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out how to fit in socially with their peers. We know this

from common sense, and research has also shown

the real outcomes of instruction often can take

months or even years to be seen.

For example, numerous studies

on bilingual education for ELLs have shown

that they often score below grade level on stan-

dardized English tests in the primary grades of

the program. However, by grades four, five, and

certainly six, they score not only at grade level in En-

glish but often above grade level (Lindholm-Leary &

Borsato 2006).

ELLs Are Resourceful Learners
ELLs are very resourceful. They use whatever language, cultural, and

other background resources they have in order to do well in school. In

particular, they use a lot of what they know about their home language

when learning to read and write in English. This strategy is referred to

by researchers as “bootstrapping,” because when ELLs use their home

language to help them learn English it is like children using the straps

on snow boots to pull on their boots—it is much easier than if you just

tug away at the boots themselves (see Figure 1.1). They also draw on

experiences they have had before joining your classroom to make

sense of what is going on in school, to interpret stories they are reading

in class, to figure out how to make friends, and so on. Sometimes the

connections they make from their home language and their family

experiences are entirely appropriate, and sometimes they differ from

what a native English speaker would do. When ELLs make connections

between their home language and English, it is important to under-

stand that this indicates that they are actively trying to break into

English by using whatever resources they have. We should not penalize

them during assessment activities for drawing on the home language

and culture when they have not yet mastered English, even if this strat-

egy results in a mistake. Rather, we should plan instructional activities

that encourage students to make connections with the home language

and culture; this can be done even when you, the teacher, do not know

the student’s home language.

Foundations 9

“. . . research studies conducted 

in several countries show that second 

language learners usually need at least five

years to catch up to native English speakers

in academic English. Sometimes the catch-

up period is much longer.”

(Cummins 2006, 60)
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Our goal is to provide guidance to mainstream teachers, reading spe-

cialists, and ESL teachers on how to teach literacy in English to ELLs

so that they become fluent readers and writers and successful in

school. In this chapter, we lay the foundations for you to help ELLs

become literate in English, their second language. We begin with gen-

eral ideas about schooling for ELLs. Then, we discuss specific ideas

about reading and writing for ELLs and describe what we know from

research about literacy development in a second language. We end

the chapter by describing what is important for teachers to know

about their ELLs.

Big Ideas About Schooling 
for ELLs

We begin this chapter with some big ideas that have emerged from re-

search on language and literacy development in ELLs. These ideas

have also emerged from our work with ELLs, their teachers, and other

educators. We return to these big ideas in more detail throughout the

book as we talk about how best to teach reading and writing to ELLs.

These are ideas that can guide your thinking, instructional planning

and delivery, and assessment with ELLs.

Learning Takes Time
Learning in school takes time, and it takes extra time for ELLs who

must learn a new language, acquire new academic skills and knowl-

edge in a cultural context that may be unfamiliar to them, and figure

8 Literacy Instruction for English Language Learners

BIG IDEAS ABOUT SCHOOLING FOR ELLS
o Learning takes time.
o ELLs are resourceful learners.
o It is easier to learn something new when it stems from something

familiar.
o Language learning is culture learning.
o Classroom-based assessment is essential.
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This book is for mainstream teachers and reading

specialists who work with English language learn-

ers (ELLs)—students whose first language is other

than English or who have not fully mastered oral

English. It is also for English-as-a-second-language

(ESL) teachers whose primary responsibility is to pro-

mote these students’ proficiency in English so that

they can succeed in school. There is a growing num-

ber of such students in all schools: urban, subur-

ban, and rural.
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Appendix B

POTENTIAL FOR 
HOME/COMMUNITY

STRATEGY1 & CONNECTIONS (IF COMPATIBLE 
LEVEL OF SUGGESTED TIME INDIVIDUAL OR PARENTS ARE ASSESSMENT 
PROFICIENCY DESCRIPTION GRADE LEVEL FRAME/LIMIT GROUP ALSO ELLS) APPROACHES
FRONTLOADING (VOCABULARY, GRAMMATICAL STRUCTURES THROUGH CLASS ACTIVITIES, SONGS, CHANTS, POEMS)

B, BI Teaching vocabulary and 1–8 Every time text to be taught Group Limited Observation; writing 
grammatical structures contains language that is samples analysis; 
specific to text that will be unfamiliar to ELLs reading/writing 
read or written (p. 45) conferences

GRAPHIC ORGANIZERS & SIGNAL WORDS

B, BI, IA Visual summaries of K–8 Whenever a text contains Whole class Limited Observation; writing 
important information in a concepts and words sample analysis; 
text using key words unknown to ELLs learning logs
(p. 140–42)

GUIDED READING

BI Modeling efficient reading 3–8 One to three times per Small groups Not an appropriate home Running records; 
behaviors for ELLs, week during reading activity observation
introducing and practicing workshop
helpful decoding and text 
comprehension strategies, 
showing how language and 
text features function 
(pp. 61 and 143)

GUIDED WRITING

BI Introducing writing 3–8 Two to three times a week Individual or small groups Not an appropriate home Writing sample analysis
strategies to ELLs, showing during writer’s workshop activity
how known strategies apply 
to English (pp. 63 and 
142–43)

HANDWRITING PRACTICE

B, LFS (only needed for Practice in forming letters K–8 Limit to 5 minutes Individual Limited Dialogue journals; 
beginning students and and writing words and (combined with mimic writing smples 
students new to English phrases (pp. 41 and 50) writing), once or twice a analysis; observation
orthography) week unless student is in

kindergarten or grade 1

The list here is by no means exhaustive. Rather, it includes strategies that are most prominently discussed in this book. Some of these strategies, such as dialogue journals, are particular to teaching students for whom English is
a second language. Others, such as guided reading, are used with the general population; however, the way they are used with ELLs differs slightly from the way they are used with the mainstream population.

English Proficiency Levels, as described in our framework: B = Beginning, BI = Beginning Intermediate, IA = Intermediate Advanced, AS = Advanced Supported, LFS = Limited Formal Schooling

Page numbers where the strategy is discussed in this book.
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Quick Guide to ELL Literacy Strategies
This guide is meant to provide only general recommendations. You may find that other ways of carrying out a strategy fit your context and needs better.

POTENTIAL FOR 
HOME/COMMUNITY

STRATEGY1 & CONNECTIONS (IF COMPATIBLE 
LEVEL OF SUGGESTED TIME INDIVIDUAL OR PARENTS ARE ASSESSMENT 
PROFICIENCY DESCRIPTION GRADE LEVEL FRAME/LIMIT GROUP ALSO ELLS) APPROACHES
BOOTSTRAPPING FROM HOME LANGUAGE LITERACY

B, BI, IA, AS2 Use of knowledge and skills K–8 Every opportunity you get Individual or same home Extensive Observation; writing 
in home language literacy language groups sample analysis
to develop literacy in 
English (p. 96)3

COLLABORATIVE TEXT WRITING

B, BI A text produced by ELLs K–3 Once every week or two Group Extensive Dialogue journals; 
collaboratively based on a learning logs; writing 
story that was read or a sample analysis
topic that was studied 
(pp. 63–64)

DIALOGUE JOURNALS

BI, IA A written conversation that 3–8 5 minutes, every two days Individual Extensive Observation during the
goes back and forth, journal writing; process 
usually between teacher writing conference;
and student (p. 171) writing sample analysis

EDITING OWN WORK

BI, IA, AS Students use traits of good 1–8 Any time students Individual or small group Limited Writing conferences;
writing as guidelines to complete a writing observation
edit their own writing assignment
(p. 177)

FOCUSING ON THE WRITING OF OTHERS

BI, IA, AS Students use traits of good 2–8 15–30 minutes, once every Small group Depends on texts selected Class discussion; 
writing as guidelines to two to four weeks dialogue journals
analyze published works 
(p. 178)

(continues)

The list here is by no means exhaustive. Rather, it includes strategies that are most prominently discussed in this book. Some of these strategies, such as dialogue journals, are particular to teaching students for whom English is
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