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O 
ver the past ten years, the number of English 
  language learners1 (ELLs) in the nation’s pre-
  K-12 schools has increased by 95%.  The 

latest statistics show that there are currently 4.7 million 
students who are in the process of learning English 
as a second language as well as academic content 
(NCELA, 2004).  ELLs spend only a small part of their 
school day in the English as a Second Language (ESL) 
classroom.  The remainder of their school day is spent 
with mainstream teachers2 in grade-level classrooms 
where ELLs receive their math, social studies, science, 
and other content instruction—all of which is usually 
conducted in English.  
Despite this ongoing change in the student popula-
tion, most mainstream teachers 
have had little or no preparation 
through their teacher education 
or inservice programs for work-
ing with ELLs.  Only 12.5% of 
teachers report having received 
eight or more hours of training 
for teaching ELLs (Gruber, Wiley, 
Broughman, Strizek, & Burian-
Fitzgerald, 2002).  Many teachers 
are concerned about ELLs’ ability
to participate in grade-level istruction in English, 
fearing that they will sink under a burden of incom-
prehensible sounds and ideas.  Teachers are urgently 
asking how they can best help prepare ELLs to achieve 
academically, linguistically, and socially.

This issue of Thresholds in Education is dedicated 
to answering those questions by providing inservice 
and preservice teachers and teacher educators with 
practical information grounded in a solid research 
foundation of how to teach this culturally and linguis-
tically diverse population of students.  Teachers may 
fi nd ideas to help them and their students swim through 
the mainstream classroom while learning and growing 

and gaining confi dence in their abilities.  Experts in the 
education of English language learners have contrib-
uted articles on modifying content instruction, develop-
ing language and literacy, assessing ELLs, welcoming 
students new to English with opportunities for literacy 
activities, engaging high school students in classroom 
discussions, and collaborating between mainstream and 
ESL teachers.  

Lorrie Verplaetse, Naomi Migliacci, Kathleen 
Doyle, and Carola Osses offer their recommendations 
for sheltered instruction for ELLs.  Based on their 
experience with professional development for teach-
ers, they provide examples of effective techniques that 
teachers can use to make course material comprehen-

sible to all their students and that 
engages ELLs in interaction and 
learning in the classroom.  The 
title of their article, Mainstream 
Teachers + Sheltered Instruction 
= Engaged English Learners, 
sets the stage for the wealth of 
practical information to follow.  

In Instructional Anchors 
for English Language Learn-
ers: Lessons Learned, Lessons 

Shared, Kathleen Mohr offers practical classroom 
strategies that she has tested in her role as teacher, re-
searcher, and teacher educator.  Her “fl otation devices” 
can help guide students in their language and literacy 
development.  

Mayra Carrillo-Daniel tackles the tough issue of 
assessment of students still in the process of develop-
ing their English in Equity in the Assessment of English 
Language Learners: Providing Options for Success.  
She alerts us to the pitfalls of testing without consider-
ing the language factor and suggests different ways to 
effectively assess students’ content knowledge.  

Chris Liska Carger shares her concerns about the 
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education of Latino children in Those Spanish Kids 
Just Won’t Talk: Teaching Latino Students in Main-
stream Classrooms.  She offers advice on ways to wel-
come students and engage them in meaningful literacy 
activities.  

Relating to classroom discussions, Yu Ren Dong 
uses actual classroom dialogue to point out the diffi cul-
ties that ELLs can face when attempting to learn from 
and participate in classroom activities in mainstream 
secondary classrooms.  In Promoting ELL Students’ 
Participation in Mainstream Subject Matter Class 
Discussions, she provides examples of effective and 
ineffective classroom discussions and guidance on how 
teachers can adjust their instructional techniques to 
provide opportunities for full participation by ELLs.  

In the fi nal article, I provide practical advice on 
how mainstream and ESL teachers can collaborate 
to promote the academic success of their ELLs.  In 
They’re Our Kids:  Mainstream and ESL Teachers 
Working Together for Success of English Language 
Learners, I offer specifi c suggestions on how main-
stream teachers can analyze lessons and provide ESL 
teachers with the information needed to prepare stu-
dents for success in mainstream classrooms.  

The authors of these useful and insightful articles 
hope that teachers will not only implement these 
teaching practices into their classrooms but also will 
discuss them in faculty lounges.  Sharing this informa

tion with other teachers, administrators, and staff 
allows everyone to participate in providing an 
equitable education of the highest quality for English 
language learners.  

Endnotes
1 I use “English language learners” (ELLs) instead of 

“limited English profi cient” (LEP) to refer to students 
who are in the process of learning English as a second 
language to focus on the development of these students’ 
language and academic abilities rather than assuming they 
are limited in their abilities.

2 I use “mainstream teacher” to refer to teachers whose 
primary population of students are native English 
speakers and who teach their subjects in the English 
language.  
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Just as we have become familiar with the old 

        African proverb, “It takes a village to raise a 
child,” today’s educators are realizing that it 

takes an entire school system to educate a child and 
to include the linguistic minority child—the English 
language learner (ELL).  In the past 30 years, most 
educators believed that the best way to educate ELLs 
was to send them to the ESL teacher or bilingual 
education teacher until their English was strong enough 
to mainstream them: Then they could be treated as 
other students.

Numbers Tell it All
But the numbers tell us a different story.  What has 

been done in the past may not be the best solution as 
we look toward the future.  A quick look at the num-
bers tells us . . . 

• U.S. public schools fail to graduate ap-
proximately 33% of all Hispanic students (Gar-
cia, 1994).
• U.S. public schools fail to graduate 66% of 
all immigrant students. (Garcia, 1994).  This is 
the largest failure rate of all minority groups.
• By the year 2030, it is conservatively es-
timated that 40% of all public school children 
will be ELLs (Thomas & Collier, 2002).
• While ELLs gain oral profi ciency in 
conversational English in 1 to 2 years, it takes 
anywhere from 5 to 9 years to develop the 
academic language profi ciency necessary to 
function successfully in an academic or profes-
sional business setting (Hakuta, Butler, & Witt, 
2000).

These numbers tell us that public schools have not 
yet succeeded in fi nding the appropriate way to suc-
cessfully educate ELLs and that the need to educate 
ELLs is a growing challenge.  The numbers also tell 

us that, given the length of time it takes to develop 
academic language profi ciency, we cannot possibly rel-
egate that responsibility to only the ESL teachers and 
bilingual educators: The responsibility of educating 
ELLs must be shared by the language specialists and 
the mainstream educators of the school system.

Professional Development in 
Sheltered Instruction

As teachers, administrators, and school services 
personnel realize their responsibility in educating 
ELLs, they are eagerly looking for answers on how 
to best work with them.  For the past four years, 321 
educators have come to Southern Connecticut State 
University’s “Training for All Teachers Program,” a 
grant-sponsored, fi ve-year professional development 
program funded by the U. S. Department of Education, 
for seeking answers to this very question.  Some edu-
cators have taken a 10-hour training program; others 
have taken a 3-hour credit course.  In both cases, teach-
ers were required to follow up with        on-the-job 
application with the support of a program mentor who 
kept a log of the teacher modifi cations and comments 
on their effectiveness for ELLs.  Following are some of 
the answers that teachers have found, their comments 
and illustrations of instructional strategies that work for 
ELLs.  

During the training sessions, teachers learn about 
“sheltered instruction,” a term that describes a way of 
teaching course content and simultaneously develop-
ing language skills for language minority students 
who are still learning the language used in the course 
instruction.  Sheltered instruction is not another new 
method that must be “added on” to a never ending list 
of techniques that a teacher must put into her bag of 
tricks.  The most common responses received from 
training participants are, “This is nothing new: It’s just 
excellent teaching” and “I think all our students could 
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class discussion about civil rights in education.  Imag-
ine how helpful this would be for the ELL who is faced 
with reading 8 pages in a social studies textbook and 
listening to a 40-minute class discussion (possibly an 
impossible task).  With the help of these two graphic 
organizers, this same student could begin to make 
sense of the text and the class discussion, particularly 
if this student had the chance to read through these 
graphic organizers the night before the reading and 
class discussion were to be held.

Figure 3 illustrates a simple chapter timeline 
designed by an ELL tutor to help a high school ELL in 
a mainstream class discussing the novel, The Con-
tender.  Before the tutor volunteered, this particular 
ELL student sat in the back of the high school English 
classroom, did not take part, and was failing.  This 
student met with the ESL tutor once a week and, with 
the help of the timeline, began to make sense of the 
class discussion, so that by the end of the quarter, this 
student was able to express in a brief English para-
graph “Sometimes I feel like a contender.” 

The graphic organizer in Figure 4 was designed to 
assist ELLs in understanding three important characters 
in Act 1, Scene 1 of Shakespeare’s Julius Caesar.  No-
tice that the graphic organizer focuses on a minimum 
number of vocabulary words and illustrates how to use 
those words to describe each of the characters.  In this 
simple organizer, the ELL reader can begin to make 
sense of very complicated English language content.

Finally, the graphic organizer illustrated in Figure 
5 was designed to help high school history students 
make sense of complicated written text about the his-
torical occupations of Indochina.  Some teachers ask, 
“But isn’t that cheating?” Typically a graphic organizer 

is a wonderful tool to help all students work through 
written text during or after the reading exercise.  How-
ever, when practicing sheltered instruction before the 
reading assignment, a teacher can also use a graphic 
organizer that is already completely or partially fi lled 
out to help an ELL student gain access to complicated 
reading matter without which they would fi nd the text 
almost impossible to access.

Some teachers ask, “But isn’t that cheating?” or “I 
want them to taste the full fl avor of the writer’s work.”  
Our response is this: They cannot access the text until 
they have developed profi ciency in English.  But they 
can access and ponder thoughts about the text if given 
access to the main ideas in the text.  One author some-
times shares a piece of Russian poetry with teachers 
who ask this question and then asks them if they can 
taste the fl avor.  Of course, they cannot.  Another 
response to this teachers’ concern is this: Consider if 
you were in a busy train station in Paris, you did not 
speak French, and you needed help to determine how 
to get from one place to another.  Would you prefer 
receiving a 15-page schedule guide 

with no guidance, or would you prefer that the clerk 
hand you the schedule after fi rst highlighting those 
portions that address your need and outlining for you 
the choices that you are seeking?  Is this cheating?  No, 
this is helping.

Any information, no           
matter how complicated,                     

can be reduced to an                  
essential gist.
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students have been able to express their own ideas and 
opinions.”

While students are still developing their language 
skills, they can participate in “kinesthetic” class discus-
sions that might not require much speaking but rely 
on more physical participation.  This strategy is also 
useful for profi cient speakers since it causes them to 
be silent, listen, think, and respond one-on-one to their 
classmates.  One teacher comments on the value of this 
strategy:

“I’ve always brought in realia, pictures, or 
used gestures when introducing new ideas or 
words, but the TPR (Total Physical Response) 
approach was something that I wasn’t aware 
of.  I now incorporate this approach when-
ever I can.  I have used it to modify the KWI 
graphic organizer making them specifi c to each 
story.  The students fi ll in one or two items and 
then move throughout the classroom asking 
each other questions about the reading as they 
fi ll in the rest of the chart.  I’m amazed how 
much easier this is to do and how more en-
gaged the students are during this activity.  The 
students are getting the needed information, 
and at the same time, they are able to practice 
their English.”

Teacher’s Comments
What do the teachers say about learning some new 

strategies and modifying mainstream strategies for use 
by ELLs?  Teachers, in general, comment that they 
were using only some strategies but that they could 
include many more.  They comment on the effects of 
making the content comprehensible and on how effec-
tive the strategies were in engaging the students in the 
content.

Teachers who modify oral and written text re-
port that students are more likely to learn to use these 
strategies for themselves.  A science teacher found that 
the students incorporated the strategy of circling key 
numbers and phrases to help them pick out important 
information as she suggested to them.  Now her stu-
dents’ papers regularly include key pieces of informa-
tion circled.

One teacher felt that as a naturally rapid speaker, 
she needed to adjust her discourse and slow her pace.  
“The strategy of adjusting my discourse being a suc-

cessful strategy is evident by the increased participa-
tion and class discussion I now fi nd during the reading 
period.”  This teacher has also become aware of the 
amount of teacher-talk-time versus student-talk-time.  
She says, “During the reading of the selected story for 
the Listening Comprehension portion of my class, I try 
to ask questions that will facilitate class discussion and 
then keep quiet, letting the students speak and build off 
each other’s thoughts and ideas.”  Teachers who use 
peer tutoring have found that ELLs are able to partici-
pate more fully in the class.  Students who are able 
to use their native language to exchange their ideas 
produced much more organized and comprehensible 
written work.

Our records indicate that teachers who modify their 
instructional strategies for ELLs fi nd increased partici-
pation from students, higher scores on tests, and higher 
grades.  They participate more fully in the educational 
process and feel more connected to their class.  Teach-
ers feel empowered to try new strategies as they expe-
rience successes with their ELLs.  Teachers comment 
that their special education students and mainstream 
students benefi t from sheltered strategies, too. 

For Further Information
We have found several resources useful in our 

training sessions.  For teachers wishing to read more 
about sheltered strategies we recommend Sheltered 
content instruction: Teaching English-language 
learners with diverse abilities (Echevarria & Graves, 
2003) and Making content comprehensible for English 
language learners: The SIOP Model (Echevarria, J., 
Short, D. J., & Vogt, M., 2004).  Several schools and 
districts we work with are undergoing comprehensive 
reforms.  We are strong advocates for the ELL popula-
tion and applaud the efforts of teachers and adminis-
trators who seek to engage ELLs in new ways.  For a 
thorough overview of classroom strategies and school/
district reform for ELLs, see Inclusive pedagogy for 
English language learners: Research informed prac-
tices (Verplaetse & Migliacci, in press) and Access and 
engagement: Program design and instructional ap-
proaches for immigrant students in secondary school 
(Walqui, 2000).
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