





lish instruction. Students in the control condition received no
instruction or supportin Spanish. In the study with special edu-
cation students, second- and third-graders received reading
instruction either in English only or in Spanish combined with
English as a second language instruction for one year, followed
by gradually more instruction in English and less in Spanish over
the next two years. The middle-school study included two groups
oflow-achieving seventh-graders who received equivalent Eng-
lish instruction, but one group received additional instruction
in Spanish that focused on reading skills. And the high-school
study involved students with low reading achievement who
received either English-only instruction or instruction in English
and Spanish. All five studies found positive effects of bilingual
education on students’ reading achievement on various mea-
sures of reading in English.

This consistent finding might surprise some readers. But the
NLP was the latest of five meta-analyses that reached the same
conclusion: learning to read in the home language promotes read-
ing achievement in the second language.' Readers should under-
stand how unusual it is to have five meta-analyses on the same
issue conducted by five independent researchers or groups of
researchers with diverse perspectives. The fact that they all reached
essentially the same conclusion is worth noting. No other area in
educational research with which I am familiar can claim five inde-
pendent meta-analyses based on experimental studies—much
less five that converge on the same basic finding.

To some people this finding might seem counterintuitive. A
few years ago a fair-minded colleague expressed disbelief:
“Doesn’t it just make sense,” she asked, “that the earlier and
more intensively children are placed in all-English instruction
at school the better their English achievement will eventually
be?” That’s when it hit me: when the goal is English proficiency,
delivering any instruction in the first language probably does not
make sense to some people. But this is why we do scientific
research: common sense does not always turn out to be the truth.
If we only relied on common sense, we would still think the sun
revolves around a flat earth.

How does learning reading skills in their first language help

students read in their second language? Although several expla-
nations are possible, a likely one is based on what educational
psychologists and cognitive scientists call “transfer” Transfer is
one of the most venerable and important concepts in education.
With respect to English learners, a substantial body of research
reviewed by both CREDE and NLP researchers suggests that lit-
eracy and other skills and knowledge transfer across languages.
Thatis, if you learn something in one language—such as decod-
ing, comprehension strategies, or a concept such as democ-

A substantial body of research suggests
that literacy and other skills and knowl-

edge transfer across languages. That s,

if you learn something in one language,
you either already know itin (i.e, trans-
fer it to) another language or can more

easily learn it in another language.

racy—you either already know it in (i.e., transfer it to) another
language or can more easily learn it in another language.

We do not have a very precise understanding of exactly what
transfers across languages, but there are numerous candidates.
Phonological awareness might transfer—once you know that
words are made up of smaller constituent sounds, you can
probably apply that understanding to any language. Decoding
skills, as well as knowledge of specific letters and sounds, prob-
ably transfer also. The letter m, for example, represents the
same sound in many languages. But while the concept of
decoding probably transfers across alphabetic languages, stu-
dents will need to learn which rules should transfer and which
should not. Spanish, for instance, has no final silent e that
makes a preceding vowel long. Thus, a Spanish speaker apply-
ing Spanish orthographic rules to English words would think
the word “tone” has two syllables (since he would pronounce
the e). In all likelihood, English learners are helped by instruc-
tion that points out both what does and does not transfer from
their home language to English.* Numerous other aspects of
reading probably transfer, for example, comprehension skills
and knowledge of concepts (background knowledge) that are
essential for comprehension.

Transfer of reading skills across languages appears to occur

even if languages use different alphabetic systems, although
the different alphabets probably diminish the degree
of transfer. For example, studies of transfer
between English and Spanish find relatively

high correlations on measures of word

reading, phonological awareness, and

spelling. Some studies of English and non-

* See http://coe.sdsu.edu/people/jmora/MoraModules/
MetaLingResearch.htm for a helpful document identifying elements
of English and Spanish spelling that do and do not transfer.
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Roman alphabets (e.g., Arabic), in contrast, nd much lower cer time children in the studies were followed) is around .35 to .40;
relations. However, comprehension skills appear to transfer estimates range from about .2 to about .6, depending on how the
readily between languages with di erent alphabets, such as Eng calculation is done. What this means is that after two to three
lish and Korean. years of rstand second language reading instruction, the aver
Teachers cannot assume that transfer is automatic. Student@ge student can expect to score about 12 to 15 percentile points
sometimes do not realize that what they know in their rst lan higher than the average student who only receives second fan
guage (e.g., cognates such atefanteand elephant,orejemplo guage reading instruction. at’s not huge, but it's not trivial
and example or spelling and comprehension skills) can be either. ese e ects are reliable and, as mentioned previously,
applied in their second. One researcher puts it this way: “Lesshave been found with secondary as well as elementary students,
successful bilingual readers view their two languages as separatand special education as well as general education students.
and unrelated, and they often see their non-English languagePrimary language reading instruction is clearly no panacea, but
backgrounds as detrimental 2° Ideally, teachers should be aware relatively speaking, it makes a meaningful contribution to read
of what students know and can do in their primary language soing achievementin English. We are less clear, however, on the
they can help them apply it to tasks in English. e ects of di erent lengths of time in bilingual education; that is,
Let’s be clear: the e ects of primary language instruction are do more years of bilingual education produce higher levels of
modest—nbut they are real. Researchers gauge the e ect of aproEnglish achievement? (See the “Critical Questions” sidebatr,
gram or an instructional practice in terms of an “e ect size” that p. 12, for more on this.)
tells us how much improvement can be expected from using the  In addition, the meta-analyses found that bilingual education
program or practice. e average e ect size of primary language helps ELLs become bilingual and biliterate. e NLP, whose cH
reading instruction over two to three years (the typical length of teria for including studies were very strict, concluded that “chil

Colorin Colorado
A Research-Based Web Site for ELLS’ Teachers and Parents

Remember the warm feeling you had as a child when you reached discussion questions; they offer an in-depth look at important issues
the end of a favorite story and read “and they lived happily ever such as ELLs with learning disabilities and assessing ELLs. All of these
after"? That’s where the name of this informative Web site comes resources are free, and teachers are welcome to share them in

from, “Y colorin, colorado, este cuento se ha acabado.” There's no professional development sessions.

direct translation from Spanish, but in concept it's similar—and The three sample pages below offer a glimpse of the site. For the
tting. This site is about ELLs’ academic careers having happy real thing, go to www.ColorinColorado.org
endings. Its primary objective is to deliver research-based informa —EbiTors

tion, for teachers and parents, on teaching ELLs to read.
Currently, the site contains extensive information in both English
and Spanish, but the developers are beginning to add
information in other languages. So far,
they've created literacy tip
sheets for parents in nine
additional languages:
Arabic, Chinese, Haitian
Creole, Hmong, Korean,
Navajo, Russian, Tagalog, and
Vietnamese.
The educators’ portion of
the site offers everything from
basic information on the ELL
population to practical teaching
and assessment suggestions to
summaries of recent research.
While much of the information is
on early reading, teachers of
other subjects and of older
students will also nd a great deal
they can use in the classroom. Be
sure to check out the Webcasts.
These 45-minute programs combine
videos of nationally recognized
experts with PowerPoint presenta
tions, recommended reading, and
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dren in the bilingual programs studied ... also developed literacy
skills in their native language. Thus, they achieved the advantage
of being bilingual and biliterate.”*! Knowing two languages con-
fers numerous obvious advantages—cultural, intellectual, cogni-
tive,?? vocational, and economic (some studies have found
increased earnings for bilingual individuals®).

nmany schools, instruction in the primary language is not
feasible, because there is no qualified staff or because stu-
dents come from numerous language backgrounds or,
sadly, because of uninformed policy choices or political
decisions. English learners can still be helped to achieve athigher
levels. Although the research here is not as solid as the research

teaching the sounds that make up words, how letters represent
those sounds, and how letters combine to form words. More
recent studies® continue to provide evidence of the benefits of
directly teaching phonological and decoding skills to English
learners, particularly as part of comprehensive approaches to
boost early literacy among children at risk for reading
problems.*

Studies of vocabulary instruction also show that ELLs are
more likely to learn words when they are directly taught. Just as

ELLs learning to read in English, just

on primary language instruction in reading, educators have two
other important principles, supported by research to varying
degrees, on which to base their practice. We turn to them now.

like English speakers learning to read in
English, benefit from explicit teaching
of the components of literacy, such as
phonemic awareness, phonics, vocabu-

Il. What we know about good instruction and
curriculum in general holds true for ELLs.

Both the CREDE and NLP reports conclude that ELLs learn in
much the same way as non-ELLs (although instructional modi-
fications and enhancements are almost certainly necessary, as
discussed in the next section). Good instruction for students in
general tends to be good instruction for ELLs in particular. If
instructed in the primary language, the application of effective
instructional models to English learners is transparent; all that
differs is the language of instruction. But even when instructed
in English, effective instruction is similar in important respects
to effective instruction for non-ELLs.

As a general rule, all students tend to benefit from clear goals
and learning objectives; meaningful, challenging, and motivating
contexts; a curriculum rich with content; well-designed, clearly
structured, and appropriately paced instruction; active engage-
ment and participation; opportunities to practice, apply, and
transfer new learning; feedback on correct and incorrect
responses; periodic review and practice; frequent assessments
to gauge progress, with reteaching as needed; and opportunities
to interact with other students in motivating and appropriately
structured contexts. Although these instructional variables have
not been studied with ELLs to the degree they have been with
English speakers, existing studies suggest that what is known
about effective instruction in general ought to be the foundation
of effective teaching for English learners. There are, of course,
individual or group differences: some students might benefit
from more or less structure, practice, review, autonomy, chal-
lenge, or any other dimension of teaching and learning. This is as
likely to be true for English learners as it is for English speakers.

The NLP found that ELLs learning to read in English, just like
English speakers learning to read in English, benefit from explicit
teaching of the components ofliteracy, such as phonemic aware-
ness, phonics, vocabulary, comprehension, and writing. The NLP
reviewed five studies that as a group showed the benefits of
structured, direct instruction for the development of literacy
skills among ELLs. A study in England, for example, found that
a structured program called Jolly Phonics had a stronger effect
on ELLs’ phonological awareness and alphabet knowledge, and
their application to reading and writing, than did a Big Books
approach.* Other studies also showed similar effects of directly

lary, comprehension, and writing.

with English speakers, ELLs learn more words when the words
are embedded in meaningful contexts and students are pro-
vided with ample opportunities for their repetition and use, as
opposed to looking up dictionary definitions or presenting
words in single sentences. For example, a study?® reviewed by
the NLP involving fifth-graders showed that explicit vocabulary
instruction, using words from texts appropriate for and likely to
interest the students, combined with exposure to and use of the
words in numerous contexts (reading and hearing stories, dis-
cussions, posting target words, and writing words and defini-
tions for homework) led to improvements in word learning and
reading comprehension.” These are principles of effective
vocabulary instruction that have been found to be effective for
English speakers.?” Similarly, a preschool study too recent to be
included in the NLP or CREDE reviews showed that explaining
new vocabulary helped Portuguese-speaking children acquire
vocabulary from storybook reading.?® Although children with
higher initial English scores learned more words, explaining
new words was helpful for all children, regardless of how little
English they knew.

Other types of instruction that the NLP review found to be
promising with ELLs, especially for increasing their reading com-
prehension, include cooperative learning (students working
interdependently on group instructional tasks and learning goals),
encouraging reading in English, discussions to promote compre-
hension (“instructional conversations”), and mastery learning
(which involves precise behavioral objectives permitting students
to reach a “mastery” criterion before moving to new learning).

* For more information, see “Enhanced Proactive Reading” at the Web site below.

t For more information, see “Vocabulary Improvement Program for English
Language Learners and Their Classmates, VIP” at the Web site below.

* For more information, see “Bilingual Cooperative Integrated Reading and
Composition, BCIRC,” “Peer-Assisted Learning Strategies (PALS)®,” “Instructional
Conversations and Literature Logs,” and “Reading Mastery” at the Web site below.

i
1< For reviews of the research on several ELL programs, see the What Works Clearinghouse
Web site at http://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/reports/english_lang/topic/tabfig.asp.
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One mastery learning study reviewed by the NLP was particularly
informative because the researchers found this approach more
effective in promoting Mexican-American students’ reading com-
prehension than an approach that involved teaching to the stu-
dents’ supposed “cultural learning style.” (For more on this topic,
see p. 21 of the sidebar that begins below.)

The CREDE report reached similar conclusions, which it sum-
marized this way: “The best recommendation to emerge from
our review favors instruction that combines interactive and
direct approaches.”® “Interactive” refers to instruction with give
and take between learners and teacher, where the teacher is
actively promoting students’ progress by encouraging higher
levels of thinking, speaking, and reading at their instructional
levels. Examples of interactive teaching include structured dis-
cussions (“instructional conversations”), brainstorming, and
editing/discussing student or teacher writing. “Direct
approaches” emphasize explicit and direct teaching of skills or
knowledge, for example, letter-sound associations, spelling pat-
terns, vocabulary words, or mathematical algorithms. Typically,
direct instruction uses techniques such as modeling, instruc-
tional input, corrective feedback, and guided practice to help
students acquire knowledge and skills as efficiently as possible.
The CREDE report notes that “direct instruction of specific skills”
isimportant in order to help students gain “mastery of literacy-

related skills that are often embedded in complex literacy or
academic tasks.”*

In contrast to interactive and direct teaching, the CREDE
report found at best mixed evidence supporting what it termed
“process approaches.” These are approaches where students are
exposed to rich literacy experiences and literacy materials, but
receive little direct teaching or structured learning. In one study,
for example, students were exposed to alternative reading and
writing strategies on wall charts, but this was insufficient to
ensure that students would use the strategies. In another study,
Spanish-speaking ELLs who received structured writing lessons
outperformed students who received extended opportunities
to do “free writing” The CREDE report concludes that process
approaches are “not sufficient to promote acquisition of the
specific skills that comprise reading and writing.... [Flocused
and explicit instruction in particular skills and sub-skills is
called for if ELLs are to become efficient and effective readers
and writers.”*!

lIl. When instructing English learners in Eng-
lish, teachers must modify instruction to take
into account students’ language limitations.

Although many aspects of effective instruction apply across the
board for learners in general, for English learners, instructional

Instructional Modifications for English Learners

Learning new content in an unfamiliar
language is very challenging, so it's
important for teachers to make instruc-
tional modifications—some of which are
aimed at building ELLs’ English proficiency
and some of which are designed to give
them greater access to academic content.
Unfortunately, little research exists to
indicate what constitutes appropriate or
effective instructional modifications. This
sidebar contains many possible modifica-
tions, but readers should note that they
have varying degrees of empirical support.

Making Text in English More Com-
prehensible by Using Texts with
Content that Is Familiar to Students

Teachers of all subjects need to help ELLs
with reading comprehension. Reading
about unfamiliar content in a language
that is also unfamiliar places an increased
cognitive load on learners. So, an effective
approach appears to be to take into
account ELLs’ different experiential bases.
The NLP found that when ELLs read texts
with more familiar material, for example,
stories with themes and content from the
students’ cultures, their comprehension
improves. (ELLs' proficiency in the

language of the text, however, influences
comprehension much more than their
familiarity with passage content.) This
relationship between content familiarity
and text comprehension is not unique to
any one group. In general, we all compre-
hend familiar material more readily—that
is why having wide-ranging background
knowledge is so important for reading
comprehension. But given the formi-
dable language challenges English
learners face, teachers should be

aware of how they can help students
experience additional success by
providing familiar reading matter.

This can be accomplished either by
having students read material with
content already familiar to them or

by making sure students have

sufficient exposure to the content in

the text prior to reading the material.
For example, teachers can teach a

unit in which students read about a

topic for several days or weeks.

Materials can become progressively

more challenging as students become
more familiar with the content—a
strategy that should ease comprehen-
sion and build background knowl-

edge simultaneously.
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Building Vocabulary in English

What constitutes effective vocabulary
instruction for ELLs and how does it differ




modifications are almost certainly necessary. A very important
finding that emerged from the NLP’s review was that the impact
of instructional practices or interventions tends to be weaker for
English learners than for English speakers.

For example, the National Reading Panel identified eight
types of reading comprehension strategy instruction that had
reliable positive effects on the reading comprehension of Eng-
lish-speaking students, such as comprehension monitoring,
question asking, and summarization. The effect sizes of some
these were as high as 1.0, meaning that the average student who
received this type of instruction scored 34 percentile points
higher than the average student who did notreceive this instruc-
tion. In contrast, the NLP found the effects of comprehension
strategy instruction in English with ELLs so weak that there is a
real question as to whether there were any effects at all. There
was only one study specifically targeted at improving ELLs’ read-
ing comprehension that produced statistically reliable results,
and it wasn’t even a study of comprehension strategies—it was
a study of the effects of simplifying a text. Butits implications are
a bit ambiguous: although using simplified texts can help ELLs
access content that they would not otherwise have, clearly we
can’t (and wouldn’t want to) limit ELLs’ reading to simplified
texts. To be clear: the NLP did find studies that demonstrated
effects of reading instruction on reading comprehension among

ELLs, as discussed previously, e.g., cooperative learning, instruc-
tional conversations, and mastery learning. But the effects of
teaching reading comprehension strategies per se was not nearly
as strong for ELLs as it has been shown to be for English speakers.
In fact, it might have had no effect at all.

Why might this be so? And what are some special consider-
ations for promoting comprehension with ELLs? There are
probably many factors that influence the effects of comprehen-
sion instruction on English learners, some possibly having to
do with these children’s out-of-school experiences. But an
undoubtedly important factor is the double challenge ELLs face:
learning academic content and skills while learning the lan-
guage in which these skills are taught and practiced. Reading
comprehension requires not only the skills of reading—accurate
and fluent word recognition, understanding how words form
texts that carry meaning, and how to derive meanings from
these texts—but it also requires fundamental language profi-
ciency—knowledge of vocabulary, syntax, and conventions of
use that are the essence of “knowing” a language. Learners who
have the basic reading skills and know the language can con-
centrate on the academic content. But learners who do not
know the language, or do not know it well enough, must devote
part of their attention to learning and understanding the lan-

(Continued on page 22)

from effective instruction for English
speakers? Fortunately, there are many
similarities. ELLs benefit from clear
explanations, just as English speakers do.
A preschool study (which | mentioned on
p. 17 of the main article) found that ELLs
acquired more vocabulary when the
teacher explained words contained in a
storybook read to the children.! But this
study also found that children who began
with lower English scores learned less than
children with higher English scores. That is,
knowing less English made it harder to
learn additional English. What might have
helped the children with lower initial
English proficiency gain more English
vocabulary? Another preschool study
found that pictures helped children with
low levels of oral English learn story
vocabulary (e.g., dentist, mouse, cap).? The
visual representation of concepts, not just
a language-based explanation, provided
children with additional support in
learning the vocabulary words. There is
scant research on this topic, but | would
expect that songs, rhymes, chants, and
additional opportunities to use and repeat
words would also help build vocabulary
among young English learners.

What about older children? Some clues
for vocabulary instruction are offered in a
study that examined the effects of a
vocabulary program on Spanish-speaking
ELL and English-speaking fifth-graders.?

The instructional approach was based on
principles of vocabulary instruction found
to be effective for children who speak
English, for example, explicit teaching of
words, using words from texts likely to
interest students, and multiple exposures
to and uses of the words in numerous
contexts. The researchers included
additional elements: activities such as
charades that actively involved learners in
manipulating and analyzing word
meanings; writing and spelling the words
numerous times; strategic uses of Spanish
(e.g., previewing lessons using Spanish
texts, providing teachers with translation
equivalents of the target words, and using
English-Spanish cognates, such as super-
market and supermercado); and selection
of texts and topics on immigration that
were expected to resonate with the
Mexican and Dominican immigrant
students. Overall, the experimental
program produced relatively strong effects
in terms of students learning the target
vocabulary. It produced much smaller, but
still significant, effects on reading
comprehension. Particularly noteworthy is
that the effects of the program were
equivalent for ELLs and English-speaking
students. Thus, although the researchers
acknowledge that they cannot determine
which of the extra ELL supports explain
the program’s impact on these students,
their demonstration that with additional

support, a program can have a similar
impact on both ELLs and English speakers
is very important.

Using the Primary
Language for Support

Probably the most obvious instructional
modification is to use the primary
language for clarification and explana-
tion. This can be done by the teacher, a
classroom aide, a peer, or a volunteer in
the classroom. It is easy to see how
explaining or clarifying concepts in the
home language can help ELLs access what
is going on in the classroom. But it is also
not difficult to imagine downsides. For
example, if peers provide the explana-
tions, they might not be accurate; or
students might become dependent on a
"translator” who provides a crutch such
that students do not exert themselves to
learn English; or if translations or periodic
explanations in the primary language are
offered throughout lessons, students can
“tune out” during the English part.
Another way to use the primary
language but keep the focus on English
instruction is to introduce new concepts in
the primary language prior to the lesson
in English, then afterward review the new
content, again in the primary language
(sometimes called “preview-review").* This
is different from clarification and explana-
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tion since what this does is “frontload”
the new learning in the students’ primary
language then review it after the lesson.
There is no ongoing explanation or
translation. When the real lesson is
delivered in English, the students are
already somewhat familiar with the
content, but they have to concentrate
to get the message as it is delivered in
English. Because of the previewing, the
language used in the lesson should be
more comprehensible and, in principle
at least, the students will walk away
knowing more content and more lan-
guage (vocabulary, key phrases). Then
by reviewing lesson content after the
lesson, the teacher checks to see whether
students accomplished the lesson objec-
tive. The NLP reviewed a study that
provided some support for the effective-
ness of this approach. Prior to reading

a book in English, teachers previewed
difficult vocabulary in Spanish (the
primary language) then afterward
reviewed the material in Spanish. This
produced better comprehension and
recall than either of the two control
conditions: reading the book in English
or doing a simultaneous Spanish transla-
tion while reading. A study not included
in the NLP provides another example.
Researchers found that teaching reading
comprehension strategies in students’
primary language improved reading
comprehension when students read in
the second language.® (Note that this is
quite different than the ineffective
comprehension strategy instruction
described on p. 19 of the main article,
where instruction was delivered in
English.)

Teachers can also offer primary
language support by focusing on the
similarities and differences between
English and students’ native language.

For example, if using the Roman alphabet,
many letters represent the same sounds in

English and other languages, but others
do not. In addition, as discussed in the
main article, languages have cognates,
that is words with shared meanings from
common etymological roots (geography
and geografia, for instance). Calling
students’ attention to these cognates
could help extend their vocabularies and
improve their comprehension. However,
we do not know the effect of cognate
instruction per se.® Nonetheless, there

are a number of useful sources of Spanish-

English cognates that teachers of ELLs
can consult.” The Dictionary of Spanish
Cognates Thematically Organized® offers
an exhaustive, book-length list; but see

also the Dictionary of Spanish False
Cognates® for words that can cause
problems, such as (my personal favorite)
embarrassed and embarazada. The latter
means pregnant. When put in the
masculine form—embarazado—it can
really light up a classroom of Spanish-
speaking adolescents.

Supporting ELLs in

English-Only Settings

In addition to accommodations that make
use of students’ primary language, a
number have been suggested that only
make use of English. All of the following
appear to be “generic” scaffolds and
supports, that is, there is little obviously
tailored to ELLs. They might, in fact, be
effective strategies for many students—
particularly those who need more learning
support than is typically provided in
teaching/learning situations where verbal
exchanges of information predominate.

e Predictable and consistent classroom
management routines, aided by
diagrams, lists, and easy-to-read
schedules on the board or on
charts, to which the teacher
refers frequently;

¢ Graphic organizers that make content
and the relationships among concepts
and different lesson elements visually
explicit;

e Additional time and opportunities for
practice, either during the school day,
after school, or for homework;

¢ Redundant key information, e.g.,
visual cues, pictures, and physical
gestures about lesson content and
classroom procedures;

¢ I|dentifying, highlighting, and
clarifying difficult words and passages
within texts to facilitate comprehen-
sion, and more generally greatly
emphasizing vocabulary development;

Helping students consolidate text
knowledge by having the teacher,
other students, and ELLs themselves
summarize and paraphrase;

e Giving students extra practice in
reading words, sentences, and stories
in order to build automaticity and
fluency;

Providing opportunities for extended
interactions with teacher and peers;

e Adjusting instruction (teacher
vocabulary, rate of speech, sentence
complexity, and expectations for
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student language production)
according to students’ oral English
proficiency; and,

e Targeting both content and English
language objectives in every lesson.

This last element is one of the hall-
marks of the Sheltered Instruction
Observation Protocol, or SIOP, currently
one of the most popular instructional
models for ELLs in all-English instruction.™
The SIOP model has made clear and
explicit a large number of instructional
modifications, such as those listed above,
and integrated them into a coherent
design for planning, delivering, and
assessing instruction. Interested teachers
are encouraged to look into this promis-
ing approach. To date, however, only one
published study has examined the effects
of the SIOP on student learning, and its
results were very modest." The research-
ers found a slight improvement in the
quality of writing produced by middle-
school ELLs whose teachers had received
the SIOP training, compared with students
of similar backgrounds whose teachers
had not received the training.

Assessing Knowledge and
Language Separately

Because language limitations are likely to
obscure what children actually know and
can do, it is essential that ELLs be assessed
in a way that uncouples language
proficiency from content knowledge. A
good illustration of why this is important
comes from a study in which researchers
used various instructional strategies to
teach preschool ELLs rhyming skills, an
important aspect of phonological
awareness.”” To evaluate the intervention,
they assessed rhyming by prompting
children with a word and asking them to
provide a word that rhymed. If the tester
said “lake,” the child would be expected
to produce, for example, “cake.” As it
turned out, regardless of instructional
group, all of the children did very poorly
on the assessment. The average score on
the rhyming test was less than one,
meaning that a lot of children simply did
not respond. Why? Probably because

the task was simply beyond the
children’s English language

abilities; they were unable to

produce a rhyming word, since

their vocabularies were so

limited. Children were, in

essence, given a test that

measured productive vocabu-

lary as much as rhyming skill.




The study might have obtained different
results if the researchers had presented
pairs of words and asked children to
distinguish between rhyming and
nonrhyming pairs or had children select
the rhyming word from several possible
choices. While teachers should provide
children with language-learning and
language-use tasks that challenge them
and stretch their language development,
they should not expect children to
produce language beyond their level of
English proficiency.

Educators and researchers have been
investigating modifications such as
simplifying test items and providing
bilingual dictionaries, which could permit
ELLs to demonstrate content knowledge
in spite of language limitations. The
research is hardly definitive, but one
review concluded that simplifying test
items (e.g., using basic vocabulary and
simple syntax), but keeping the content
the same, was an effective accommoda-
tion that should be used to prevent
language limitations from unnecessarily
sacrificing ELLs' test performance.®

Effects of “Culturally Accommo-
dated Instruction” Are Uncertain

Some educators and researchers have
suggested that because different cultural
groups behave and interact differently or
might have different learning styles,
educators should use instructional
approaches that are compatible with
students’ cultural characteristics (i.e., that
build upon or complement behavioral and
interactional patterns students learn at
home). Many readers may be surprised to

learn that the NLP concluded there is little
evidence to support the proposition

that culturally compatible instruction
enhances the actual achievement of
English learners. In fact, as mentioned in
the main article (p. 18), a study reviewed
by the NLP found that a mastery learning/
direct instruction approach produced
better effects on Mexican-American
students’ reading comprehension than
did an approach tailored to aspects of
their sociocultural characteristics."* Some
studies, most of which are methodologi-
cally weak, have indicated that culturally
accommodated instruction can promote
engagement and higher-level participa-
tion during lessons. The strongest and
most influential of these studies' found
that when Hawaiian children were able
to speak freely and spontaneously
without waiting for teacher permission—
an interaction pattern similar to that at
home—their achievement-related
behaviors (defined as academic engage-
ment, topical and correct responses,
number of idea units expressed, and
logical inferences) all increased during
the reading lesson.

This is a meaningful finding, but it is
not the same as establishing a connection
between culturally accommodated
instruction and measured achievement.
The hypothesis is certainly plausible, and
future research might establish such a
connection. But for now, it appears that
developing lessons with solid content and
clearly structured instruction is more likely
to produce gains in terms of student
learning. Teachers should, of course,
respect and learn about the cultural

backgrounds of their students. And

it is indeed possible that tailoring

instruction to features of students’

home culture (for example, interaction
styles) might make them feel more
connected to their classrooms; this is
what the findings about higher
engagement levels suggest. But
there is little basis at the moment
for the proposition that modifying
instruction to suit students’ cultural
characteristics has an impact on
achievement.

Promoting Productive
Interaction among
ELLs and English
Speakers
Another
proposition
with weak

research backing is that grouping ELLs
and English speakers during instruction
will, in itself, promote ELLs’ oral English
proficiency. Teachers sometimes assume
(not unreasonably) that pairing ELLs and
English speakers will provide ELLs with
productive language-learning opportuni-
ties, but the CREDE synthesis casts doubt
on this. One study described the case of
an ELL whose teacher relied almost
exclusively on classmates to support the
student’s classroom participation. Because
the assignments were far beyond this
child’s language and academic skills, her
peers “were at a loss as to how to assist
her.”'® Another study, an examination of
cooperative learning in one sixth-grade
classroom, found that English-speaking
students and ELLs rarely engaged in
interactions that we might expect to
promote learning. More typically, English
speakers cut the interactions short in
order to finish the assignment, as did the
student who said, “Just write that down.
Who cares? Let’s finish up.”'” These and
other studies reviewed in the CREDE
report suggest at least two important
points about grouping English speakers
with ELLs. First, English speakers must

be grouped with ELLs who are not so
lacking in English skills that meaningful
communication and task engagement
become problematic. Second, tasks that
students engage in must be carefully
designed to be instructionally meaningful
and provide suitable opportunities for
students to participate at their functional
levels. Simply pairing or grouping
students together and encouraging
them to interact or help each other is
not sufficient.

Adding Time
Given that ELLs have more to learn—the
regular curriculum that everyone must
learn, plus English—it makes sense to
consider ways to provide them with extra
time for learning. Extended day, after
school, extended year, summer school, and
extra years to earn a diploma are all
possibilities. A recent article in Education
Week makes a very compelling case for
after-school programs that provide ELLs
with additional time and supports to help
promote English language development
and learning academic content.'® | know
of no research that has examined the
effects of extra time for English learners,
but these are clearly possibilities that
educators, policymakers, and researchers
should consider.
-C.G.
(Endnotes on page 44)
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(Continued from page 19)
guage in which that content is taught. It's an enormous chal-
lenge that most ELLs probably have difficulty meeting without
additional instructional supports.

In the earliest stages of learning to read, however, when the
focus is on sounds, letters, and how they combine to form
words that can be read, English learners can make progress in
English thatis comparable to that of English speakers, provided
the instruction is clear, focused, and systematic. In other words,
when the language requirements are relatively low—as they
are for learning phonological skills (the sounds of the language
and how words are made up of smaller constituent sounds),
letter-sound combinations, decoding, and word recognition—
ELLs are more likely to make adequate progress, as judged by
the sort of progress we would expect of English speakers. They
still probably require some additional support due to language
limitations.

As content gets more challenging and language demands
increase, more and more complex vocabulary and syntax are

required, and the need for instructional modifications to make
the content more accessible and comprehensible will probably
increase accordingly. The NLP concluded that high-quality
reading instruction alone will be “insufficient to support equal
academic success” for ELLs, and that “simultaneous efforts to
increase the scope and sophistication of these students’ oral
language proficiency” is also required.* Our knowledge of how
to accelerate this development of oral English proficiency, how-
ever, is unfortunately quite limited (see “Critical Questions”
sidebar p. 12).

Nonetheless, itis evident that improving oral English profi-
ciency is a must. ELLs” language limitations begin to impede
their progress most noticeably as they move beyond the early
stages of reading, and vocabulary and content knowledge
become increasingly relevant for continued reading (and gen-
eral academic) success—usually around third grade. This is why
it is critical that teachers work to develop ELLs’ oral English,
particularly vocabulary, and their content knowledge from the
time they start school, even as they are learning the reading

Two Classroom Views

Since there’s no one best way to educate
English language learners (ELLs), schools have
adopted a wide variety of models. Early exit,
late exit, transitional, developmental,
sheltered—the sea of programs and
terminology is murky at best. To bring some
clarity, turn to CREDE’s Program Alternatives
for Linguistically Diverse Students (http:/
crede.berkeley.edu/pdf/epr01.pdf), which
includes descriptions of various approaches
and the resources needed to implement
them, as well as short case studies of schools.

At the extremes, the options range from
sheltered instruction, in which English-only
teaching and texts are modified to make
them more comprehensible as ELLs learn
academic English and content, to dual
immersion, in which instruction is in two
languages with the goal of bilingualism for
all (not just ELLs). We talked to teachers in
both types of programs.

Richard Quinones, a second-grade
teacher at Oyster Bilingual School in
Washington, D.C., co-teaches a class of 26
students with Vanesa Gracia. Richard is a
native English speaker and Vanesa is a native
Spanish speaker. Oyster uses dual immersion
to teach its pre-K through seventh-grade
students academic content in Spanish and
English. Roughly one-half the student body is
comprised of native Spanish speakers, while
the other half consists of English speakers.

At the other end of the spectrum, Katie
Kurjakovic provides sheltered instruction to
small groups of ELLs at RS. 11, the Kathryn
M. Phelan School, in Queens. The students in
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this K-6 school speak 20 different languages.
In each grade, there is at least one classroom
that consists entirely of ELLs and that is
taught by a certified English as a second
language (ESL) teacher. In addition, the
school has three ESL teachers, including
Katie, who provide extra support—often in
English language development and literacy—
to ELLs, both those in the ESL classrooms and
those who have been mainstreamed.
—Epitors

Richard Quinones, Oyster Bilin-
gual School, Washington, D.C.

The whole idea of the Oyster model is
that you have two teachers in the
classroom—one native Spanish speaker
and one native English speaker. The
students receive instruction half the time
in Spanish and half the time in English.

To do a science unit on plants, for
example, my partner and | start off by
looking at the standards; we make sure
we both have the same understanding of
what the child needs to know and be
able to do. Then we identify key words
from the vocabulary and plan how we
are going to include them in the lessons
and homework. (On Mondays and
Wednesdays | give out homework in
English; on Tuesdays and Thursdays my
partner gives out homework in Spanish.)

In second grade, students need to
know not only the components of a
plant, but how those components

work—the purpose of the leaves, the
roots, and the stems. We have the kids
grow plants, use the vocabulary, and
read about plants (so as to integrate
what they are learning into the reading
block). We keep written logs of the
plants’ growth and have students draw
illustrations with labels.

They learn about plants in both
English and Spanish. If | take the lead in
the first week'’s lesson, my partner will
then touch on that lesson in Spanish
while she’s doing reading or writing. But
she’s not going to redo the same lesson,
and vice versa. When my partner does a
lesson in Spanish having to do with
animals, I'm not going to teach that
lesson again. I'm just going to provide
the English words that go along with the
Spanish words students learned. | might
also do something to reinforce the lesson
in reading and writing.

We also talk to our art and music
teachers to let them know what we're
doing. Currently, my partner and | are
focusing on biographies, and the art
teacher is creating books with our
students on the biographies they've
been working on in our classroom.

Despite the extensive collabora-
tion at our school, we do face
challenges with dual
immersion. As much as
my partner and |
coordinate and try to
plan so that we're not




“basics.” Vocabulary development is, of course, important for
all students, butit is particularly critical for ELLs. There can be
little doubt that explicit attention to vocabulary development—
everyday words as well as more specialized academic words—
needs to be part of English learners’ school programs.

So, how should instruction be modified to help ELLs develop
oral English proficiency? And how should it be modified to take
into account their language limitations and ensure that they
have access to the academic content? Several instructional
modifications for ELLs have been proposed. Some have support
from research; others seem like common sense but have not yet
been validated empirically. These are discussed in the sidebar,
“Instructional Modifications for English Learners,” p. 18.

he instructional modifications students need will prob-
ably change as children develop English proficiency
and in relation to what they are being expected to learn.
Students who are beginning English speakers will need
a great deal of support, sometimes known as “scaffolding,” for

learning tasks that require knowledge of English. For example,
at the very beginning levels, teachers will have to speak slowly
and somewhat deliberately, with clear vocabulary and diction,
and use pictures, other objects, and movements to illustrate the
content being taught. They should also expect students to
respond either nonverbally (e.g., pointing or signaling) or in one-
or two-word utterances. As they gain in proficiency, students will
need fewer modifications—for example, teachers can use more
complex vocabulary and sentence structures and expect stu-
dents to respond with longer utterances; when possible, infor-
mation can be presented both in pictures and in writing. On the
other hand, even fairly advanced ELLs might require modifica-
tions when completely new or particularly difficult topics are
taught. It might also be that some students in some contexts will
require more modifications than others. We are utterly lacking
the data necessary to offer such guidelines. But it is likely that
ELLs will need some additional instructional support for much
of their schooling. Conversational English can be learned to a
(Continued on page 42)

duplicating things, it still seems like we're
trying to teach a year’s worth of curricu-
lum in half the time. The biggest chal-
lenge is making sure that we're giving the
support that young readers need.

Katie Kurjakovic, Kathryn M.
Phelan School-P.S. 11, Queens

Of the many languages our students
speak, the top two are Bengali and
Spanish. To meet the needs of our
students, we have a two-tiered setup for
ESL instruction. In each grade we have at
least one all-ELL classroom staffed by a
certified ESL teacher who teaches all of
the main subjects using extra visuals,
hands-on activities, and other supports,
and also emphasizes building up
knowledge and vocabulary. In addition,
we have certified ESL teachers who,

instead of being assigned to a classroom,
work with small groups of students. For
example, | have a group of fifth- and
sixth-graders who have been here for a
number of years, but they still can’t pass
the state’s ESL test. | pull them out during
their reading period to concentrate on
decoding, vocabulary, fluency, and
comprehension.

One of the great things about our
school is we're very collaborative. If a
classroom teacher says to me, “We've
been doing this unit in social studies and
the kids just aren’t getting it. Can you
give some support?” | will craft a lesson
to give students background knowledge
or work on the other skills in the content
area. For example, there was a fifth-
grade class reading the novel Sarah Plain
and Tall. The book takes place during

pioneer times in the Midwest. There
were kids who did not have back-
ground knowledge to understand
what that period in history looked
like. So we looked at maps and a lot
of pictures from that time to put the
story into an understandable
context.
Because of the different
language levels among our ELLs,
we often have to differentiate
assignments while having
all of the students
work on the

same concept. For example, we recently
did a writing activity where the students
compared the city and the country, and
supported why they wanted to live in
either place. Especially for the newcom-
ers, we had to do some preteaching
because they knew the word “country”
only in the context of a foreign country.
They started comparing New York City
with Bangladesh or China. To teach the
concept, we had students sort pictures of
things that are in the city or the country.
Once they had that context, they were
able to respond to the writing activity,
though at varying levels. One fifth-
grader enrolled in the school just two
weeks before this lesson. There was no
way he was going to be able to write a
comparison, so we gave him a piece of
paper folded in half. He labeled one side
city and one country, and he simply drew
contrasting pictures. He was dealing with
the concept even though he did not have
the language yet. Then we started to
teach him the names of some of the
things he had drawn: building, car, train,
etc. The students who are a little more
advanced worked with the language
pattern: the city has cars, the city has
trucks, the city has people. The more
fluent students wrote full-fledged essays.
Even with all these supports, the ELLs
often need extra time. We offer a lot of
after-school classes just for ELLs so they
can get even more help than they receive
during the day. For instance, one after-
school class is English language and
vocabulary just for newcomers. d
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Teaching English Language Learners
(Continued from page 23)

reasonably high level in just two to three years, but proficiency
in academic English can require six, seven, or more years.*
* ok 0k

Although there are numerous areas in which there is insuf-
ficient research to guide policy and practice, we can lay claim
to some things that matter for the education of ELLs. Chief
among these is that 1) teaching children to read in their primary
language promotes reading achievement in English; 2) in many
important respects, what works for learners in general also
works for ELLs; and 3) teachers must make instructional modi-
fications when ELLs are taught in English, primarily because of
the students’ language limitations.

Practically, what do these findings and conclusions mean?
In spite of the many gaps in what we know, the following is the
sort of instructional framework to which our current state of
knowledge points:

o Iffeasible, children should be taught reading in their
primary language. Primary language reading instruction
I NTE NTI O NALLY LE FT a) develops first language skills, b) promotes reading in
English, and c) can be carried out as children are also
B L AN K learning to read, and learning other academic content,
in English.

e Asneeded, students should be helped to transfer what
they know in their first language to learning tasks pre-
sented in English; teachers should not assume that
transfer is automatic.

e Teaching in the first and second languages can be
approached similarly. However, adjustments or modifica-
tions will be necessary, probably for several years and at
least for some students, until they reach sufficient famil-
iarity with academic English to permit them to be success-
ful in mainstream instruction; more complex learning
might require more instructional adjustments.

o FELLsneed intensive oral English language development
(ELD), especially vocabulary and academic English
instruction. However, as the sidebar on critical unan-
swered questions explains (see p. 12), we have much to
learn about what type of ELD instruction is most benefi-
cial. Effective ELD provides both explicit teaching of
features of English (such as syntax, grammar, vocabu-
lary, pronunciation, and norms of social usage) and
ample, meaningful opportunities to use English—butwe
do not know whether there is an optimal balance
between the two (much less what it might be).

o FELLsalsoneed academic content instruction, just as all
students do; although ELD is crucial, it must be in addi-
tion to—notinstead of—instruction designed to promote
content knowledge.

Local or state policies, such as in California, Arizona, and

Massachusetts, that block use of the primary language and
limit instructional modifications for English learners are sim-
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ply not based on the best scientific evidence available. More-
over, these policies make educators’ jobs more difficult, which
is unconscionable under any circumstance, but especially
egregious in light of the increased accountability pressures
they and their students face. Despite many remaining ques-
tions, we have useful starting points for renewed efforts to

Effective English language development

provides explicit teaching of features
of English (such as syntax, grammar,

vocabulary, pronunciation, and norms
of social usage) and ample, meaningful

opportunities to use English.

improve the achievement of ELLs—the fastest growing seg-
ment of the school-age population. Given all the challenges
that ELLs (and their teachers) face, policy and practice must
be based on the best evidence we have. O
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