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Foreword

Connecting Content and Language for English Language Learners provides teachers
with a practical resource for incorporating effective language instruction throughout the
school day. The number of English language learners has increased immensely over the
past 15 years. In the decade between 1995 and 2005, the number of English language
learners in K—12 schools grew to more than five million, with some states growing as
much as 200 percent (OELA 2007). Teachers today must be equipped with strategies to
support the linguistic and cultural needs of their diverse classrooms. Eugenia Mora-Flores
does just that in Connecting Content and Language for English Language Learners by
sharing her experiences and providing concrete and research-based instructional ideas that
teachers will be able to implement in their classrooms the following day.

All students deserve a rich and rigorous learning environment and educational
experience. FEugenia Mora-Flores draws on her experience as a bilingual student,
classroom teacher, literacy coach, professor and professional developer to empower
classroom teachers to challenge and engage each student as a novice, apprentice, and
expert as they move through their language and educational journey. Connecting Content
and Language for English Language Learners includes specific strategies, methods,
instructional approaches, resources, activities and reflective questions to assist teachers in
their quest to provide comprehensible input and assist their students in a successful
educational experience.

With a focus on helping teachers create authentic interactions for students to think, talk,
and respond, Eugenia Mora-Flores draws on the research literature and classroom
experiences. Each chapter includes Classroom Connections where she shares stories
connecting the concepts to actual classroom settings. The Reflection Questions at the end
of each chapter invite readers to reflect on their experiences, as well as the pedagogical
implications of the text.

Eugenia Mora-Flores grounds the text with guiding principles she has learned from
working with English language learners in many grades with diverse curricular demands.
Regardless of the demands or type of required instruction (bilingual, English immersion,
etc.), she emphasizes the vital role that understanding the process of learning a second
language can play in helping teachers facilitate language development. She highlights the
importance of creating a language rich-environment with effective literacy instruction,
which assists in the acquisition of academic language necessary for English language
learners to become successful in school. Eugenia Mora-Flores provides classroom stories,
detailed ideas, and photographs to help support readers in understanding not only the
value but also the practical “how to” aspects of creating it. Connecting Content and
Language for English Language Learners helps educators realize that with high
expectations and thoughtful instruction, English language learners are capable of high
levels of academic achievement. Eugenia Mora-Flores takes a compelling stance as she
celebrates the work of teachers of English language learners and reminds us that our work
with these students will empower them for a lifetime.

—Lindsey M. Guccione
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Introduction

My goal in writing this book is to empower teachers to believe in their students and
themselves as teachers of English language learners. We often lack a sense of self-
confidence when we encounter challenges in our profession. We can feel frustrated and
ineffective when we see our students staring back at us in puzzlement. We think about our
preparation as teachers, trying to remember what we learned about English language
learners and how to support them. Unfortunately, most teacher preparation programs do
not prepare teachers well for working with English language learners (Lucas, Villegas, and
Freedson-Gonzalez 2008). With a lack of preparation, we find ourselves reverting back to
traditional pedagogical approaches that do not work with English language learners. We
talk at students and have them complete worksheets where they just fill in the blank or
copy the answer from the board. We overwhelm them with language and content without
taking time to check for understanding.

I can remember what it was like from year to year when a new group of students
entered the room ready to learn. It was my responsibility to provide them with a quality
and holistic education in which they had opportunities to explore content, engage with
literature and their peers, and demonstrate their learning in a variety of ways. Yet daily, I
found myself questioning my approaches and asking myself, “Are my students learning?”
I began to think about what it means to learn a new language and learn in a new language
at the same time. In my own struggles I began to feel empowered. I had the potential to do
something great—the power to help my English language learners navigate this difficult
task and learn alongside them. I came to understand that every task had its challenges, but
with every challenge came success and an amazing learning opportunity. Though this was
my journey, I also began to realize that I was not alone. Many teachers struggle when
faced with the challenges of working with English language learners.

I vividly remember a comment I heard from a teacher working with English language
learners that struck me and made me realize how powerless we can feel in our work as
teachers. I had been teaching language arts methods to pre-service teachers at a large
university located in a diverse urban area. As part of my class, the students were required
to complete fieldwork in the local district around campus. During a class discussion, one
of my students shared a comment made by her master teacher. The master teacher was the
certified classroom teacher in the field to which my student teacher was assigned. The
master teacher had said, “Don’t worry about doing anything different with these kids
[English language learners], they can’t understand you anyway. Just stick to the program
they give you—that’s all they expect us to do anyway. It really won’t matter.” I can
remember feeling angry and shocked when I first heard this statement. I couldn’t believe
that a teacher would tell a novice, pre-service teacher not to believe in her students—to
see teaching as following a script as opposed to students learning. I was upset to hear a
teacher have such a negative attitude towards children who sat in her class ready to learn. I
immediately wrote it down in my notebook, completely in awe that a teacher could believe
this. Here was my student, preparing to become a teacher, and the first message she hears
from her master teacher is to give up on a group of students for no other reason than the
fact that they were English language learners.



I often came back to this quote and reflected on my work as a teacher and now as a
teacher educator. I understood the master teacher’s frustration, but could not get past the
idea that these were children who deserved a great education, as every child does. I
remember thinking that I could have been the student in this class. I was a bilingual
student. I looked like the students in this master teacher’s class. I remember thinking that I
wished my own children would never be in this teacher’s class. These were not my own
children, but it was someone else’s child who was entrusted in the hands of a teacher.

This experience, as well as many others, made me realize how important it is to reach
out to teachers and send the message that all students, including English language learners,
deserve a quality and meaningful education. All students are capable of learning, and all
teachers must remember their role in not only educating a child, but preparing the next
generation of model citizens, leaders, and members of a democratic, diverse society. What
messages are we sending to our students when we expect them to fail before we even start
teaching? Teaching is not an easy job, but it is an important job that we are fortunate to
acquire.

I understand that as teachers we become overwhelmed with state, district, and school
mandates. We can often feel powerless and ineffective. I can remember thinking that I was
not doing enough as a teacher to ensure that all of my students received a high-quality
education as I had received. I really enjoyed school and felt that I had received a great
education. Yet, as a teacher, literacy coach, professor, and professional developer, I have
seen students sitting silently, disengaged from their learning. I have seen thousands of
students fall through the cracks and reach minimal levels of academic achievement. Data
has shown that large numbers of English language learners drop out of school every year.
“Transcript data from L.A. city schools allowed an analysis of graduation rates in 2004 for
those English language learners who were enrolled in the ninth grade in 2000...only 27%
remained in school and graduated with their class in the district in 2004” (Gandara and
Contreras 2009, 45). I have seen students get stuck at an intermediate level of English
language acquisition, unable to develop high levels of academic English for academic
success. These are some of the disheartening realities of what we see in the education of
English language learners.

I share these facts to remind teachers that there is a need to focus our attention on the
education of English language learners. Through this book and my work as a teacher
educator, I am committed to supporting teachers and maintaining my position that English
language learners are brilliant and ready to be challenged in their thinking and learning.
We must maintain high expectations and a high-quality curriculum for English language
learners. I understand that English language learners have unique needs that can create
greater challenges for teachers. I also believe that we became teachers because we believe
in children and in ourselves as teachers. We have to turn our attention toward ourselves as
educators. We need to revisit our thinking and learning pertaining to language
development and explore pedagogical approaches for diverse student populations. We
need to begin to make better instructional decisions as teachers of English language
learners. Our classrooms must be filled with talk and interaction around challenging
content. If we expect English language learners to develop academic language and to
make meaning from challenging curricula, we must work hard to learn all that we can
about how to teach them effectively.



This book will take you through specific strategies, methods, instructional approaches,
resources, activities, and reflective questions to support your work with English language
learners. The chapters in this book are the following:

» Chapter 1, Guiding Principles, shares what I have learned from working with English
language learners year to year.

» Chapter 2, Language Development, highlights the process of learning a second
language and how teachers can facilitate language development.

» Chapter 3, Academic Language, reminds us of the complexities of the language that
students must develop in all content areas to be successful in school.

» Chapter 4, Creating a Language-Rich Environment, continues with a look at learning
environments and how we can set the appropriate context for learning a new
language and learning through a second language.

» Chapter 5, Literacy Instruction for English Language Learners: Essential Elements,
explores literacy development and what it means to provide a quality language arts
program for English language learners. Then, it delves into the role of language
throughout our instructional day.

» Chapter 6, Developing Language Across the Curriculum, provides readers with a
clear understanding of English Language Development (ELD) and content ELD and
its relationship to Academic Language Development (ALD). Understanding the
purpose of ELD and how it fits within content area instruction helps teachers support
English language learners throughout the day.

This book is really a reflection on what I have learned from working with English
language learners and from English language learners themselves. I have taught dual-
language, waiver-to-basic, English-only, Spanish as a second language, Structured English
Immersion (SEI), and Gifted and Talented Education (GATE) ranging from kindergarten
to eighth grade, and have continued my work as a consultant for high school teachers of
English language learners. I taught using scripted standards-based programs, no programs,
the Four-Blocks® Literacy Model, high-stakes testing and accountability, and various
other state and district mandates. We have all had similar experiences and we have all
learned from each and every one of them. At times I was stressed, confused, and
exhausted from one instructional context to the next. I struggled and succeeded inside the
political arena where I was teaching. But when I took time to reflect on my teaching, I
realized what a blessing it was to learn something new every year and extend my
understanding of teaching and learning. We often hear the saying “We never stop
learning,” and as teachers this is an understatement. I strongly believe that every year we
learn more about ourselves as teachers. Our students help us become better teachers and
teach us the life lessons of being great educators.



CHAPTER 1
Guiding Principles

“Our language is a reflection of ourselves. A language is
an exact reflection of the character and growth of its
speakers.”

— César Chavez
My Journey as a Bilingual Child

y journey as a teacher of language has been dynamic, challenging, and
humbling at times. Growing up bilingual, I never thought about the

complexities of language. When at home, I would speak Spanish to my parents,
listen to Spanish-speaking radio stations, and watch novelas and game shows in Spanish.
When visiting family, additional models of Spanish surrounded me. We were always a
close family, and someone was always correcting your Spanish during conversation. I felt
like I was always learning new words or the appropriate words for a given context. As a
child, I would just correct my Spanish as directed, not really thinking about the mistakes I
had made. I was acquiring and learning language in an authentic setting. I was surrounded
by cues from my environment, making language comprehensible.

I never attended school in Spanish—just learned it from family, television, and print. It
was not until high school that I finally started learning about the Spanish language—in my
Spanish foreign-language class. I can remember a very traditional grammar-translation
approach, where we would read a dialogue, answer questions, memorize vocabulary lists,
translate sentences, conjugate verbs, and learn grammar rules. We never actually spoke in
Spanish; we learned about the Spanish language. What I think I learned most from my
Spanish classes was how to write properly in Spanish. I could already read in Spanish and
wrote fairly well because learning to read and write in English transferred to learning to
read and write in Spanish. What I had to learn were particular grammar rules, like the
haunting accent marks that I never could figure out and how to punctuate dialogue. The
concepts were the same as those in English, but I had to learn how to mark my text
properly. All the language I had brought from my home experiences with Spanish made
learning about the language fairly easy. And all I had learned in school about reading and
writing in English had transferred to my learning of academic Spanish.

My Experiences as a Teacher of English Language Learners

Throughout my journey as a teacher, I enjoyed watching and learning from students in a
variety of settings. They taught me that they can reach high levels of academic success
and language development across settings with the right support and instructional decision
making. These early experiences with language helped prepare me for my first full-time



teaching experience as a duallanguage first-grade teacher. It was an amazing experience. I
had a 50/50 model where half of my class was English dominant and the other half was
Spanish dominant. In this model, students serve as language learners for one another.
Language arts and mathematics were taught in English, and the remaining core subjects
were taught in Spanish. Every day, students would receive half of their instruction in
Spanish and the other half in English. As a classroom community, we pledged not to code
switch during these times and supported one another in our language struggles and
successes. For example, if it was Spanish time and a student needed to use the restroom,
he or she would ask in Spanish. Then English time came around, and if the student needed
to go again, he or she would ask in English. The same was true for everything we read and
wrote. All forms of communication were in the language at hand. We were committed to
becoming a bilingual classroom community.

This was the year that I saw how powerful bilingual education can be for students. By
December, all of my students were reading and writing in both languages. They wrote
amazing stories that went on for pages and began reading chapter books by January. I was
in awe! The transfer of their cognitive skills from English to Spanish was so natural and
they were so comfortable with one another that they felt safe making errors and being
models for one another. I too became more confident in my work as a teacher of language.
Through my own experiences and those of my students, I felt strongly about the concept
of transfer. I also learned the following about being a teacher of language and language
learners:

 Cognitive skills and concepts learned in a primary language transfer to learning a
second language.

+ Content and skills must be taught through meaningful, authentic experiences.

* English language learners must feel connected to their language. In other words,
learning must be meaningful and relevant to students’ lives.

» English language learners need to feel safe trying out language and serving as
language models for one another.

» English language learners are brilliant as they navigate two languages to reach high
levels of academic success.

» English language learners need to feel that they are members of a learning
community, where everyone is a novice, an apprentice, and an expert.

* Quality bilingual programs best support English language learners to develop high
levels of academic achievement in both languages.

 Rigorous, quality teaching is appropriate for all English language learners.
* Challenging curriculum is appropriate for all English language learners.

» All English language learners are capable of reaching high levels of academic
achievement.

 Teachers must believe that all English language learners are capable of high levels of
academic English and school success.



This list represents what I believe to be true about how to support English language
learners in diverse instructional contexts. It is a foundation I use as I continue to learn
from students and now from teachers who have taken on the rewarding challenge of
working alongside English language learners. It is important to learn about the primary
languages students bring to the classroom and to build upon their early foundations with
language. The more connections you can make between one language to another, the
easier it is to transfer the skills and knowledge.

I went on to teach middle school and taught sixth- through eighth-grade humanities
(English and social studies) and Spanish as a foreign language. When teaching Spanish, I
began teaching from a traditional grammar-translation approach. This was my experience
in my own Spanish foreign-language class. I had my students reading dialogues,
answering comprehension questions, studying vocabulary lists, conjugating verbs,
translating sentences, and learning grammar rules. But as I reflected on my teaching, I
realized my students were not learning Spanish. They were not making meaning from
their learning. They spoke in English and were just learning about Spanish. They were not
learning to become speakers of Spanish. My students did not have opportunities to apply
their learning or to speak in Spanish.

At first I was confused. A grammar-translation approach seemed easy and worked for
me. I was able to make meaning when I read passages, and I used what I learned in
vocabulary and grammar to improve my own Spanish when speaking to family. It was
meaningful for me because I already spoke Spanish, so I used my learning as a way to
improve my own language skills. This was not the case for my students. Only a handful of
them were bilingual.

I decided to radically change my teaching practices and search for new ways of
teaching Spanish as a foreign language. I wanted my students to become speakers of the
language, not simply become knowledgeable in the language. I decided to engage students
in cultural studies about Spanish speaking countries, converse with them only in Spanish,
play games instead of taking vocabulary tests, and read and write in Spanish together. The
students came into the room and we moved desks around to see eye-to-eye and engage in
authentic conversations—in Spanish—about course texts. We talked about their own
culture. We studied Latin American history. I felt empowered as a teacher of language! I
had found a way to truly develop language and make learning meaningful and relevant to
my students.

Classroom Connection

I vividly remember one day in Spanish class when a student voiced what my curricular
decisions meant to him. Tomas was an eighth grader of Puerto Rican descent. He was
English dominant and shared that he could understand Spanish but was not confident
enough to speak it. During class one day, he stopped me in the middle of a lesson. We had
been talking about the history of Puerto Rico and its relationship with the United States.
At first I was a little taken aback, wondering why he had asked me to stop. The class
became silent and all eyes and ears were on Tomas. He quickly apologized and shared that
he did not mean to be disrespectful or disruptive, but he had something he really wanted to
share. Tomas said, “Hey, Ms. Mora, why hasn’t anyone ever taught us this before? This is



who I am. I don’t get it—why am I like 13 before I ever hear about this? Thank you.” I
knew I had made a difference. This was the student in the school whom everyone had
dismissed and called the troublemaker. He had been suspended multiple times and was
often truant. But he never missed a homework assignment, passed all of his exams, and
created stellar projects in my class. His report card read all Fs but one A in Spanish.
Though it may not have mattered to others that he passed Spanish over other core content
areas, it mattered that he had made a connection. I realized how important it was for
students to be able to connect to their learning.

Tomas made me a better teacher because he reminded me that teaching is about getting
to know your students and building upon the foundations set by their families and
community. Teaching is about discovering new ways of connecting your content in a way
that is engaging and meaningful to students. Too often we hear about the large numbers of
students dropping out of school as early as sixth grade. One of the primary reasons is that
students disengage from school. They do not see the relevance of what they are learning to
their lives or their future. They need a reason to be there; they are looking for a purpose
for coming to school every day. If we can help them feel successful, find ways of making
real-world connections, and engage them in authentic learning opportunities, we stand a
better chance of encouraging them to stay in school.

My journey as a teacher of language took another turn, and again I found myself back in
first grade teaching a waiver-to-basic Spanish-English class. A waiver-to-basic class was a
regular first-grade class that was taught in English but included students whose parents
had signed a waiver requesting bilingual education for their child. The challenge became
teaching 15 of my 20 students in English and the remaining five, who had waivers, in
Spanish. This was the year I learned about the power of flexible grouping, small-group
rotations, and how important workshop models are for differentiating instruction. This was
a very tricky year that took a lot of dynamic planning.

Having the two different programs in my class, English-only and bilingual waiver-to-
basic, I was able to see the impact of the programs. I saw how the language of instruction
affected students participating in English-only versus bilingual programs. This came about
in 1998 when California voters passed Proposition 227, English for the Children. As a
result, many bilingual programs were eliminated and English language learners were
instructed entirely in English through Structured English Immersion (SEI). This was the
case at my school, with the exception of a few classes that had waiver students. And
though I had five waiver students, the remaining students were also English language
learners.

Based on Proposition 227 and opponents of bilingual education, the expectation was
that my English language learners in the SEI program would outperform the waiver-to-
basic group. However, the reverse was true. My waiver-to-basic students dramatically
outperformed my English-only group. All five students in the waiver-to-basic program,
receiving Spanish language arts and math scored the highest on our standardized measures
in both English and Spanish. This was a group that had started off the year below grade
level and below my English learners in the SEI program. Research on bilingual education
repeatedly supports this finding (Willig 1985; Greene 1998; Gandara and Contreras 2009).
Students in quality bilingual programs do better academically in the long run in both



English and Spanish. I had experienced firsthand the effectiveness of bilingual education.

What I learned that year was that a quality bilingual program was the best program
model for English language learners. I also saw a connection between this program and
my own experience—learning language in a primary language and then transferring to
learning a second language. The same was true for these students. In a careful analysis of
two major research studies focusing on the education of English learners, Claude
Goldenberg (2008) shared, “With respect to English language learners, a substantial body
of research by both CREDE [Center for Research on Education, Diversity, and
Excellence] and NLP [National Literacy Panel] research suggests that literacy and other
skills and knowledge transfer across languages (15).” However, what I had yet to learn
was how to support English language learners in SEI and English-only settings when
bilingual education was not an option.

Yet again, I found myself challenged as a teacher of language and spent a decade
working with English language learners in SEI and English-only settings. I learned so
many wonderful, challenging instructional strategies and methods in my credential
program and had practiced them in my previous years as a bilingual educator. I attended
the latest conferences and picked up a plethora of strategies and ideas for developing
critical and creative thinkers and writers. But when confronted with this new instructional
setting, I learned how important it was to tailor instruction to meet the unique language
needs of students.

Reinventing Myself as a Teacher for English-Only Settings

After years of working with English language learners I began to wonder, “What was
missing? What had I understood about diversity? What had I understood about how
students learn? Did I think about how students who speak a language other than English
learn? Did I think about diversity as a resource for teaching and learning? How can I
support my students in a way that leads to high levels of academic success?” I began to
read all that I could about working with English language learners, and too often I found
instructional practices to be predominantly skills-based and reductionist. I became
discouraged. I kept thinking what a disservice we were providing to these students. I had
seen how intelligent English language learners were—how complex, different, and
capable they all were. I learned how brilliant English language learners are as they
navigate through two languages. It is not easy to learn a language and have to learn
through a new language at the same time. It takes high levels of thinking and intelligence
to conquer this task. I knew that a bilingual child was capable of so much more than what
my reading indicated.

I decided to continue my education by studying English language learners in English-
only settings, reinventing myself as a teacher. I revisited effective programs and high-
quality methods for teaching English language learners in bilingual settings. I focused on
instructional practices that supported English language learners when English was the
language of instruction. I recalled what I had learned through my own experiences
working with English language learners in diverse settings. I studied high-quality methods
and approaches for English-dominant students and thought about how I might tailor these
types of programs to meet the needs of English language learners in English-only settings.



English language learners deserve a challenging curriculum that exposes them to quality
literature, authentic writing experiences, inquiry-based content instruction, and high levels
of thinking and production. Through this book, I share with you what I have learned
through these experiences, highlighting instructional practices that I have researched,
implemented, and reflected upon and that lead to high levels of academic success for
English language learners in SEI and English-only settings.

Since my work as a full-time classroom teacher, I have spent years training novice and
experienced teachers of English language learners through various capacities. I have been
both saddened and overjoyed when I hear stories about teachers of English language
learners. Stories range from feelings of helplessness to feelings of confidence as teachers
find the most effective ways to support their students. I have also been struck by the
negative comments and attitudes that I have heard about English language learners—
comments that undermine their abilities and their beliefs—which presume that they cannot
accomplish certain tasks or can only achieve minimal standards. As a bilingual child and
now a bilingual teacher, these types of statements break my heart. My goal for this book is
to help educators see that when given the right support, English language learners are
capable of reaching high levels of academic achievement and deserve to be educated in a
culture of high expectations. This book is a record of what I have learned working with
English language learners and teachers of English language learners within a culture of
high expectations and high outcomes in academic English and overall academic success. I
share this book with you in the hopes that you too will feel empowered by the
opportunities to learn from and support English language learners.

Reflection Questions

1. What are your experiences as a teacher of language? What have you learned from
those experiences?

2. What do you know to be true about teaching English language learners?

3. What challenges have you had as a teacher of English language learners? What have
you learned from those challenges?

4. What resources are available to you as a teacher of language and of English language
learners? How have you used those resources?
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