicity of contexts in which these 
students are educated, it is important that district, schools, and teachers 
assess second language learners to determine what skills and knowledge 
are lacking and whether interventions designed to build these skills and 
knowledge are effective.  

1Excerpts of this document are from August, D. & Shanahan, T. (Eds.) (2006). 
Developing Literacy in Second-Language Learner and are used with the permission 
of Lawrence Erlbaum Associates:

August, D. & Shanahan, T. Introduction and Methodology 
(pp. 1; 13-18) 
August, D. & Shanahan, T. Synthesis: Instruction and Professional 
Development( pp 353-359)

Questions for Reflection 

1.How well does your school or district cover the six essential components of literacy, including phonological awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary,  
   comprehension, and writing? What is the research base for the school-wide and instructional practices that are used?

2.What modifications does your school or district make to literacy instruction that is effective with monolingual speakers to make it more appropriate for           
   second-language learners? What additional modifications might be used to make instruction more appropriate for these students? In responding, make           
   sure you consider how you might build on first language literacy if students are literate in their first language, ensure students comprehend the text they     
   are listening to or reading, and develop students oral English proficiency in the context of literacy instruction.

3.The experimental research literature does not do a good job of describing methods for differentiating instruction for second-language learners who are  
   educated in heterogeneous classrooms. Given your knowledge of the research literature on teaching the component skills of literacy and you experience     
   with heterogeneous classrooms, how would you differentiate instruction for these students?

4.Changes made at the school or district level can make it easier for classroom teachers to do a better job of building literacy in second language learners.  
   What school- or district-level changes might help teachers ensure second-language learners develop solid literacy skills? Examples might include 

creating a center for newcomers, finding ways to encourage interaction between first and second language learners to help second language learners acquire               
oral language proficiency, establishing a school- or district-wide committee to assess how various groups of English-language learners are progressing  
and making programmatic changes where necessary.

In the STARlight

Reading to Learn
• English language   
  learners (ELLs) are  
  learning English at  
  the same time they are  
  studying core content  
  through English.   
  They  must perform  
  double the work of  
  native speakers to keep  
  up, and at the same  
  time be accountable for     
  AYP (Carnegie Panel  
  on ELL Literacy).
• Without explicit        
  instruction on reading  
  each subject area,  
  students cannot learn  
  math, science, social  
  studies and literature.

Implications for Teachers
The diversity of adolescent English language learners requires a comprehensive instructional 
approach that includes:
Lesson designs for integrating subject matter content, language, reading and writing skills.
Teachers parse text and select important standards-based information.
Explicit teaching of depth and breadth of words before, during and after reading the selected content.
Collaborative-text-based reading to engage students; and rich discussions where the new words are 

used again and again.
Explicit teaching of reading comprehension strategies (e.g., main idea, cause and effect, inferences, 

comparing/contrasting) and teacher think alouds (e.g., self-correction, rereading a sentence, 
decoding a word, summarizing, questioning), partner reading for applying those strategies, and 
debriefing (e.g. metacognitive, metalinguistic, social and cooperative skills).

Explicit teaching of the different writing genre required by each content area and technology.
Consolidation of content and skills throughout the lesson to anchor knowledge, check for 

understanding and assess individual student learning.
Student assessments in a variety of formats to gauge progress on literacy and content.
The quality of teaching and learning is assessed with specific observation protocols. Coaches and 

administrators are trained to observe this type of instruction.
Systematic and comprehensive professional development and Teachers Learning    

Communities to support teachers and sustain success (for detailed strategies of the 10 
components see the book Calderón, 2007a below).

Teacher Resources
Calderón, M. E.,  (2007a). Teaching reading to English language learners, Grades 6-12: A framework 

for improving achievement in the content areas. Thousand Oaks, CA: Corwin Press.
Calderón, M. E. (2007b). RIGOR!  Reading Instructional Goals for Older Readers: Reading Program 

for 6th – 12th Students with Interrupted Formal Education in English and Spanish.  New York: 
Benchmark Education Co.

Publications
August, D., Beck, I. L., Calderón, M., Francis, D.J., Lesaux, N. K., & Shanahan, T. (2007). Instruction 

and professional development.  In August, D. & T. Shanahan (Eds.), Developing reading and 
writing in second language learners.  Lessons from the Report of the National Literacy Panel on 
Language-Minority Children and Youth.

Calderón, M. E. & R. Wasden, (2008). Preparing Secondary School Teachers to Teach Reading, 
Language and Content to English Language Learners.  In J. Coppola & E. Primas (Eds.) English 
Learners: Reaching the Highest Level of English Literacy Washington, DC: International Reading 
Association.

Short, D. & D. Fitzsimmons (2007). National Panel on Literacy for Adolescent English Language 
Learners.  Double the Work: Academic Literacy for Adolescent English Language Learners. New 
York: The New York Carnegie Corporation. 

Research online
www. CAL.org
www.margaritacalderon.org

 

In the STARlight
Implications for Teachers
What can teachers do to teach the language of academic success?  There are four instructional 
components that research suggests are strongly related to increasing reading comprehension:

• Large amounts of time for actual text reading:
       Time-Saving Tips for Text Reading. The University of Texas, Austin  (2002). 
       http://www.utexas.edu/student/utlc/handouts/1466.html (April 2004).
• Teacher-directed instruction in comprehension strategies:
       Reading for Understanding: Toward an R&D Program in Reading Comprehension. 
       Rand Reading Study Group (2002). 
 http://www.rand.org/publications/MR/MR1465/MR1465.pdf (April 2004).
• Opportunities for peer and collaborative learning:
        Four Leading Models of Cooperative Learning.  Harvard Education Letter Research 

Online. (May/June 2000)
 http://www.edletter.org/past/issues/2000-mj/abstracts.shtml#a3  (April 2004).
• Occasions for students to talk to a teacher and one another about their 
       responses to reading:
       Effective Teaching Practices for English Language Learners. Mid-Atlantic Regional 
       Education Laboratory. (2002). 
 http://www.temple.edu/LSS/pdf/spotlights/700/spot705.pdf (April 2004).

The research is conclusive in showing strong relationships for first and second language learners 
between opportunities to read and vocabulary development and reading comprehension abilities.  
Research also underscores the importance of explicit instruction in comprehension strategies and 
word meanings. 

Characteristics of Schools That Stand Out
These are some components of highly effective schools that foster academic achievement for 
English Learners:

• Schools where teachers have a high degree of autonomy;
• Schools with flattened hierarchies instead of top down processes;
• Schools that foster imagination;
• Schools that articulate their belief system; and
• Schools that develop a language policy using primary language and culture as an asset.

No Child Left Behind Implications
Under the No Child Left Behind umbrella, the following areas need to be addressed in order to 
promote success for English Learners: 1) staff development to help teachers engage students in 
active use of written and oral language for authentic purposes, 2) implementation of successful 
program models that support sustained literacy development beyond the primary grades, 3) 
utilization of available resources and research on effective reading practices for English Learners, 
and 4) support for a literacy-rich environment at home. 

Resources
Alice Weinrib’s Second Language Education web site:    
http://www.oise.utoronto.ca/~aweinrib/sle/

International High School in New York   
http://www.ed.gov/inits/teachers/97-98/4.html

Dual Language Showcase: Thornwood School 
http://thornwood.peelschools.org/Dual/about.htm

e-lective Language Learning Program: A Tool to Enable Students to Access the Curriculum 
and Harvest the Language of Academic Texts. Contact Jim Cummins at 
ELective320@aol.com

“In short, immersion in a rich lit-
erature environment where students 
have ample encouragement and 
opportunity to read (and write) ex-
tensively is crucial for the develop-
ment of reading comprehension and 
academic language proficiency.” 
(Jim Cummins, 2002)

Implications for Teachers
The research reinforces the value of Dual Language Programs and Bilingual Education Programs 
that provide children with rich language experiences in two languages. The development of two 
languages simultaneously at an early age is not detrimental. In  many ways it provides linguistic, 
cognitive and social advantages over monolingual development. Such instructional programs 
should consider the simultaneous introduction of beginning reading in the both systems  as early 
as pre-school.

Teacher Resources
Virtual Pre-K
https://www.virtualpre-k.org/  
Contains ideas for teachers and parents in English and Spanish that cover important concepts for 
pre-schoolers and help build early literacy, math, social studies, and science skills. Video lessons 
can be previewed on-line.

Colorín Colorado
http://www.colorincolorado.org/educators/ 
Information, and resources for Pre K -3 teachers and Spanish-speaking parents.

Reading Rockets
http://readingrockets.learningstore.org/products/RR1064.html
Site offers a wealth of strategies, lessons and activities to help young children learn how to read.  
Available through the site is, Becoming Bilingual, a PBS video.

Scholastic  Lee y Serás
http://www.scholastic.com/aboutscholastic/community/programs/leeyseras.htm
Lee y Serás is a National Latino Early Literacy Initiative that helps parents and communities to 
foster early literacy skills. Parents and childcare providers can learn how to use everyday routines 
to contribute to literacy development.

Research Online
Pre-School English Learners: 
Principles and Practices to Promote Language, Literacy and Learning
http://www.edgateway.net/pub/docs/pel/resources.htm 
The entire site is dedicated to pre-school English Learners. It provides an extensive bibliography 
containing links to research available on-line related to several aspects of bilingualism and young 
children. It also contains links to professional organizations and other resources that promote 
language, literacy and learning for early bilingual readers. Some teacher training materials are 
also available in pdf format. 

National Literacy Panel on Language Minority Children and Youth
U.S. Department of Education, Institute of Education Sciences
http://www.cal.org/projects/natlitpanel.html
This study examines critical factors that influence the development of English-language literacy 
(reading and writing) among Spanish-speaking children. The research addresses: How do children, 
whose first language is Spanish, learn to read and write in English? Why do some Spanish-speaking 
children have difficulties acquiring English-language reading and writing skills? What teacher 
knowledge, teaching skills, and instructional strategies are required to ensure optimal outcomes? 

Dual Language Abilities of Bilingual Four-Year Olds: Initial Findings from the Early 
Childhood Study of Language and Literacy Development of Spanish-speaking Children
http://www.uc.edu/njrp/pdfs/Tabors.pdf
The study describes language and literacy skills in Spanish and English for four year olds entering 
Pre-K programs. A comparison group consisted of monolingual Spanish-speaking children.

  

I used to speak with my son in 
Farsi when he was really young, 
but then people told me not to any-
more, that he would be confused. 
So now he doesn’t speak Farsi and 
I can’t have a deeper conversation 
with him. I wish I could though.  
(First generation Iranian parent, 
Oakland, CA)

“The family’s quiet was partly 
due to the fact that, as we children 
learned more and more English, 
we shared fewer and fewer words 
with our parents.”   

(Richard Rodriguez)

  
Implications for Teachers
Tongue-Tied provides an interesting reading for educators to learn about the multilingual richness 
of minority children and the harmful effects of silencing their voices.  It gives the reader thought-
provoking ideas for developing positive strategies to use in the classroom.

• Building on children’s knowledge and culture in the classroom:  Culturally Proficient  
 Instruction: A Guide for People Who Teach, by Kikanza Nuri Robins, Randall B.  
 Lindsey, Delores B. Lindsey, and Raymond D. Terrell, 2002.
• Understanding a child’s socio-economic status Ruby Payne and aha!
  http://www.ahaprocess.com
• Building Trust with Schools and Diverse Families
 http://www.nwrel.org/request/2003dec/trust.pdf

No Child Left Behind Implications
No Child Left Behind ant Tongue-Tied expressly direct attention to the following areas: 1) Drop 
out prevention resources that can assist teachers in incorporating students’ home culture and 
language in today’s multilingual/multicultural classrooms; 2)  Effective strategies educators can 
use to work with children of poverty to best meet their needs; 3) Parent involvement tools that 
build on a better understanding and knowledge of the home language, traditions, and cultures.

Online Resources
A discussion of several programs available for language minority students:
Learning English, by Joseph M. Guzman, January, 2001, Education Next
http://www.educationnext.org/2003/58.html

A research-based web site on language-related issues: Center for Applied Linguistics
www.cal.org/

A web site that offers tips on how to teach about Native Americans more effectively: 
Teaching About Native American Issues, Teacher’s Corner
http://www.understandingprejudice.org/teach/native.htm

A searchable database with hundreds of prejudice researchers and social justice organizations:
Understanding Prejudice
http://www.understandingprejudice.org/

Unique multicultural education site devoted to teaching about the Hmong experience: 
The Hmong Center-Multicultural Resources, Adult Basic Education, Cultural Education
www.hmongcenter.org

A Selective Book List
Battiste, M. and J. Y. Henderson (2000).  Protecting Indigenous Knowledge and Heritage:  A Global 
Challenge.  Saskatoon, Purich Publishing Ltd.

California Tomorrow (2002).  And Still We Speak...Stories of Communities Sustaining and 
Reclaiming Language and Culture; and So They May Speak...An Agenda for Language and Culture 
Centered School Reform.

Lindsey, Randall B., Delores B. Lindsey, Raymond D. Terrell, Culturally Proficient Instruction:  
A Guide for People Who Teach, Corwin Press, 2002.

Lindsey, Randall B., Roberts, Laraine, and Campbell Jones, Franklin, The Culturally Proficient 
School:  An Implementation Guide for School Leaders, Corwin Press, 2004.

1. 

2. 
4. Develop academic oral language.  Language frames provide structure for academic thinking and speaking. Researchers 

focusing on the specific needs of Long-term English Learners (LTELs) emphasize the need for powerful oral language 
development tied to writing (Genesse, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders & Christian, 2006; August & Shanahan, 2006; Short 
& Fitzsimmons, 2007; Olsen, 2010). 

5. Teach vocabulary and grammar explicitly and in context. Research supports the intensive teaching of high-frequen-
cy,  academic vocabulary across the content areas. Among the most pressing questions in L2 grammar instruction is how 
to   manage corrective feedback on student writing. Researchers largely concur that teachers need to address students’  
written errors by providing students with both direct and indirect feedback. While many teachers concentrate time 
and energy solely on direct feedback (i.e., teacher correction), student-led indirect feedback engages students in the 
self-editing process by noticing their own errors through focused mini-lessons on specific grammar points (August & 
Shanahan, 2006; Genesse, Lindholm-Leary, Saunders & Christian, 2006; Ferris, 2004, 1994; Santos, 1988; Saunders & 
Christian, 2006; Short & Fitzsimmons, 2007).

6. Publish (and celebrate!) writing using technology.  According to a recent meta-analysis, publishing writing using 
technology is engaging and empowering. Students who used computers to write wrote more, produced higher quality 
writing, made more changes, collaborated more, questioned more, used a less linear process, were more motivated, and 
experienced improved literacy skills, attitudes and thinking skills (Goldberg, Russell, & Cook, 2005). 

Implications for Teachers and Administrators

With a persistent achievement gap in academic writing between ELs and their English-speaking peers, there is a critical need 
for well-prepared educators prepared to teach L2 writing. Schools and district leaders can use the research-based, high-leverage 
practices to support high-quality professional learning around writing. By focusing on fostering teacher expertise, districts 
can develop systems of support around a shared vision of quality instruction for ELs.  
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Questions for Reflection

1.  Do we have appropriate instructional interventions 
for each type of learner needs to ensure they graduate 
from high school?

2.  What dual-language assessments have been 
employed?

3.  Have the students and their parents been 
interviewed?

4.  Is it a matter of interrupted education or a learning 
disability? 
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Questions for Reflection

1.  How would you gauge your school’s or district’s 
language arts, ELD, and academic content programs in 
terms of their success in addressing each of the three 
aspects of language proficiency that Cummins discusses? 
What additional sources of evidence or data might you 
consider in measuring and monitoring English Learners’ 
progress in developing language proficiency, including 
academic language in the content areas?

2.  Cummins addresses the phenomenon known as 
the fourth grade slump. What has been your school’s 
or district’s experience with this? What conversations  
might you initiate with colleagues to address this issue, 
particularly as it relates to issues of academic language 
proficiency?

3.   The article lists four research-based Implications for 
Teachers that suggest how they can effectively teach the 
language of academic success to English Learners.  How 
might your current policies, structures, and practices 
need to change to ensure that:
• Classroom teachers deliberately schedule blocks of    
    time for text reading?
• Teachers are adequately trained on the use of a  
 broad  repertoire of comprehension and learning  
 strategies?
• Your reading program offers opportunities for 

students to interact with each other and with the 
teacher on meaningful academic tasks?

4.   What leadership support do you need in your school 
or district to successfully implement program models 
that show long-term academic, linguistic, and affective 
success for English Learners?

How does biliteracy enhance the academic 
performance of students?     
 
1.   What are the instructional implications of this 
research for the teaching of reading at your 
school/district? 
     
2.   In what ways can biliteracy be fostered for 
youngsters who are not in a Dual Language or 
Bilingual Education Program.    
  

3.   What are the major implications for parents 
regarding early bilinguals and the teaching of 
reading in both languages?     
 

4.   What are some of the common misconceptions 
about bilingual language exposure in early 
childhood that are addressed by this research/
article?

1. As educators, how can we create an inclusive 
and instructionally empowerful learning 
environment?

2. What are some of the benefits that can be   
reaped by providing a positive school-community  
relationship that promotes the enhanced ability 
of  students to learn and teachers to teach?

3. What strategies could you develop to 
ensure that all students, especially those who 
have traditionally been underserved, yield high 
academic achievement?

4. How could culture and proficiency in a second 
language enhance the academic performance of
 minority students?

5. As educators, how can we collect “funds 
of  knowledge” that will assist in gaining 
a better understanding  of our students’ 
cultural background?

1. In what ways does your school or district 
address each of the six high-leverage writing 
practices?

2. What are some current professional learning 
efforts around CCSS writing for ELs in your 
district?

3.  What data-driven sources do teachers 
draw from to inform their instructional practices 
around writing?

4.  How does your school or district currently 
assess EL progress toward meeting the CCSS?

5. Reflecting on the six high-leverage practices, 
what might be a next step to strengthen your 
writing program at your site? How would you 
specifically address the needs of ELs?


