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This hands-on book offers teachers a much-
needed resource that will help maximize 
learning for English Language Learners 
(ELLs). How to Teach English Language 
Learners draws on two wide-ranging teacher 
quality studies and profiles eight educators 
who have achieved exceptional results with 
their ELL students. Through highly read-
able portraits, the authors take readers into 
these teachers’ classrooms, illustrating 
richly what it is they do differently that yields 
such great results from English learners.  
Because most teachers profiled work within 
a three-tiered Response-to-Intervention 
framework, the book shows how to imple-
ment RTI effectively with ELLs—from 
providing general reading instruction for the 
entire classroom to targeted interventions 
with struggling students. Written by noted 

ELL educators Diane Haager, Janette K. 
Klingner, and Terese Aceves, How to Teach 
English Language Learners is fi lled with 
inspiring success stories, teaching tips, ac-
tivities, discussion questions, and refl ections 
from these outstanding teachers.
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ing milieu of educating diverse student 
populations, the authors provide a dynamic 
teaching and learning resource for ensuring 
literacy success.  The narrative mirrors 
authentically who we are and who we need 
to be, as teachers of English learners, to do 
our best practice effectively and purpose-
fully. The authors capture the essence of 
teaching and learning with humanity, truth, 
and complexity…. An exciting resource.”
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JOSSEY-BASS TEACHER
Jossey-Bass Teacher provides educators with practical knowledge and tools to
create a positive and lifelong impact on student learning. We offer classroom-
tested and research-based teaching resources for a variety of grade levels and
subject areas. Whether you are an aspiring, new, or veteran teacher, we want to
help you make every teaching day your best.

From ready-to-use classroom activities to the latest teaching framework, our
value-packed books provide insightful, practical, and comprehensive materials on
the topics that matter most to K–12 teachers. We hope to become your trusted
source for the best ideas from the most experienced and respected experts in
the field.
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ABOUT THIS BOOK
We often learn the most by watching those who are highly skilled perform their
craft and then trying the new ideas ourselves. This book provides an opportunity
to do just that by shining a light into the classrooms of successful elemen-
tary school teachers and their English language learners (ELLs) and depicting
strategies for teaching reading and language arts while also supporting students’
language acquisition. The book includes scenarios from bilingual and English
immersion models in various schools and contexts where we will find ELLs.
These case studies highlight instruction across three tiers of reading instruction
typical of a Response to Intervention (RTI) model: core reading and language arts
instruction, small-group supplemental reading intervention for struggling read-
ers, and intensive instruction for students with learning disabilities. Each chapter
includes opportunities for reflection through questions for the readers and sug-
gested application activities. This book is for readers who want to learn how to
improve outcomes for English language learners, and it is appropriate for group
study, in professional learning communities or teacher education classes, or for
individual reading.
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INTRODUCTION
Getting Started with This Book

Teachers have one universal wish that influences almost every instructional deci-
sion they make—to maximize their students’ learning. Many factors influence
teachers’ ability to teach effectively. Contextual factors are often outside of teach-
ers’ direct control and include school climate and culture, district and state policy,
geographic location, and community involvement, to name a few. What the stu-
dent brings to the classroom in terms of prior knowledge, culture, experience, and
skills also influences the end result. As teachers, we may have direct control only
over what we bring to the classroom: our own knowledge, skills, experience, and
beliefs about teaching. This book is about understanding these contextual and stu-
dent factors that influence learning for students who are English language learners
(ELLs). More important, it is about adding to teachers’ repertoire to deliver the
most effective instruction possible for the students they teach, with a particular
focus on ELLs.

We have written this book to share with you—current or future teachers of
ELLs—what we have learned from the many talented teachers we have encoun-
tered in schools serving children of diverse cultural and linguistic backgrounds.
We also hope to share with you what we have learned from their students, who
may have come to school fearful and hesitant about using English or another
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2 How to Teach English Language Learners

language, but who proved capable of extraordinary achievements and of trusting
that their teachers would teach them. In this book we offer a window into their
teaching in the hope that you will learn from what they do and expand your own
repertoire.

WHO ARE OUR PORTRAIT TEACHERS?

We have selected a few teachers to highlight—teachers whose stories capture
those teacher factors that seem to make a difference between mediocre and excel-
lent outcomes for ELLs. Our teachers were selected based on a variety of factors
including the recommendations of school site principals, numerous classroom
observations by research teams, and demonstrated positive student outcomes.
Over the course of our research with a variety of schools, these teachers clearly
rose to the top. Their reading instruction reached significantly beyond their dis-
trict’s standard reading curriculum. Classroom observations looked for those
variables identified by our projects and previous research as effective practices.
These variables include providing students with diverse opportunities for learn-
ing; offering direct systematic instruction in necessary readings skills; connecting
with students’ background knowledge, culture, language, and experiences; and
creating a rigorous and collaborative learning environment, to name a few.

Each of these classrooms includes students who are in the process of acquir-
ing English. The stories we share explore how these teachers helped their students
learn to read according to challenging grade-level standards while also address-
ing their language learning needs. These teachers were able to help their students
reach ambitious expectations. In some cases, the teachers were able to use the
students’ native language to support bilingual learning. In other cases, the teach-
ers could not use this approach because of English-only policies in their state.
Nonetheless, all teachers were very effective with their students.

We focus on reading and language arts instruction for several reasons. Lan-
guage learning certainly occurs across all subject areas, but it is more focused
and direct in reading and language arts. The ability to speak, read, and write
affects students’ success in all subject areas, making reading and language arts
a critical area in which to apply instructional principles that will support ELLs.
For more practical reasons, we selected this area of instruction because it is the
area we have focused on in our own work with teachers—through professional
development, teacher education, and research.

The teachers included in this book are real teachers with whom we have
worked. Their involvement in our research projects led to descriptive data that
we used to write their stories. Almost everything you will read was taken from
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data sources such as observations, interviews, teacher surveys, and student data.
Since they participated in various different projects, we do not have the same data
sources for every teacher. When necessary, we have filled in holes by creating or
embellishing the descriptions of actual activities when our data did not provide
enough description. In these instances, we drew on our memory and experiences
in the classrooms to flesh out a more complete description of an activity, teaching
strategy, or teacher-student dialogue.

WHO ARE ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNERS?

Before we begin, let us share some information about the students who are the
focus of this book. Although almost all the ELLs in the classes we describe
speak Spanish, ELLs across the United States are a diverse group, coming from
many different backgrounds with widely varying previous experiences. Some are
recent immigrants. Many students who are newcomers have little to no knowledge
of the English language, and their families may have equally little experience
with English. They may have had very little previous schooling and might have
spent years in a refugee camp and experienced a great deal of trauma in their
home countries before emigrating. On the other hand, they might have attended
school in their home country and be quite well educated and ready to tackle
grade-level material in the United States. They might have learned some English
already. Whether or not students already know how to read in their first language
makes a tremendous difference when considering how best to teach them how
to read in English. We only need to learn how to read once. If we are literate
in our first language, then we still need to learn sound-symbol correspondence
in English, but our task is much easier. Even students who can already read in
another language, however, still benefit from some explicit instruction to help
them transfer the skills they have developed.

Many ELLs are born in the United States, and they also differ in various ways.
They may be from homes where both English and Spanish or another language are
spoken and are learning two languages at once (“simultaneous bilinguals”). Some
are from homes where they and their families speak their native language almost
exclusively, and they are learning English as a second or additional language
(“sequential bilinguals”). We are just now learning more about “simultaneous
bilinguals” and realizing that the process of learning two languages at once is
different from learning first one language and then another. When students are in
the process of learning two languages, typically they know fewer words in both
English and their first language than their monolingual peers in either language.
Yet, importantly, the total number of words they know could be the same or
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even higher. We should not worry when they code-switch—borrow from one
language when speaking in another. It is not that they are confused or behind,
or lack a language, or have a learning disability. Rather, we should realize that
the process of becoming bilingual is different for them in some ways.

Also, the variations across social classes play a part in these situations.
Whereas some ELLs are from wealthy or middle-class backgrounds, many oth-
ers live in poverty, compounding the challenges they face. It is important to
consider, however, that although their background experiences might not be the
same as those of students from more affluent backgrounds, they still have had
valuable experiences that can and should be used to support their learning. Even
if they have not been to Disneyland, a museum, or the zoo, they have probably
participated in family gatherings to celebrate special occasions and have family
members with a range of skills and interests.

ELLs also differ in their previous schooling experiences, such as whether
they have missed a lot of school or moved around a lot, attended preschool,
or regularly attended one school with a consistent reading program. They may
already have received some intensive support as part of a Response to Interven-
tion (RTI) model, or been placed in special education. They may or may not
have received some native language instruction.

Why do these differences matter? It is important not to make assumptions
about children’s backgrounds, so that we do not underestimate or overestimate

Regardless of English
language learners’ home
language, the methods of
instruction addressed in this
book can be implemented
with ELLs. We present solid,
key strategies for teaching
reading for students from
diverse linguistic and cultural
backgrounds.

what they can do and we can improve
our ability to provide appropriate
instruction. For example, students who
already are literate in their first language
can become bored very quickly if asked
to learn to read with students who are not
yet literate, even though they all may be
at similar levels of English proficiency.
These differences do matter.

Regardless of English language
learners’ home language, the methods
of instruction addressed in this book
can be implemented with all ELLs. We
present solid, key strategies for teaching
reading to students from “diverse”
linguistic and cultural backgrounds.
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RESPONSE TO INTERVENTION

Response to Intervention is a model of early identification for students who expe-
rience academic difficulty in the general education classroom. This model also
serves as a method of early identification for students with learning disabilities.
Prior to the most recent reauthorization of special education law (the Individ-
uals with Disabilities Education Improvement Act, or IDEA, 2004), students
with disabilities often waited several years to receive assistance, causing them
to fall further behind their same-age peers. Response to Intervention provides an
alternative to this wait-and-fail model.

RTI’s basic framework includes a multitiered approach involving a series of
interventions whose intensity increases at each successive tier. Ongoing assess-
ment is an essential component of this framework to determine whether instruc-
tion is meeting students’ learning needs. The majority of research to date on
Response to Intervention and early reading has focused on monolingual English-
speaking students. Research focusing more on the learning needs of culturally and
linguistically diverse learners is growing, but is still scarce. Given the increasing
numbers of English language learners in U.S. schools, teachers must consider
how an RTI framework may facilitate learning to read for these students. All but
one of the schools we describe in this book (Bay Vista) were implementing RTI.

Tier 1: Effective Classroom Practice for All Students
General education encompasses the first tier of instruction. In this tier it is
assumed that all students receive appropriate, rigorous instruction including a
research-based reading program addressing the essential reading skills (such as
phonological awareness, alphabetic knowledge, fluency, vocabulary, and com-
prehension). In most literature on RTI, this component is most often assumed.
Such instruction increases students’ opportunities for learning in the classroom.
A majority of students do perfectly well with general instruction—approximately
80 percent of students at this tier. Schools conduct universal screening of stu-
dents three to four times a year in the essential areas of reading to ensure that
students meet necessary predetermined benchmarks.

For English language learners, teachers must consider several factors nec-
essary for effective general instruction in reading. These include understanding
how to make instruction and assessment linguistically and culturally appropri-
ate for the students they teach. Teachers of English language learners must be
aware of students’ first and second languages and how to teach according to
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students’ proficiency levels in both languages. They must consider students’
cultural and familial experiences when planning instruction and assessment. Stu-
dents’ language and culture should be viewed as assets to instruction, rather than
obstacles. In the classroom, effective teachers in Tier 1 recognize, tap into, and
praise diversity. Students experiencing difficulty receive additional assistance in
the classroom and are provided simple accommodations. When this assistance is
not sufficient to bring students to proficiency, teachers consider additional Tier
2 intervention instruction.

Tier 2: Support for Struggling Readers
After receiving quality general reading instruction, 15 to 20 percent of students
continue to experience difficulty acquiring specific skills known to be critical
for later reading development, necessitating additional support on top of what
they already receive in the classroom. These students will continue to receive
general reading instruction and supplemental instruction with individualized or
small-group support. In addition to universal screening three to four times per
year, teachers assess these students’ progress more regularly (perhaps weekly or
bimonthly).

The literature often describes two methods of intervention instruction: the
problem-solving approach and standard treatment protocol. Standard treatment
protocol requires a standardized intervention for all students, most often pro-
vided by someone other than the classroom teacher and implemented outside
the students’ regular classroom. Conversely, the problem-solving model often
works within a schools’ existing student assistance or student study team, and
the team develops a plan involving a series of classroom accommodations and
modifications to the student’s instructional program. The team objectively defines
the problem, considers various factors that may have contributed to the prob-
lem, develops an action plan including evidence-based strategies for intervention,
evaluates the plan, and monitors the student’s progress. Both methods provide
supplementary instruction to students experiencing difficulty with Tier 1 general
classroom instruction alone. Intervention includes small-group instruction that
is often provided by a general education teacher, reading specialist, or special
education teacher.

Throughout Tier 2 instruction, progress monitoring provides evidence of
the effectiveness of the intervention plan for individual students. Students who
respond well to the intervention are not considered to have a learning dis-
ability. For students who receive intervention and do not respond—that is,
their reading skills do not advance—the cause may be an inherent learning
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disability. This would be evidence that a referral for special education is war-
ranted. Then the problem-solving team would initiate a referral, parental consent,
and comprehensive evaluation.

For English language learners, the problem-solving model appears to be the
more flexible of the two intervention approaches. Methods of intervention instruc-
tion should not only be tailored to meet students’ basic reading skills but also
address their linguistic and learning needs. Although RTI research involving
English language learners is growing, more quantitative and qualitative research
is needed investigating those contextual and student factors that most optimally
support ELLs experiencing difficulty learning to read in a language they are
only beginning to acquire. Schools should continue to monitor both the interven-
tion and general classroom reading instruction for its appropriateness, fidelity of
implementation, and sensitivity to students’ language and culture.

Tier 3: Intensive, Individualized Support
Approximately 5 to 8 percent of students may require more intensive, individual-
ized support. Districts vary in the number of tiers offered within their RTI model.
In some instances Tier 3 may include a more rigorous intervention approach or
referral for special education evaluation. In other cases, special education instruc-
tion would be Tier 4. The instruction level in Tier 3 may be provided in small
groups or a more individualized approach than that used in Tier 2 and will likely
occur in an alternative setting. Teachers at this level monitor students’ progress
more regularly than in Tier 2.

Ultimately, RTI is a viable alternative to the exclusive use of the traditional
discrepancy model for disability identification. The discrepancy approach histor-
ically requires students to wait until a significant two- to three-year discrepancy
appears between their cognitive performance and academic achievement. Use of
this model and a lack of instruction embedded in culturally and linguistically
appropriate methods leads to the over- and sometimes underrepresentation of
English language learners to special education program services.

HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

Each chapter in this book focuses on one or two teachers and their students
during reading instruction. We envision multiple ways that this book could be
used to enhance the understanding of current or future teachers. Of course, you
can read this book on your own—curled up at home with a cup of tea, in a
coffee shop on the weekend, or at the beach in the summer—and reflect on how
these teachers’ stories relate to your own experience. Both novice and seasoned


