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Chapter	1
Teaching	English	Language	Learners:	21st	Century
Contexts
Anticipatory	Quiz
Are	the	following	statements	true	or	false?

______ 1. Teaching	English	 learners	 simply	 requires	 implementing	good
teaching	practices.

______ 2. Specific	 language	 learning	 assessment	 is	 needed	 to	 assist
English	learners	in	acquiring	academic	English.

______ 3. Motivation	 to	 learn	 a	 second	 language	 is	 largely	 internally
driven.

______ 4. Oral	 language	 development	 is	 a	 critical	 and	 often	 overlooked
aspect	of	learning	a	second	language.

______ 5. English	learners	should	focus	on	learning	academic	vocabulary
rather	than	learning	academic	language.

______ 6. The	 learning	 expectations	 for	 English	 learners	 make	 for	 a
challenging	fit	with	 the	expectations	set	by	 the	Common	Core
State	Standards.

	

This	 chapter	 looks	 at	 some	 21st	 century	 influences	 on	English	 learners,
within	 the	 contexts	 of	 the	 rise	 of	 English	 as	 a	 global	 language,	 research
findings	 and	 their	 influence	 on	 how	English	 is	 taught	 and	 learned,	 and	 the
ways	in	which	the	Common	Core	State	Standards	are	shaping	curriculum	and
instruction	for	English	learners	in	the	United	States.

International	Context:	The	Rise	of	English	as	a
World	Language

As	of	the	new	millennium,	the	year	2000,	an	estimated	1	billion	people,	or
roughly	 14	 percent	 of	 the	 world’s	 population,	 were	 learning	 English	 as	 a
second	 language.	 By	 2025,	 data	 convincingly	 suggest	 that	 this	 figure	 will
reach	as	high	as	2	billion	(Graddol	2006).	A	quick	round-the-world	glimpse
drawn	from	a	variety	of	contexts	helps	us	understand	these	statistics:



• The	language	of	international	transportation	communication	is	English.
Air	 traffic	 control	 personnel	 and	 airline	 pilots,	 ship	 captains,	 and	 port
authority	personnel	communicate	in	English.

• English,	 rather	 than	French	or	German,	 is	now	 the	preferred	and	most
commonly	used	language	among	European	Union	members.

• Students	 pursuing	 advanced	 degrees	 in	 non-native	 English-speaking
countries	use	textbooks	written	in	English	due	to	both	the	proliferation
of	technical	knowledge	and	the	sheer	number	of	textbooks	published	in
English.

• In	the	United	States,	 the	number	of	English	learners	enrolled	in	public
schools	increased	67	percent	between	the	1994–95	school	year	and	the
2008–09	school	year,	with	the	current	English	learner	population	at	5.2
million	 (U.S.	 Department	 of	 Education,	 Office	 of	 English	 Language
Acquisition	2010).

• In	 the	 United	 Kingdom,	 the	 British	 Office	 of	 Education	 reports	 that
between	1995	and	2012,	 the	English	 learner	population	 increased	100
percent,	from	500,000	to	1,000,000	students,	representing	one	in	six	at
the	 primary	 school	 level	 and	 one	 in	 eight	 at	 the	 secondary	 level
(National	 Association	 for	 Language	 Development	 in	 the	 Curriculum
2012).

Driven	 by	 business,	 technology,	 international	 transportation
communication,	 the	 entertainment	 industry,	 and	 unprecedented	 world
migration,	 English	 has	 become	 a	 world	 language.	 It	 is	 by	 and	 large	 the
common	 denominator	 for	 communication	 around	 the	 world,	 requiring	 vast
numbers	 of	 teachers.	 Teachers	 of	 English	 learners,	 then,	 are	members	 of	 a
large	 and	 vital	 worldwide	 community	 who	 seek	 to	 improve	 and	 expand
knowledge,	 expertise,	 and	 teaching	 approaches	 to	 help	 students	 meet	 their
learning	needs	and	goals.

Research	Context:	Knowledge	About	Teaching	and
Learning	English

We	 continually	 learn	 and	 apply	 new	 knowledge	 and	 positive	 research
outcomes	 to	educational	practice.	The	 following	sections	outline	six	aspects
of	 teaching	 and	 learning	 English	 in	 the	 context	 of	 information	 drawn	 from
research	findings.

English	Learners	Need	More	Than	Just	“Good	Teaching”
While	 effective	 teaching	 strategies	 are	 generally	 beneficial	 for	 all



students,	data	now	show	that	high-quality	reading	instruction	by	itself	 is	not
sufficient	 to	help	English	 learners	 improve	 text	 comprehension	 (Goldenberg
2008).	 In	 addition,	 Diane	 August	 and	 Timothy	 Shanahan	 state	 that
adjustments	in	approaches	to	teaching	reading	and	writing	are	needed	in	order
to	provide	“maximum	benefit	with	language-minority	students”	(2006,	3).

English	Learners	Need	Precise	Assessment
We	now	know	that	English	learners	often	need	more	careful	assessment—

in	addition	to	standardized	English	language	assessments—to	determine	gaps
in	 their	 language	 learning.	 Identifying	 and	 addressing	 gaps	 in	 academic
language	 is	 especially	 important	 (Dutro	 and	 Levy	 2012).	 This	 information
gives	teachers	a	close-up	view	of	an	English	learner’s	needs,	and	is	 the	first
step	in	helping	a	student	achieve	academic	success.

English	Learners	Need	Support	and	Motivation
Second	language	learning	research	suggests	that	learner	motivation	can	be

both	self-regulated	as	well	 as	 teacher	enhanced	 (Oroujlou	and	Vahedi	2011;
Ardasheva,	 Tong,	 and	 Tretter	 2012).	 Teachers	 can	 support	 their	 English
learners	by:

• helping	students	develop	and	set	their	own	short-term	language	learning
goals;

• creating	a	positive	classroom	atmosphere	that	is	predictable,	structured,
and	emotionally	safe;

• providing	students	choices	in	materials	and	learning	activities;

• promoting	 a	 sense	 of	 competence	 by	 creating	 situations	 in	 which	 the
students	will	experience	success;	and

• using	assessment	approaches	that	highlight	ways	that	students	take	note
of	their	own	successes.

Qualities	 or	 characteristics	 that	 effective	 language	 learners	 demonstrate
are	as	follows:

• Positive	 task	 orientation:	 Willingness	 to	 take	 on	 challenging	 tasks
with	a	sense	of	competence	and	confidence	in	one’s	ability

• Need	for	achievement:	A	need	to	take	on	new	tasks	and	succeed

• Goal	 orientation:	 Awareness	 of	 learning	 goals	 or	 specific	 learning
tasks	and	direct	attention	to	achieving	them

• Perseverance:	Consistently	investing	effort	in	the	learning	task	or	goal

• Tolerance	 of	 ambiguity:	 Not	 becoming	 unduly	 frustrated	 about



temporary	 confusion	 or	 lack	 of	 understanding	 (Daskalovska,	 Gudeva,
and	Ivanovska	2012)

Students	 and	 teachers,	 in	 partnership,	 can	 establish	 positive	 learning
outcomes.

English	Learners	Need	Oral	Language	Development
Oral	 language	 skills	 are	 the	 building	 blocks	 of	 conceptual	 development

and	the	tools	we	use	to	express	what	we	know.	These	skills	provide	the	ability
to	 listen	 with	 understanding	 and	 to	 continually	 build	 upon	 words	 and
concepts.	Oral	language	is	the	means	through	which	children	under	the	age	of
about	 twelve	most	 readily	 take	 in	 information	 (Biemiller	 2003;	Hirsch	 and
Hansel	2013).	According	to	Claude	Goldenberg	(2008),	“ELLs	need	intensive
oral	 English	 language	 development,	 especially	 vocabulary	 and	 academic
English	 instruction”	 (42).	Good	oral	 language	development	 sets	 students	on
the	pathway	to	academic	success.

English	Learners	Need	Direct	ELD/ESL	Instruction
Past	 theory	maintained	that	mere	exposure	to	English	provides	sufficient

experience	to	learn	English	as	a	second	language,	just	as	young	children	learn
to	 speak	 the	 language	 that	 surrounds	 them	 (Krashen	 and	 Terrell	 1983).
However,	 “the	 natural	 approach,”	 as	 it	 is	 called,	 has	 been	 replaced	 with
support	 for	 direct	 language	 instruction	 for	 English	 learners.	 There	 is	 now
evidence	that	English	learners	make	more	language	progress	with	specific	and
direct	 instruction	 during	 a	 dedicated	 period	 of	 time	 when	 they	 receive
“explicit	 instruction	 on	 features	 of	 English	 such	 as	 syntax,	 grammar,
vocabulary,	pronunciation,	and	norms	of	social	usage”	(Goldenberg	2008,	42)
coupled	 with	multiple	 opportunities	 to	 use	 English	 for	 real	 communication
purposes.

English	Learners	Need	Academic	Language	Development
James	Cummins	 (1981)	proposed	 that	English	 learners	 face	 two	distinct

types	 of	 language	 learning:	 basic	 everyday	 spoken	 communication	 used	 for
social	interaction	(basic	interpersonal	communication	skills,	or	BICS)	and	the
considerably	more	demanding	language	used	in	academic	settings	(cognitive
and	academic	language	proficiency,	or	CALP).	Recent	research	has	focused
on	the	topic	of	academic	language,	defined	as	“the	specialized	language,	both
oral	 and	 written,	 of	 academic	 settings	 that	 facilitates	 communication	 and
thinking	 about	 disciplinary	 content”	 (Nagy	 and	 Townsend	 2012,	 92).
Developing	academic	language	is	the	cornerstone	of	English	learners’	school
success.



Academic	Context:	The	Common	Core	State
Standards

English	learners	must	develop	the	ability	to	think	critically	and	creatively,
and	to	express	these	abilities	in	English.	The	Common	Core	State	Standards
are	inextricably	linked	with	language	and	language	development,	and	so	they
fit	 well	 with	 promoting	 language	 development	 and	 learning	 for	 English
learners.	 The	 Common	Core	 (2010)	 expects	 students	 to	 interact	 with	 peers
and	teachers	 in	more	intentional	ways	about	academic	content,	requiring	the
development	 of	 speaking	 and	 listening	 skills.	 They	 demand	 that	 students
perform	 close	 reading	 and	 analysis	 of	 text,	 which	 necessitates	 developing
good	 comprehension	 and	 critical-reading	 abilities.	 They	 require	 students	 to
source,	 assess,	 and	 synthesize	 information,	 and	 to	 express	 cogent	 and
compelling	 arguments,	 all	 of	which	 require	 excellent	 research,	writing,	 and
speaking	skills.

“Big	picture”	points	 that	 can	help	 teachers	 embed	 the	Common	Core	 in
instruction	for	English	learners	are	as	follows:

• Develop	 familiarity	 with	 the	 relevant	 ELD/ESL	 standards	 (state	 or
governing	body)	to	understand	what	English	learners	should	know	and
be	able	to	do.

• Compile	a	bank	of	effective	strategies	for	English	learners	to	draw	from
and	incorporate	into	instruction.

• Use	 backward	 planning.	What	 are	 English	 learners	 expected	 to	 know
and	be	able	to	do?	What	activities	and	strategies	can	help	students	attain
these	 expectations?	What	 assessments	 indicate	 they	have	achieved	 the
expectations?

• Arrange	opportunities	for	fluent	English	speakers	and	English	 learners
to	learn	together.

Looking	through	a	closer	lens,	teachers	of	English	learners	should:

• select	important	concepts	and	vocabulary	that	students	need	to	know;

• select	strategies	to	teach	the	important	concepts	and	vocabulary,	and	to
help	students	build	their	own	understanding;

• develop	and	implement	both	content	objectives	and	academic	language
objectives;

• teach	students	 the	relevant	 text	structures	of	 the	material	 to	be	read	or
discussed;



• build	conversational	structures	so	that	English	learners	can	more	readily
participate	in	discussion;	and

• help	students	learn	ways	to	look	for	common	ideas	across	texts	and	to
synthesize	the	material.

The	 chapters	 that	 follow	 provide	 information	 on	 all	 of	 the	 preceding
points	and	offer	practical	ways	to	help	English	language	learners	succeed.

Summary
This	chapter	examined	some	major	 influences	 that	 impact	how	we	teach

English	 as	 a	 second	 language	 today.	The	 fact	 that	 English	 has	 taken	 center
stage	as	a	world	language	means	that	the	number	of	people	learning	English
as	a	second	language	is	on	the	rise.	Reviewing	current	research	on	language
and	literacy	acquisition	and	development	helps	educators	implement	teaching
approaches	that	facilitate	second	language	learning.	In	addition,	the	Common
Core	 State	 Standards	 significantly	 shape	 curriculum	 and	 instruction	 in	 the
United	States.



Apply,	Reflect,	and	Extend
1. What	 types	 of	 oral	 language	 development	 are

provided	 for	 English	 learners	 in	 your	 setting?
What	 types	 of	 regularly	 scheduled	 and
specifically	 focused	 ELD/ESL	 instruction	 are
provided?

2. What	 approaches	 are	 effective	 in	 teaching
academic	 language?	 Why	 might	 these	 be
effective	or	ineffective	with	English	learners?

3. Describe	 both	 your	 professional	 development
experiences	 and	 your	 particular	 needs	 with
regard	to	teaching	English	learners.



Chapter	2
Understanding	Language
Anticipatory	Quiz
Are	the	following	statements	true	or	false?

______ 1. Linguists	 have	 developed	 broadly	 accepted	 stages	 of	 second
language	development.

______ 2. English	 learners	 are	 able	 to	 draw	 on	 their	 knowledge	 of
language	 systems	 in	 their	 primary	 language	 to	 help	 them
develop	English.

______ 3. Correct	prosody	when	reading	aloud	can	indicate	that	a	student
is	reading	with	comprehension.

______ 4. Students	should	be	discouraged	from	speaking	a	language	other
than	English	in	the	classroom.

______ 5. There	is	a	difference	between	grammar	and	syntax.

	

An	effective	teacher	of	English	learners	understands	the	basic	elements	of
language	and	language	development.	Why	does	understanding	how	language
works	matter?	First,	 language	 is	 the	 fundamental	 “tool”	of	 a	 teacher’s	daily
work.	 Whether	 using	 language	 to	 describe	 a	 mathematical	 process	 or	 to
discuss	 character	 development	 in	 a	 story,	 whether	 listening	 to	 students	 or
reading	 their	written	work,	 language	 provides	 the	 basis	 for	 communication.
You	 want	 to	 understand	 how	 the	 tool	 you	 constantly	 use	 works.	 Second,
understanding	the	various	elements	and	systems	of	language	better	equips	you
to	 guide	 your	 students	 through	 the	 complexities	 of	 learning	 a	 second
language.	You	are	better	positioned	to	help	them	through	the	process.

This	 chapter	 discusses	 the	 basic	 aspects	 of	 this	 fundamental	 teacher’s
“tool,”	beginning	with	the	eight	elements	of	language.

Eight	Elements	of	Language
Language	 is	 so	much	a	part	of	our	environment	 that	we	may	not	give	 it

much	thought.	It	is	difficult	to	imagine	life	without	it.	Through	language,	we
express	 our	 thoughts	 and	 emotions.	 It	 is	 the	 fundamental	 form	 of	 human
communication.



How	can	language	be	defined?	At	bare	minimum,	language	is	a	series	of
arbitrary	 sounds	 strung	 together	 that	 permit	 a	 group	 of	 people	 to
communicate.	However,	 it	 is	much	more	 than	 this.	 It	 is	 a	 universal	 human
phenomenon	 that	 is	 the	 foundation	 of	 communication.	 It	 is	 systematic	 and
rule	governed;	it	permits	transmission	of	ideas;	it	is	intertwined	with	culture;
it	includes	regional,	social,	and	economic	class	variations;	and	it	is	affected	by
where	and	with	whom	we	use	it.	Let’s	take	a	closer	look.

Language	does	all	of	the	following:

• develops	naturally

• develops	in	stages

• is	structured

• is	intertwined	with	culture

• is	linked	to	cognition

• includes	variety

• is	learned	in	social	and	academic	contexts

• is	influenced	by	purpose,	context,	and	audience

Language	Develops	Naturally
Humans	 acquire	 their	 first	 language	 largely	 by	 hearing	 it	 and	 by

interacting	with	speakers	in	their	environment.	The	same	cannot	be	said	about
learning	to	play	the	piano,	learning	to	ride	a	bike,	learning	to	write,	or	taking
on	 any	other	 complex	 activity.	 It	 is	 a	 unique	 and	 intricate	 learning	process.
Three	 fundamental	 theoretical	 approaches	 offer	 insights	 into	 how	 humans
learn	language:	nativist,	social	interactionist,	and	cognitive.

Noam	Chomsky’s	(1968)	work	provided	the	initial	theoretical	foundation
for	 the	nativist	view	of	 language	 learning.	This	view	holds	 that	humans	are
born	with	a	biological	predisposition	to	language	learning	that	is	supported	by
a	mechanism	 called	 the	 language	 acquisition	 device	 (LAD).	 Proponents	 of
this	view	believe	that	language	learning	is	innate	and	uniquely	human.	They
suggest	 that	 the	 LAD	 is	 “hardwired”	 with	 a	 set	 of	 rules	 called	 universal
grammar.	 Exposure	 even	 to	 small	 amounts	 of	 language	 permits	 a	 child	 to
learn	rules	that	pertain	to	that	particular	language	in	a	relatively	short	period
of	time.	Once	the	child	learns	the	rules,	he	or	she	can	then	create	or	generate
unique	sentences	based	on	the	internalized	rules	of	that	language.

Social	 interactionists	 believe	 that	 the	 key	 element	 of	 language	 learning
resides	 in	 meaningful	 social	 interactions	 within	 a	 supportive	 environment.
Lev	Vygotsky	 (1978)	 is	 the	 individual	 closely	 associated	with	 this	 view	 of



language	 learning,	 although	 his	 work	 also	 reflects	 his	 firm	 belief	 that
language	 is	 strongly	 linked	 to	 cognition.	He	 proposed	 that	 language	 has	 its
roots	in	social	interaction	and	is	used	as	a	tool	to	communicate.	Initially	talk
is	 only	out	 loud	but	 becomes	 internal,	 self-directing,	 self-regulating	 speech.
Vygotsky	 proposed	 that	 learning	 is	 incremental.	 The	 term	 zone	 of	 proximal
development	describes	Vygotsky’s	view	that	the	lower	limit	of	a	zone	is	what
a	child	can	do	independently,	while	 the	upper	 limit	 is	 the	potential	skill	 that
the	child	is	capable	of	with	guidance	provided	through	social	interaction.

We	 associate	 the	work	 of	 Jean	 Piaget	 (1969;	 1990)	 and	 Jerome	 Bruner
(1974)	with	 cognitive	 theories	of	 language	 learning.	This	view	 supports	 the
idea	 that	 language	 learning	 is	 directly	 linked	 to	 stages	 of	 cognitive
development.	 Piaget’s	 work	 suggests	 that	 language	 occurs	 naturally	 as
children	move	through	stages	of	cognitive	development.	At	the	preoperational
stage,	 for	 example,	 children	 talk	 about	 the	 concepts	 they	 learn,	 such	 as
counting	and	classifying,	and	they	use	past,	present,	and	future	tenses	to	talk
about	 events	 in	 time.	 For	 Bruner,	 cognition	 and	 language	 are	 inextricably
linked.	 Bruner	 believed	 that	 the	 way	 we	 make	 sense	 of	 information	 is	 by
classifying	and	categorizing	it,	with	great	importance	attached	to	developing
the	 language	 that	expresses	 it.	He	believed	 that	academic	 language	needs	 to
be	 taught	 so	 that	 students	 can	 demonstrate	 that	 they	 can	 process	 and
understand	information	and	use	it	for	problem	solving.

Each	theoretical	approach	contains	intuitively	appealing	aspects.	A	stance
that	 blends	 elements	 of	 all	 of	 them	might	 read	 as	 follows:	Babies	 are	 born
with	 an	 innate	 language	 learning	 ability	 that	 differs	 from	 other	 types	 of
abilities.	This	ability	enables	them	to	begin	to	discriminate	meaningful	sounds
in	their	language	environment	soon	after	birth.	They	begin	to	put	together	and
learn	to	say	meaningful	sounds,	and	to	grasp	the	structures	of	language	soon
thereafter.	 Additionally,	 language	 and	 cognition	 develop	 in	 conjunction;
growth	 in	 one	 area	 promotes	 growth	 in	 the	 other.	 Language	 is	 used	 as	 an
indispensable	 tool	 to	 express	 thoughts	 and	 ideas.	 The	 more	 exposure	 to
thinking	and	ideas	through	language	that	children	have,	the	better	developed
their	language	skills	become.	The	language-learning	process	is	a	human	and
naturally	 occurring	 phenomenon	 that	 develops	 in	 strikingly	 similar	 ways
across	cultures,	languages,	and	geographical	locations.

Classroom	Application

Teachers	can	create	 learning	environments	for	English	 learners
that	 take	 advantage	 of	 all	 aspects	 of	 the	 theoretical	 stances
described	 in	 this	 section.	 For	 example,	 children	 under	 the	 age	 of
about	eight	respond	very	well	to	an	environment	that	capitalizes	on
their	innate	language	learning	abilities.	They	can	make	remarkably



quick	 advances	 when	 immersed	 in	 a	 rich	 language-learning
environment	that	is	accompanied	by	direct	language	instruction.

All	 students	 benefit	 from	 social	 interaction	 that	 offers	 both
language	modeling	and	opportunities	for	specific	peer	assistance	in
academic	 tasks.	 While	 we	 know	 that	 the	 full	 range	 of	 second
language	 learning	 cannot	 occur	 exclusively	 through	 exposure	 and
social	 interaction,	 they	 are	 powerful	 ways	 to	 support	 second
language	development.

Older	 students,	 particularly	 those	who	have	had	 the	 advantage
of	 primary	 language	 literacy	 instruction,	 can	 use	 aspects	 of	 a
cognitive	 approach	 to	 learning	 in	 general	 and	 to	 second	 language
learning	in	particular.	They	should	be	given	opportunities	 to	apply
their	 general	 knowledge,	 literacy	 skills,	 and	 primary	 language
knowledge	to	learning	English.

Language	Develops	in	Stages
First	 language	 development	 begins	 at	 birth.	 Evidence	 suggests	 that

newborns	have	already	begun	 to	 “sort”	distinct	 sounds	 into	 those	 that	 carry
meaning,	 turning	 their	heads	when	they	hear	sounds	 that	carry	meaning	and
ignoring	sounds	that	do	not	carry	meaning	in	the	language	in	which	they	are
immersed.	 Within	 weeks	 of	 life,	 a	 baby’s	 vocalization	 consists	 of	 crying,
gurgling,	 cooing,	 and	 other	 minimal	 random	 sounds.	 During	 this	 time,	 the
infant	 is	 taking	 in	 enormous	 amounts	 of	 auditory	 information.	 This	 early
period	provides	the	foundation	for	later	language	development.	Within	a	few
short	months,	babies	begin	babbling.	Linguists	suggest	that	these	sounds	may
provide	 a	 baby	 with	 practice	 for	 throat,	 mouth,	 and	 tongue	 movements	 in
preparation	for	speaking.	These	precursors	to	language	turn	into	a	baby’s	first
recognizable	 words	 around	 the	 age	 of	 twelve	 months.	 Figure	 2.1	 presents
broadly	accepted	stages	of	first	language	development	from	infancy	to	forty-
eight	months.



Second	language	development	also	occurs	in	stages;	however,	there	are	no
generally	accepted	terms	or	recognized	stages.	Because	language	learning	is	a
continuum,	descriptors	can	be	developed	 for	any	point	along	 the	continuum
without	great	impact.	Figure	2.2	presents	a	selection	of	descriptors	taken	from
four	different	sets	of	ELD/ESL	standards.	The	labels	of	developmental	stages
bear	 little	 similarity	 to	 each	 other,	 besides	 indicating	 a	 progression	 of
language	development.



While	 it	 is	 possible	 to	 create	 labels	 for	 developmental	 stages	 along	 the
language	continuum,	four	important	elements	should	be	addressed:

• Each	 label	 should	 be	 supported	 with	 a	 description	 of	 that	 stage,
including	descriptions	for	listening,	speaking,	reading,	and	writing.

• The	stages	should	align	with	the	assessment	system	that	is	used	so	that
clear	 benchmarks	 can	 be	 established	 to	 help	 the	 teacher	 guide
instruction	and	learning	expectations.

• Teachers	need	a	 clear	understanding	of	 the	 instructional	 consequences
of	the	developmental	stage.

• Assessments	should	be	used	regularly	to	ensure	improvement	over	time.

No	 matter	 the	 stage	 of	 English	 language	 development,	 the	 preceding
fundamental	 elements	 should	 be	 included.	 Moreover,	 the	 following	 should
also	be	included:

• meaningful	 opportunities	 for	 using	 all	 four	 language	 domains	 of
listening,	speaking,	reading,	and	writing



• language	modeling	in	all	four	domains

• specific	and	direct	ELD/ESL	instruction

• ongoing	 assessment	 and	 student	 feedback	 loops	 both	 for	 English
language	 development	 and	 for	 content	 instruction	 as	 relevant	 to	 the
teaching/learning	setting

It	is	helpful	to	keep	in	mind	the	developmental	path	of	a	child’s	primary
language	when	it	comes	to	predicting	how	long	it	will	take	an	English	learner
to	 acquire	 English	 proficiency.	 Consider	 an	 infant’s	 active	 listening	 for
several	months,	comprehensible	utterances	 that	begin	at	 twelve	months,	and
literacy	 skills	 that	 the	 child	 is	 able	 to	 achieve	with	 some	proficiency	 at	 the
sixth	 or	 seventh	 grade,	 which	 are	 then	 continually	 refined	 with	 additional
years	of	education.	Now	think	of	an	English	learner	who	must	start	anew	in
another	language.	English	learners	pass	through	the	preproduction	stage	to	the
intermediate	 period	 within	 two	 to	 three	 years.	 An	 additional	 three	 or	 four
years	are	required	 to	achieve	adequate	 literacy	skills,	given	a	consistent	and
high-quality	education.	What	a	child	works	at	for	many	years	in	the	primary
language	 will	 take	 time	 to	 fully	 develop	 in	 a	 second	 language—language
learning	 takes	 time.	 English	 learners	 need	 time,	 patience,	 and	 consistently
high-quality	instruction	to	succeed.

Classroom	Application

Teachers	 may	 see	 students	 passing	 through	 various	 stages	 of
English	language	development.	Also	evident	may	be	each	student’s
own	pace	of	developing	English.	Taking	into	account	the	student’s
level	of	English	both	guides	instruction	and	is	a	strong	indicator	of
the	work	that	the	student	is	capable	of	understanding	and	producing.

Language	Is	Structured
Imagine	 listening	 to	 the	 speech	of	 someone	who	has	a	way	with	words.

We	 don’t	 usually	 think	 about	 the	 underlying	 structure	 that	 makes	 up	 this
pleasing	“whole.”	Yet	we	could.	We	might,	for	example,	begin	to	notice	the
descriptive	 verbs	 the	 speaker	 selects,	 or	 a	 particular	 cadence	 of	 speech,	 or
ways	the	speaker	artfully	puts	phrases	together.	Each	of	these	is	representative
of	one	of	the	systems	of	language.

The	 systems	 of	 language	 discussed	 in	 this	 section	 are	 linguistically
universal—they	 exist	 in	 all	 languages.	 So	 English	 learners	 bring	 a	 vast
amount	of	inherent	knowledge	of	language	structure	in	their	first	language	to
the	process	of	learning	English.	They	rely	on	familiar	ways	that	their	primary
language	works	to	help	them	learn	and	navigate	English.

Students’	 knowledge	 and	 reliance	 on	 their	 first	 language	 can	 be	 very



helpful.	 For	 example,	 when	 a	 student	 understands	 that	 there	 are	 ways	 of
expressing	concepts	such	as	past	and	future	tenses,	relationships	between	and
among	people	and	objects,	time,	and	so	on,	he	or	she	seeks	specific	ways	to
express	 these	 concepts	 in	 English.	 An	 effective	 teacher	 will	 find	 ways	 to
capitalize	on	a	student’s	knowledge	of	his	or	her	primary	language,	as	well	as
encouraging	 the	 student	 to	 use	 his	 or	 her	 own	knowledge	 of	 how	 language
works	to	promote	teaching	and	learning	English.
Phonology

Phonology	is	 the	study	of	sounds.	The	smallest	unit	of	sound	is	called	a
phoneme.	An	example	of	a	phoneme	is	n	or	/n/	as	a	linguist	writes	it.	Of	the
entire	 range	 of	 humanly	 possible	 sounds,	 only	 a	 subset	 is	 included	 in	 a
particular	 language.	 At	 just	 weeks	 old,	 babies	 begin	 to	 experiment	 with
making	the	entire	range	of	possible	sounds,	or	phonemes.	They	attend	to	the
sounds	around	them	that	seem	to	carry	meaning,	 ignoring	 those	 that	do	not.
So	 from	 infancy,	 babies	 begin	building	 a	 bank	of	meaningful	 sounds	 in	 the
language	they	will	learn	to	speak.

There	are	rules	that	govern	how	a	language	puts	sounds	together	to	make
words.	In	English,	a	rule	allows	us	to	place	/n/	and	/d/	in	the	middle	or	at	the
end	of	a	word—as	in	indeed	or	stand—but	not	at	the	beginning	of	a	word.	In
Swahili,	a	phonological	rule	permits	/n/	and	/d/	at	the	beginning	of	a	word—
as	in	ndiyo,	meaning	“yes”	or	“it	is	so.”	Any	single	sound	or	combination	of
sounds	that	does	not	exist	in	one	language	but	does	exist	in	another	will	create
difficulty	for	a	second	language	learner	to	pronounce.

Classroom	Application

The	 most	 difficult	 sounds	 to	 hear	 are	 those	 that	 do	 not	 carry
meaning	 in	 an	 individual’s	 primary	 language—those	 that	 the
individual	 has	 not	 attended	 to	 from	 birth.	 A	 person’s	 inability	 to
hear	a	certain	sound	means	 that	 the	person	cannot	distinguish	 that
sound	as	carrying	meaning	or	significance,	which	is	the	whole	point
of	phonemic	awareness:	being	able	 to	hear	and	say	certain	sounds
and	being	able	to	manipulate	them	in	speech.	We	place	children	at	a
great	disadvantage	when	we	ask	them	to	listen	for	particular	sounds
and	 hear	 the	 difference	 between	 them,	 when	 these	 differences	 do
not	 exist	 in	 their	 primary	 language.	 So,	 for	 example,	 asking
Spanish-speaking	 children	 to	 distinguish	 short	 vowel	 sounds	 in
English,	 which	 do	 not	 exist	 in	 their	 primary	 language,	 is	 an
exceedingly	 difficult	 task	 for	 them.	 This	 linguistic	 reality	 in	 the
Spanish	language	bumps	up	against	an	English	language	reality:	in
English,	starting	phonemic	awareness	and	early	reading	with	short
vowel	 sounds	 makes	 sense,	 given	 the	 usefulness	 of	 short	 vowel



sound	rimes,	or	word	families.	However,	teachers	should	be	aware
of	just	how	difficult	it	is	for	a	child	to	hear	and	begin	to	read	sounds
that	the	child	never	knew	existed	and	has	never	used.

Morphology

Morphology	is	the	study	of	meaningful	units	of	sound.	A	morpheme	is	the
smallest	unit	of	meaning.	There	are	two	types	of	morphemes:	free	and	bound.
A	free	morpheme	carries	its	own	meaning,	like	hat	or	desk.	Bound	morphemes
consist	of	prefixes,	suffixes,	and	inflected	endings	such	as	-s	or	‘s,	or	-ed	or	-
ing,	 and	 must	 be	 combined	 with	 other	 words.	 Inflected	 morphemes	 are
grammatical	markers.	Young	children	and	English	 learners	begin	 to	use	and
manipulate	 inflected	 morphemes	 in	 useful	 and	 sometimes	 curious	 ways	 as
they	 become	 proficient.	 Consider	 the	 morpheme	 -y,	 meaning	 roughly	 “full
of,”	as	in	rusty	or	dusty.	A	three-year-old	was	overheard	referring	to	someone
as	 singy,	 meaning	 “someone	 who	 is	 full	 of	 song	 or	 who	 likes	 to	 sing.”
Morphological	use	indicates	that	a	finer-grained	understanding	of	language	is
in	process.

Classroom	Application

Prefixes,	 suffixes,	 root	words,	 and	 inflected	endings	are	useful
and	 productive	 morphemes	 for	 students	 to	 learn.	 The	 CCSS
Reading:	 Foundational	 Skills	 Standards	 and	 Language/Vocabulary
Acquisition	and	Anchor	Standards	specifically	include	the	study	of
affixes,	 and	 root	 words	 as	 a	 focus,	 beginning	 in	 the	 first	 grade.
About	 60	 percent	 of	 academic	 English	 words	 consist	 of	 a
morpheme	 that	 always	 carries	 the	 same	 meaning.	 Being	 able	 to
break	apart	words	and	unlock	meaning	is	a	very	important	strategy
for	English	learners	to	learn	and	use.

Prosody

Prosody	 refers	 to	 the	 stress,	 pitch,	 intonation,	 and	 rhythm	of	words	 and
phrases.	 Research	 reports	 “conversational	 turn-taking”	 that	 occurs	 between
caregivers	 and	babies	who	cannot	yet	 form	words,	based	on	 the	prosody	of
the	 exchange	 of	 phrases.	 This	 indicates	 that	 there	 are	 standard	 prosodic
features	 that	 carry	 more	 meaning	 beyond	 just	 the	 words	 and	 phrases
themselves.	 It	also	 indicates	 that	prosody	carries	emotional	and	 feeling-tone
information.	Moreover,	it	shows	that	individual	sounds	and	prosodic	patterns
are	 the	 first	 acquired	 aspects	 of	 language.	 Using	 appropriate	 prosody	 in
spoken	language	indicates	the	individual	is	a	fluent	speaker	of	that	language.

“[Prosody]	 ref	 lects	 the	 reader’s	 understanding	 of	 the
structure	of	sentences,	punctuation,	and	to	a	large	extent,	the
author’s	purpose.”
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