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A bit about me

• Former Teacher in El Centro, California 

• Research Faculty, University of Texas at 
Austin 

• Researcher, Meadows Center for 
Preventing Educational Risk 
(meadowscenter.org)

• Investigator, Center for Success of English 
Learners (cselcenter.org)

• Beginning at Harvard University next 
month
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Who Are 
You?

This Photo by Unknown Author  is licensed under  CC BY-NC

https://pngimg.com/download/38106
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc/3.0/
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My Plan

1. Discuss the strengths and challenges that English 

learners present

2. Describe instructional practices found to be effective in 

improving reading outcomes among ELs and their native 

English-speaking peers

3. Preview an instructional approach that exemplifies 

these features

4. Present Recommendations for moving the needle with 

ELs
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English Learners: Strengths and  
Challenges
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What Strengths Do 
English Learners 

Present?
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What Are The Strengths of English Learners?

• Knowledge in their primary language

• Cultural knowledge 

• Intelligence

• Curiosity

• Work ethic

• Problem solving

• Dedicated
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What Language and Literacy Challenges Do ELs Face?

• Emerging English Language Proficiency

• Growing Domain-Specific Knowledge

• Developing Reading Comprehension Skills

• Some ELs will also have foundational reading skill 

difficulties
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What Instructional Practices and Policies 
Contribute to the Current Reading 
Performance of English Learners?
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What Instructional 
Practices and Policies 

Contribute to the 
Current Reading 
Performance of 

English Learners?



“Oh, he is an English Learner. He’ll catch on eventually”

Some educators may believe that if  they wait long enough, 

ELs will “catch on” to reading and overcome challenges that 

they display in early reading when their English proficiency is 

developed. 

This thinking may prevent some English learners from 

receiving intervention or special education services



“I’m not sure how to best help him”

Classroom teachers often do not feel 

prepared to support the increasingly 

diverse students (Banilower et al., 2013; Llosa et al., 2016)

ELs often do not receive the linguistic 

supports needed to access grade-level course 

content, which make it difficult for them to 

successfully engage instruction (August & Shanahan, 

2006; Lesaux et al., 2014)



“I’m a history teacher—not an ELA or ESL teacher”

Some content-area teachers do not see the 

development of  language or reading 

skills as integral to their instruction (Bunch et 

al., 2009)

Some teachers who see value in 

integration have difficulty putting this it 

into action (Patchen & Cox-Petersen, 2008)



“I’m not sure they are ready for that class”

Previous research has found that ELs in the 

middle school and high school grades are 

clustered and tracked into non-college 

preparatory classes and classes with 

simplified curricula (e.g., Callahan, 2005)

ELs in these classes have fewer opportunities to learn 

complex content and vocabulary and fewer 

opportunities to engage with peers whose academic 

language and vocabulary is more developed



Other Challenges In and Outside of  School

Due to public policies that lead to school funding 

inequities, ELs are more likely to be enrolled in 

under-resourced schools (Cosentino de Cohen et al., 2005).

Unfortunately, ELs in the U.S. experience elevated 

levels of  poverty and other socio-cultural factors 

that make them vulnerable to academic difficulties.



What Do We Know About The Reading 
Development of  ELs?
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Tell your neighbor 
one thing you know 
about the reading 

development of ELs



There is a Ton of  Diversity Within the Subgroup of  ELs

ELs represent a heterogenous population of  students with a 

broad variety of  strengths and needs, including varying degrees 

of  academic skills, subject matter knowledge, and proficiency in 

their native language and in English (Genesee et al., 2006).



English Proficiency at School Entry is Strong Predictor

The average reading growth of  ELs who entered 

kindergarten with adequate English proficiency was 

indistinguishable from that of  their English-only peers.

ELs who entered school with the LEP designation grew 

more slowly in their reading scores than their English-only 

counterparts, leading to an increasing achievement gap.

Kieffer, 2008



ELs, by definition, are developing in their 

English vocabulary and language 

proficiency



ELs, on average, have similar performance on 

phonologically-based tasks. However, many ELs with 

reading difficulties also demonstrate difficulties in 

word reading (e.g., Capin et al., 2023; Cho et al., 2019; Vaughn et al., 2019).



What Instructional 
Practices Improve 
Reading Outcomes for 
ELs?
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What 
Instructional 

Practices 
Improve Reading 

Outcomes for 
ELs?



Good News: Many Evidence-Based Practices for Early Reading 
are Efficacious with ELs

Evidence-based practices for teaching 

foundational reading skills grounded in the 

science of  reading appear to be equally 

effective for ELs with or at risk for reading 

difficulties (Capin et al., 2021; Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; 

Roberts et al., 2023; Solari et al., 2022).

Of  course, it is prudent to leverage students' 

primary language knowledge and incorporate 

academic language instruction when teaching 

ELs, regardless of  their grade level 



Recommendations for Teaching Academic Content and 
Literacy to English Learners in Elementary and Middle School

1. Teach a set of  academic vocabulary words intensively across several 
days using a variety of  instructional activities 

2. Integrate oral and written English language instruction into 
content-area teaching.

3. Provide regular and structured opportunities for writing for 
students to develop written language skills.

4. Implement small group instructional intervention to students 
struggling in the areas of  literacy and English language development.

(Baker et al., 2013)



National Academy of  Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine Report

1. Foreground content to build language through content instruction, 

2. Use engaging and meaningful activities to students while involving 
students in the practices of  the discipline, 

3. Organizing learning in heterogeneous teams to promote 
collaboration, discussion, and social motivation, 

4. Integrate the use of  formative assessment practices.
(Francis et al., 2018)
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How do we put it all together into an 
instructional approach?!?



Let’s Look at a Curriculum Focused on 
Improving Reading and Social Studies 
Outcomes for ELs and Their Peers



World Generation

Evidence-based Approach to 
Enhancing World History Knowledge 
and Social Studies Literacy Skills 
Among 6th Grade ELs and Their Peers
Instructional materials were originally developed by 
Strategic Education Research Partnership in collaboration 
with researchers and teachers in Massachusetts (Social 
Studies Generation) and then enhanced by UT Austin 
team for ELs



• Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma 
through Springboard & Reader’s Theater

Comprehension Canopy

Key Practices



Unit 

Question: 

Were the 

Pharaohs 

Wise Investors 

or Wasteful 

Spenders?

• Introduce students to the unit topic & question 

• Build knowledge through springboard 

• Make content relevant through reader’s theater
Comprehension Canopy



• Introduce students to the unit topic & question 

• Build knowledge through springboard 

• Make content relevant through reader’s theater
Comprehension Canopy



• Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma 
through Springboard & Reader’s Theater

Comprehension Canopy

• Develop and extend students’ social studies 
content knowledge through brief, engaging 
texts

Social Studies Knowledge 
Acquisition

Key Practices



• Develop and extend students’ social studies content 
knowledge through brief, engaging texts

• Integrated academic vocabulary teaching

Social Studies Knowledge 
Acquisition



• Develop and extend students’ social studies content 
knowledge through brief, engaging texts

• Integrated academic vocabulary teaching

Social Studies Knowledge 
Acquisition



• Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma 
through Springboard & Reader’s Theater

Comprehension Canopy

• Develop and extend students’ social studies 
content knowledge through brief, engaging 
texts

Social Studies Knowledge 
Acquisition

• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, 
& listening skills in social studies

Disciplinary Literacy

Key Practices



• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening skills in social studies
Disciplinary Literacy



• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening skills in social studies
Disciplinary Literacy



• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening skills in social studies
Disciplinary Literacy



• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening skills in social studies
Disciplinary Literacy



• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 

listening skills in social studies
Disciplinary Literacy



• Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma 
through Springboard & Reader’s Theater

Comprehension Canopy

• Develop and extend students’ social studies 
content knowledge through brief, engaging 
texts

Social Studies Knowledge 
Acquisition

• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, 
& listening skills in social studies

Disciplinary Literacy

• Writing tool used to summarize and collect 
evidence daily in preparation for debate & 
essay

Thoughtbook

Key Practices



• Frequent writing opportunities that support 
content knowledge and disciplinary literacy skillsThoughtbook



• Frequent writing opportunities that support 
content knowledge and disciplinary literacy skillsThoughtbook



What is one feature of  
World Generation that 

you think would 
motivate students?



What Key Practices for ELs Were Included?

Key Practices Present?

1. Teach a set of  academic vocabulary words intensively

2. Integrate oral and written English language instruction into 

content teaching.

3. Provide regular and structured opportunities for writing

4. Implement small group instructional intervention to students 

struggling in the areas of  literacy and English language development.

5. Foreground content to build language through content instruction.

6. Use activities that are engaging and meaningful to students while 

involving students in the practices of  the discipline.

7. Organizing learning in heterogeneous teams to promote 

collaboration, discussion, and social motivation.

8. Integrate the use of  formative assessment practices.



Ideas for Moving the Needle for ELs



1. Develop a School Culture That Supports the Language 

and Literacy Development of  ELs

We are all Reading Teachers!

We are all ESL Teachers!



2. Consider Designing All Instruction to Assure it is 

Successful for ELs and Watch All Kids Reap the Benefits



3. Cultivate Language, Literacy, and World Knowledge 

Through Reading and Discussing Complex Texts Every Day 



4. Adopt School-Wide Practices to Enhancing 

Word Knowledge



5. Create a Learning Environment that Values and Leverages 

ELs’ Home Language, Knowledge, and Cultural Assets



6. Engage ELs in Complex Tasks Knowing Language Development 

is a Product of  Interaction and Learning, not a Prerequisite



7. Err on the Side of  Providing Code-based Instruction and Use 

Instructional Response to Determine if  it is Necessary to Continue



Questions? Ideas?  



10 Keys Policies and Practices for Teaching ELs 

https://meadowscenter.org/10-keys



Interested in Partnering to Improve Outcomes for ELs?

• Center for the Success of  English Learners 
(CSELcenter.org)

• We are testing effects of  World Generation Among 6th 
Graders 

Email me at pcapin@utexas.edu if  you are interested.

http://cselcenter.org/
mailto:pcapin@utexas.edu


Thank you

Email: pcapin@utexas.edu  

Website: MeadowsCenter.org  Twitter: @MCPER_EDU

Website: CSELcenter.org   Twitter: @CSELCenter

mailto:pcapin@utexas.edu
http://meadowscenter.org/
https://twitter.com/mcper_edu
http://texasldcenter.org/
http://twitter.com/CSELCenter
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