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Major 
Points

• In order to close achievement gaps between EAL and non-EAL students, 
all school administrators and educators should be familiar with the 
following evidence-based instructional strategies:

• Scaffold comprehension and production of language;

• Reinforce academic language across the curriculum;

• Engage students’ multilingual repertoires;

• Maximize literacy engagement;

• Connect with students’ lives and the knowledge, culture and 
language of their communities;

• Affirm students’ identities by enabling them to use their language 
and literacy skills to carry out powerful intellectual and creative 
academic work;

• These instructional strategies are derived from an analysis of 

(a) which groups or categories of students tend to experience 
underachievement, 

(b) the social ‘opportunity gaps’ that are associated with 
underachievement in these groups of students, and 

(c) the instructional responses that research suggests can 
promote achievement among these students.



Which 
Groups 

Underachieve 
and Why?

• There are 3 overlapping but conceptually distinct groups 
that tend to experience disproportionate underachievement:

(a) immigrant-background students who are 
learning the school language as L2,

(b) students from socially disadvantaged 
backgrounds,

(c) students from socially marginalized groups 
that have been subject to racism and 
various forms of exclusion from educational 
and social opportunity often over 
generations.

• Different causal factors or opportunity gaps predictive of 
underachievement are operating within each of these 
settings. We have considerable research evidence that 
schools can respond effectively to at least some of these 
underlying causal factors.



Instructional 
Responses to 
Potential 
Opportunity Gaps



Linguistically 
Diverse 

Students

• Source of potential disadvantage

Failure to understand instruction due to 
home-school language differences.

• Evidence-based instructional responses

Scaffold comprehension and production of 
language across the curriculum;

Reinforce academic language across the 
curriculum;

Engage students’ multilingual repertoires.



Relevant Research Evidence: The Nature of Language 
Proficiency

Conversational Fluency

• The ability to carry on a 
conversation in familiar face-to-
face situations;

• Developed by the vast majority 
of native speakers by the time 
they enter school at age 5;

• Involves use of high frequency 
words and simple grammatical 
constructions;

• Students learning the school 
language typically require 1-2 
years to attain reasonable 
fluency in everyday situations.

Academic Language Proficiency

• Includes knowledge of less 
frequent vocabulary as well 
as the ability to interpret 
and produce increasingly 
complex written language;

• Frequent use of passive 
voice and nominalization 
(e.g., acceleration) which 
are rarely used in 
conversation;

• Because academic language 
is found primarily in books 
and printed texts, extensive 
reading is crucial in enabling 
students to catch up;



The Nature of 
Academic 
Language: 

Social Studies 
Vocabulary in a 
Grade 5 Unit on 
the American 
Revolution



Relevant Research Evidence: English Learner Academic Catch-Up Trajectories

After three years of English-only instruction, only 12 percent of English learners in California 
had acquired sufficient academic English to be re-designated as English proficient (Parrish, 

Merickel, Perez, & Linquanti, 2006).

Cummins (1981, below) shows why this is the case -- 5-7 years catch-up trajectory is 
typical

PVT = Picture Vocabulary Test; LOR = Length of Residence; AOA = Age on Arrival



Different Kinds of Vocabulary





Scaffold Language
Scaffolding refers to the provision of 
instructional supports that enable learners to 
carry out tasks and perform academically at a 
higher level than they would be capable of 
without these supports. 

• Graphic organizers

• Visuals in texts

• Demonstrations

• Hands-on experiences

• Collaborative group work

• Encouraging L1 use (e.g., writing) as a means of 
transferring knowledge and skills from L1 to L2

• Learning strategies (planning tasks, visualization, 
note taking/summarizing, questioning for 
clarification)

• Language clarification (explanation, dictionary use, 
etc.)

Scaffolding needs to happen across the curriculum –
it’s not just the job of the language specialist 
teacher



Reinforce 
Academic 
Language 

across the 
Curriculum

Content and Language Objectives 
Instructional Template

Subject__________________

Topic____________________

Content objectives

________________________

________________________

Language objectives

________________________

________________________

Learner activities___________

_________________________

Why should we teach language 
across the curriculum?

• Language is infused in all curricular 
content, and we are missing 
significant opportunities to 
accelerate students’ progress if we 
don’t reinforce students’ grasp of 
academic language as they learn 
subject-matter content. 

• This principle applies to all 
students, but it is particularly 
relevant for ELLs who may have 
significant gaps in their knowledge 
of academic language. 



Common Underlying 
Proficiency Model: 
The Empirical Basis for 
Teaching for Cross-
Linguistic Transfer

Engage Students’ 
Multilingual 
Repertoire – Teach 
for Transfer across 
languages



Engaging Students’ Multilingual Repertoires:
The experiential reality of crosslinguistic transfer for multilingual students learning the 
language of instruction: Two examples from Lisa Leoni’s EAL class in the Toronto area

“When I am allowed to use my first language in class it 

helps me with my writing and reading of english because if 

I translation in english to urdu then urdu give me help for 

english language. I also think better and write more in 

english when I use urdu because I can see in urdu what I 

want to say in English”. (Aminah, original spelling retained).

“When I am allowed to use Urdu in class it helps me 

because when I write in Urdu and then I look at Urdu

words and English comes in my mind. So, its help me a lot. 

When I write in English, Urdu comes in my mind. When I 

read in English I say it in Urdu in my mind. When I read in 

Urdu I feel very comfortable because I can understand it”. 

(Hira, original spelling retained) (Leoni et al., 2011: 55-56)

Lisa 
consistently 
encouraged 
her students 
to carry out 
creative 
writing and 
other 
assignments 
in their L1, 
and generally 
use their L1 
as a 
stepping-
stone to 
English.  



Engage Students’ Multilingual Abilities: Dual language 
book example

Scaffold instruction by engaging students’ multilingual 
repertoires;
Connect to students’ lives;
Affirm student identities;
Reinforce academic language;
Expand literacy engagement

• I think using your first language is so helpful because when you don’t 
understand something after you’ve just come here it is like beginning as a 
baby. You don’t know English and you need to learn it all from the 
beginning; but if you already have it in another language then it is easier, 
you can translate it, and you can do it in your language too, then it is 
easier to understand the second language. 

• The first time I couldn’t understand what she [Lisa] was saying except 
the word Hebrew, but I think it’s very smart that she said for us to do it 
in our language because we can’t just sit on our hands doing nothing.





Students 
from Socially 

Disadvantaged 
Backgrounds

• The OECD PISA research has consistently demonstrated that 
students from low-SES backgrounds perform at significantly 
lower academic levels than those from higher-SES backgrounds 
both with respect to the SES of individual students and the 
collective SES of students within particular schools. 

• Sources of potential disadvantage

Multiple factors that will vary across contexts; for 
example, housing/school segregation; overcrowding; 
nutritional/medical issues; lack of access to books and 
other forms of print etc.

• Evidence-based instructional responses

Immerse low-SES students in a print-rich preschool 
and school environment that promotes sustained literacy 
engagement.

Reinforce academic language across the curriculum.



Relevant Research: 
Literacy 

Engagement is a 
Key Determinant 

of Literacy 
Attainment: Logic 

and Research

Logic:

Academic language is found primarily in printed text 
rather than in everyday conversation. Thus, students’ 
opportunities to broaden their vocabulary knowledge 
and develop strong reading comprehension skills are 
likely to be greatly enhanced when they have 
abundant access to printed texts and engage actively 
with these texts.

Research:

The empirical case derives from numerous research 
studies carried out over the past 30 years (reviewed 
by Krashen, 2004; Lindsay, 2010, and many others) 
together with findings produced by the OECD’s PISA 
studies. 



What Do We Mean by “Literacy Engagement”? 

• Amount and range of reading and writing;

• Use of effective strategies for deep understanding of text;

• Positive affect and identity investment in reading and writing;

• Cognitive psychologist John Guthrie notes that in all spheres of 
life (e.g., driving a car, doing surgery, playing golf, gourmet cooking, 
etc.) participation is key to the development of proficiency: 

• “Certainly, some initial lessons are valuable for driving a car or 
typing on a keyboard, but expertise spirals  upward mainly with 
engaged participation” (2004, p. 8). 



Literacy engagement can 
dramatically push back the 
negative effects of social 

disadvantage

• Students from low-income backgrounds experience significantly 
less access to written language in their homes, schools, and 
neighborhoods (e.g., public library access) than is the case for 
higher-income students (Duke, 2000; Neuman & Celano, 2001).

• An extremely large body of research demonstrates a causal 
relationship between literacy engagement and literacy achievement 
for both native-speakers and second-language speakers of the 
school language (e.g., Lindsay, 2010).

• John Guthrie (2004: 5) cites large-scale international research as 
showing that students

“whose family background was characterized by low income and low 
education, but who were highly engaged readers, substantially 
outscored students who came from backgrounds with higher 
education and higher income, but who themselves were less engaged 
readers. Based on a massive sample, this finding suggests the stunning 
conclusion that engaged reading can overcome traditional barriers to 
reading achievement, including gender, parental education, and 
income”. 

• OECD (2010) – there is about a one-third overlap between the 
negative effects of SES and the positive effects of literacy 
engagement on reading achievement. In other words, schools could 
potentially push back about one-third of the negative impact of 
SES if they could get low-SES students actively engaged with 
literacy from an early age.



Long-Term Effects of Print-
Saturation at the preschool 
level in New Zealand
(Wylie et al., 2003, 2006)

• At age 10, for children from low-income 
homes, there was a difference of 18 
percentage points in reading comprehension 
between those who attended the least and 
most print-saturated Early Childhood 
Centers.

• At age 14, students who had attended a non-
print-focused ECE scored 12–15 percentage 
points lower than the three other quartile 
groups who had experienced greater print 
saturation at ECE. 



Creating an Identity-
Affirming School 
Environment: 
Multilingual Books in 
the Library (Crescent 
Town School, Toronto)



Creating an Identity-
Affirming School 
Environment

Linking Literacy 
Engagement with 
Identity Affirmation



Creating an 
Identity-
Affirming School 
Environment

Linking Literacy 
Engagement with 
Identity 
Affirmation

Reading makes me powerful because…

When I grow up I can find a better job than 
people who can’t read. Somebody can also trick you 
to do something that will get you in trouble.

Reading gives you new words to learn. It gives my 
brain new ideas. It helps your vocabulary so when 
you need to write something you can use longer and 
harder words. In school you can get a better mark 
using more words.

By Tasneem



Whole-
School 

Approaches 
to Literacy 

Policy

In developing school-based policies focused on print access and literacy 
engagement, educators might discuss issues such as the following:

• To what extent is our school library stocked with culturally relevant and 
engaging books that students are encouraged to check out and read at 
home?

• To what extent do our students have access to classroom libraries that 
they can use for independent reading within class and at home?

• To what extent do our school and classroom libraries include books in 
students’ home languages?

• To what extent do we work with parents to ensure that they know about 
local public libraries and get library cards for their children?

• To what extent do we schedule whole class and/or small group discussions 
of books that encourage students to think more deeply about issues and 
allow us, as teachers, to communicate our enthusiasm for reading?



Students 
from Socially 
Marginalized 
Communities

• Sources of potential disadvantage

Societal discrimination;

Stereotype threat (students’ task performance deteriorates when negative 
stereotypes are communicated to them);

Low teacher expectations;

• Key insight:

Devaluation of identity is a cause of underachievement

Gloria Ladson-Billings: 

“The problem that African-American students face is the constant 
devaluation of their culture both in school and in the larger society” (1995, 
p. 485).

• Evidence-based instructional responses

--Connect instruction to students’ lives;

-- Decolonize curriculum and instruction by implementing linguistically and 
culturally sustaining instruction

-- Affirm students’ identities in association with literacy development;

-- Enable students to use language (L1/L2) in powerful (identity-affirming) 
ways;



Creating an 
Identity-Affirming 
School Environment

Validating Home 
Language and 
Culture



Grade 5 
Data 
Management 
Unit:
Thornwood’s 
Diversity 
Project

Teacher: Tobin 
Zikmanis

School: Thornwood P.S.





The Transformative Power of Projects Focused on Identity
Cassandra Bice-Zaugg, Mississauga of the New Credit First Nations, Ontario

This experience gave me a gift of poetry. I started to develop a passion for poetry 

during this project. I didn’t know I had this passion. Since this project I have written 

and shared many pieces of poetry. … 

Participating in this project was like hearing a collective voice telling me: ‘We are 

proud of you. We care about you. You have a future.’ 

Being able to express my thoughts about who I am as an Anishinaabekwe (an Ojibwe 

woman) made me feel like I belonged and was connected to a larger community. 

(Montero et al., 2013, p. 88)



Affirming Identity = Challenging the Legacy and Current Operation of Coercive Relations of 
Power

Take away identity and what do you 
have? 

If you have a student that doesn’t know 
who they are, do you think they care 
about what goes on in the classroom? 

Cassandra Bice-Zaugg, Mississauga of 
the New Credit First Nations, Ontario



What Image of the Child Are We Sketching in Our Instruction?

Capable of becoming bilingual and biliterate?

Capable of higher-order thinking and intellectual 
accomplishments?

Capable of creative and imaginative thinking?

Capable of creating literature and art?

Capable of generating new knowledge?

Capable of thinking about and finding solutions to social 
issues? 
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