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WHAT IS AN ENGLISH LANGUAGE LEARNER?

The term English language learner (ELL) refers to a student who has a primary or home language 
that is not English and who has failed to pass a language proficiency test aimed at measuring the 
ability to function in an English-speaking academic setting without linguistic support. 

ELLs in U.S. Schools

The number of ELLs in U.S. schools has increased dramatically in recent decades; in 2015, 9.5 per-
cent of public school students were ELLs, meaning that nearly one out of every 10 students was 
an English language learner (NCES, 2018). The graduation rates for English language learners in 
U.S. schools is lower than that of any other nationally reported demographic. Slightly more than 
37 percent of ELLs do not graduate alongside their peers (NCES, 2015). It is no wonder that when 
it comes to effectively teaching ELLs, teacher apprehensions run high. 

In a survey about teacher perspectives, teachers expressed more apprehension about teaching 
ELLs than they did for teaching any other type of student, including those with special needs 
(EPE, 2013). Much of the instruction that ELLs receive fails to effectively meet their linguistic and 
cognitive needs. Effectively teaching ELLs does seem challenging, but with the right framework 
and the right mindset, it can be made much more manageable and effective.

What You Won’t Need What You Will Need

You won’t need a degree in linguistics. You 
won’t even need to learn a second or third 
language. Although multilingualism doesn’t 
hurt, and could help, the truth is that you can 
be a great teacher of ELLs without speaking 
another language.

You will need to know what has been proven 
to work with ELLs, an understanding of the 
effect of students’ linguistic and academic his-
tories, and an understanding of the differences 
between conversational and academic English 
and their effects in the classroom.

You won’t need to relearn how to teach. 
Chances are, whether you realize it or not, 
you’ve already studied the techniques that 
work for ELLs.

You will need to dig deep and be intentional 
about pairing the right techniques with what 
your students need, and you’ll need to consis-
tently remind yourself to use them.

You won’t need a specialized prepackaged 
curriculum. Because the needs of ELLs are 
varied and affected by their individual aca-
demic and linguistic histories, a prepackaged 
curriculum isn’t very practical and wouldn’t 
help for very long anyway.

You will need to use constant checks for under-
standing and informed instructional decisions 
that are based on ELLs’ academic and linguistic 
needs. Most ELLs are conversational, so you’ll 
need to see beyond conversational proficiency 
and support academic language growth.

Conversational vs.  
Academic Language
Understanding the difference between con-
versational and academic language is a crit-
ical component in understanding why ELLs 
struggle with text-related tasks. Academic 
language refers to the type of language 
that is necessary to successfully partici-
pate in, comprehend, and communicate in 
academic settings. Academic language is 
more sophisticated than the casual English 
used in conversations. 

The biggest problem with academic lan-
guage is that unless a teacher is intention-
ally looking to assess a child’s academic 
language, that teacher will likely not notice 
that the child is struggling in tasks that 
require academic language. The majority 
of ELLs, 77 percent, were born in the United 
States (Zong & Batalova, 2015). Most can 
carry on a conversation with teachers in 
a way that makes it hard to tell that the 
students need linguistic support.

CHATS: A Research-Based Framework  
for Supporting ELLs (Himmele & Himmele, 2009)

Comprehension: Embedding tools or structures 
that facilitate student understanding

Higher-Order Thinking: Embedding opportunities 
and prompts that lead to deep and meaningful learning

Assessment: Embedding constant and consistent 
checks for understanding 

Total Participation Techniques (TPTs): Embed-
ding techniques that require evidence of cognitive 
engagement from all students at the same time 

Scaffolding: Embedding nonverbal supports that 
can help ELLs be successful
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Questions to Ask Yourself
• How might I help ELLs make sense of what they read and hear?
• How might I help ELLs grow academic language and be successful in tasks 

that require academic language?
• How might I embed opportunities for students to self-assess and 

monitor their own comprehension? 

How Language Is Learned
We learn language by hearing it in contexts that 
we understand. We should focus on comprehension 
to help ELLs make sense of both the content and the 
unknown academic vocabulary that is used to present 
the content within texts and academic tasks.

The Role of Vocabulary

Not surprisingly, teaching vocabulary has 
been shown to be an important compo-
nent in building reading comprehension 
(Hattie, 2009). Vocabulary knowledge and 
comprehension are inextricably linked, 
and evidence suggests that the majority 
of students’ reading comprehension prob-
lems can be attributed to difficulties with 
vocabulary (Reutzel & Cooter, 2015). 

FOUR WAYS TO BUILD VOCABULARY

Read it 
Reading and 
participating 
in read-

alouds has been shown 
to help build vocabulary. 

Speak it
Using target 
vocabulary 
embedded 

in meaningful contexts 
has been shown to help 
build vocabulary. 

Teach it
Inten-
tionally 
teaching 

vocabulary has been 
shown to support read-
ing comprehension. 

TPT it 
Active 
participa-
tion has 

been shown to increase 
learning. 

Metacognition
Metacognition is an important component in helping ELLs take an active role in their own learning. Provide opportunities for students to assess their own 
growth, monitor their own comprehension, and think through effective approaches to learning.

3 Reading Comprehension Strategies
CONCEPT MAPPING
Concept mapping involves students manipulating key 
words taken from a challenging text to create a sum-
mary of the text.
How to do it: Select no more than 20 key words from 
a text and type and print them so that they are large 
enough that students can cut individual cards out and 
manipulate them.
1. After reading a designated text, students cut and 

organize the key words into categories that help 
them make sense of what they read. Ask them to 
explain their categories and the rationale for card 
placement to one or two other peers.

2. They should make any changes to their categories 
after talking to their peers and then glue the cards 
onto a piece of paper.

3. For this final step, students should draw lines and 
write phrases to connect the various word cards so 
that anyone can read through the concept map with-
out ever leaving the page. The final product serves 
as a summary of the text using the key words that 
you selected for them.

FOUND POEM
A found poem is a creative summarization activity. 
While there are many ways to do a found poem, they 
all share the goal of helping students “find the poem” 
within the words of the text that they have read. 
How to do it: After students have completed a read-
ing, ask the students to go back and reread the text and 
underline about 30 words (depending on the length 
of the text) that were significant to understanding the 
passage. The words can be linked within a sentence 
or individual words. Ask students to write their words 
on a separate piece of paper and share their “found 
poem” with a peer.

RECIPROCAL TEACHING 
Reciprocal teaching is a tried-and-true technique for 
supporting reading comprehension (Hattie, 2009; Pal-
incsar & Brown, 1984). The power of this technique lies 
in its ability to both foster comprehension and monitor 
comprehension. 
How to do it: The success of this technique relies on 
teacher modeling and usually follows this order: 
1. Reading: Students read a specific portion of the text.
2. Questioning: Students take turns being the teacher. 

The teacher asks a question that focuses on the main 
idea of the passage that was read. 

3. Summarizing: The teacher then summarizes  
the passage. 

4. Clarifying: The students are asked to bring up any-
thing that needs clarification.

5. Predicting: Predictions are solicited. 
6. A new teacher is assigned for the next  

portion of the text.

Comprehension
C H AT S
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Questions to Ask 
Yourself
• How can I build a bridge 

between what I want my 
students to be able to do 
and what I know they can 
currently do?

• What nonverbal scaffolds 
can support my ELLs’ 
success in school?

4 Nonverbal Scaffolding Strategies

Pictures and Imagery: 
Use imagery as scaffolds. For 
example, if students have dif-
ficulty putting their thoughts 
into words during writing 
activities, ask them to start 
with pictures. Then have 
them caption and label their 
pictures and allow this to be a 
springboard for their writing.

Video: It is relatively easy 
these days to find video that 
provides a quick visual intro-
duction to and generates 
interest in a topic that will be 
studied. Rather than relying 
solely on verbal introductions 
to lessons or units, take some 
time to introduce them with a 
brief video snippet. 

Text Features: Focus on  
text features (pictures, charts, 
tables, figures, etc.) as an 
introduction or a wrap-up 
for supporting comprehen-
sion. For example, in a Fea-
ture Walk, teachers enlarge 
copies of text features, post 
them on walls, and post or 
project prompts. Small groups 
of students then analyze and 
discuss aspects of one text 
feature before moving on to 
the next (Himmele & Him-
mele, 2017).

Peers and ELLs: Consider 
pairing newly arrived ELLs 
with bilingual buddies who 
can support their entry into 
a new school and culture. 
If bilingual buddies aren’t 
available, choose peers 
who are known for their 
friendliness. Sometimes the 
simplest things that we take 
for granted, like opening a 
combination lock or select-
ing from a lunch menu, can 
be sources of unnecessary 
stress for new ELLs. Selecting 
“peer ambassadors” can help 
to ease the transition into an 
unknown world.

don’t Forget
This is hard for them. Yes, it is academically 
difficult, but this is also likely the most 
emotionally difficult thing that they have 
experienced in their young lives. ELLs 
need you to see beyond the content and 
to see what they are experiencing. Our 
friend Dr. Carmen Rowe recounts a story 
of when she assigned her high school 
ELLs a writing task describing their 
greatest trial in life: All 19 ELL students 
chose to write about their first week in 
English-speaking classrooms. This is not 
like when you learned Spanish or French 
in high school. ELLs are being tasked 
with quickly learning a new language to 
survive in the everyday school culture as 
well as learn loads of content. So in your 
eagerness to respond to academic needs, 
don’t forget that there are real hurts, 
overwhelming anxiety, and sometimes 
unspeakable trauma inside the minds 
of these precious students. Teach to the 
mind, but don’t forget to funnel it through 
the heart. Smile. Comfort. Let them know 
that you want them to succeed. Make 
your classroom a safe space for them to 
take social, academic, and linguistic risks.

PÉRSIDA and WILLIAM HIMMELE are ELL spe-
cialists and the authors of several ASCD books 
and resources, including The Language-Rich 
Classroom and Total Participation Techniques. 
Their books contain dozens of teacher-tested 
techniques for reaching all students.
To access additional resources, go to www.
TotalParticipationTechniques.com. Click on 
“Access” and “ELL QRG,” and type in the code 
“HimmeleELLqrg.”

Scaffolding
C H AT S
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