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With increases in the number of 
speakers of English, the number of 
countries in which English has offi-
cial status, and the number of people 
who are studying English for personal, 
academic, or professional reasons, there 
is also an increase in variation in the 
sound systems, grammars, and vocabu-
laries of English as it is used around 
the world. This diversity of Englishes 
is evident: We see the Nobel Prize for 
Literature being awarded to authors 
who write in different English varieties, 
we watch television programs and mov-
ies in which diverse Englishes are used, 
and we hear a wide range of Englishes 
employed by broadcast journalists on 
CNN and other networks. 

Among the estimated 1.5 billion 
speakers of English, only 350 to 450 
million speak English as a first lan-
guage. An equivalent number speak 
English as a second language, many of 
them in countries where their variety 
of English has official status. An even 
greater number of people speak English 
as a foreign language, using English as a 
language of international communica-
tion (Crystal 1995, 1997). To capture 
this diversity of Englishes and the 
global spread of English, Braj Kachru 
(1988, 1992) has proposed three con-
centric circles representing traditions of 
English use: 

• The Inner Circle, or “the tradi-
tional cultural and linguistic bases of 
English” (1988, p. 1), including Austra-
lia, Canada, New Zealand, the United 
Kingdom, and the United States

• The Outer Circle, where nonna-
tive varieties of English that developed 
during colonization have become 
institutionalized as second languages in 
education, government, or commerce, 
but are rarely the first language of the 
citizens (with some 60 countries, in-
cluding India, Jamaica, Kenya, Nigeria, 
and Singapore) 

• The Expanding Circle, where 
English is learned as a foreign or 
international language and functions 
as a lingua franca for people speaking 
different languages in countries such 

as China, Egypt, Indonesia, Korea, and 
Zimbabwe

The term World Englishes, then, 
recognizes the global spread of English 
and the maintenance of different local 
or national varieties of English, espe-
cially among individuals in the Outer 
Circle countries. 

World Englishes in the Schools
In many ESOL classrooms in the 

United States, diverse Englishes are nei-
ther accepted nor understood. The view 
that there is one appropriate English for 
use in school is all too common. Immi-
grant students who arrive in the United 
States speaking English may face judg-
ment of their English variety as “odd” 
or “bad.” A student from Ghana said, 
“So when I came here, they were laugh-
ing at me, and I’m like, why are they 
laughing at me for, because I didn’t talk 
with their accent.” Many speakers of 
World Englishes report being told by 
students and teachers alike that they 
were “not speaking proper English.” 
Even teachers are not immune to these 
comments. An English teacher from 
Trinidad reported that a student once 
asked her, “How can you teach English 
when you don’t even speak it?”

Speakers of World Englishes rep-
resent a significant community of 
immigrant students in some U.S. 
schools, but their special needs are 
often not adequately addressed either 
in programs of special support or in 
the mainstream classroom. Because the 
variety of English they speak can differ 
substantially from varieties of American 
English, these students may not even 
be considered English speakers. At the 
same time, because they speak a variety 
of English, they are not considered to 
be English language learners as tradi-
tionally defined. For those with low 
literacy due to limited or interrupted 
schooling, neither traditional place-
ment with a reading resource specialist 
nor placement with English language 
learners in an ESOL literacy class is 
likely to be appropriate. For students 
with substantial schooling and literacy 

skills, neither a mainstream English 
class nor an advanced ESOL reading 
and writing class may be appropriate. 
When there are sufficient numbers of 
World English speakers in one school or 
district, it is possible to provide special 
courses for them. When that is not 
possible, schools may rely on the ESOL 
teacher to assess the student’s English 
language and literacy and propose an 
instructional program. While ESOL 
teachers have an important role to 
play, few of them were given the op-
portunity to learn about the status and 
nature of Englishes around the world in 
their teacher preparation programs (see 
Brown, 2002). The same is true for most 
mainstream teachers as well.

A Professional Development Program 
Focused on World Englishes

Several years ago, I worked closely 
with a large, diverse school district in 
which World English speakers from 
the Caribbean and West Africa were 
the second-fastest growing population 
of immigrant students. Many of these 
students had limited formal schooling 
or English literacy. There was consider-
able concern about the education these 
students were receiving, especially the 
older students with limited literacy. 
This prompted the school district and 
the M.A. TESOL program at the Uni-
versity of Maryland, Baltimore County, 
to design and offer a graduate course, 
World Englishes and Their Speakers, 
to help participants better understand 
these students and offer appropriate 
instructional programs for them. The 
objectives of the course were to

They DO Speak English: World Englishes in U.S. Schools
JoAnn (Jodi) Crandall, University of Maryland Baltimore County
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"We DO Speak English"

• foster increased understanding of the 
cultures and communities of World 
English speakers;

• help create an awareness of the variet-
ies of English spoken by these students;

• identify ways of validating these 
students’ English varieties and assisting 
them in acquiring the Standard Ameri-
can English expected in their classrooms; 
and

• provide strategies to assist these stu-
dents in developing academic literacy 
and skills.

Participants in the course included 
teachers, administrators, testing spe-
cialists, and graduate students in the 
M.A. TESOL program. It was taught 
by district and university faculty and 
a staff member from the Center for 
Applied Linguistics, assisted by a group 
of students who were World English 
speakers and by key adult members of 
their communities. 

Each course participant interacted 
weekly with a World-English-speaking 
student through a dialogue journal (a 
notebook in which they wrote to each 
other) and provided one-to-one tutor-
ing focused on helping that student 
acquire academic English and literacy. 
They reviewed materials about the 
student’s country and developed an 
annotated bibliography for distribu-
tion to the class. They also conducted a 
case study of the student’s background, 
educational experiences and expecta-
tions, future plans, and language, using 
the weekly tutoring sessions or dialogue 
journals as an opportunity to learn 
more about the student. In addition, 
they audiotaped and transcribed a 
sample of the student’s speech, collect-
ed and analyzed the student’s writings, 
and discussed the effects of various 
instructional strategies they used in 
working with the student.

In the initial class meetings, the class 
discussed language varieties and World 
Englishes, drawing on readings by Crys-
tal (1995, 1997) on the spread of Eng-
lish; Kachru (1988, 1992) on the Inner, 
Outer, and Expanding Circles of Eng-
lish; McArthur (1998) on the nature of 
standard languages; and Winer (1993), 
Romaine (1988), and Nero (1997) on 
Creoles and creolization relevant to 
the countries of the students they were 
working with. The class focused on one 
country each week. During that week, 
students from that country and key 
members of the immigrant community 

were invited to class to talk about the 
community, the educational experi-
ences in the home country, and their 
experiences in U.S. schools. This gave 
students in the class the opportunity 
to listen to a range of English varieties 
spoken by adolescents and adults and 
also to hear firsthand what it feels like 
to be a speaker of an “other” English. 
They developed a sense of the similari-
ties among the various Caribbean and 
West African Englishes and compared 
these varieties to African American 
Vernacular English, which was widely 
spoken in the school district. 

In their discussions, writings, and 
interviews, course participants reported 
that they learned about the range and 
systematic nature of English varieties 
and dialects, the ways in which linguis-
tic diversity can be a resource, the need 
for an explicit district policy governing 
language expectations in their classes, 
and strategies to foster respect for 
World English speakers in school.

In looking back at attitudes they 
had brought to the class, a number of 
teachers reported that they had been 
quite “condescending” toward these 
students, believing their languages were 
“less-developed forms of expression.” 
Learning about World Englishes from 
educated speakers helped them to un-
derstand that there are many standard 
varieties of English around the world, 
as well as many nonstandard varieties, 
all of which need to be viewed as a re-
source. Working through their attitudes 
toward multiple varieties of English 
helped the teachers see the importance 
of developing clear policies regarding 
language expectations and use in their 
classes. 

For example, one teacher suggested 
that oral and written assignments 
might warrant different policies. As 
she explained, students engaged in “a 
discussion of marriage customs around 
the world” might use their indigenous 
varieties but be expected to switch to 
Standard American English in written 
assignments. Another teacher wrote 
that “Teachers in the United States 
must be aware of the language used in 
their [students’] communities or homes 
as being different from that used in 
the school” and that rather than trying 
to eliminate that variety, they should 
teach students to code-switch. 

In describing the steps she was going 
to use to help build an atmosphere of 
respect for English language varieties in 
her classes, another teacher summed up 

much of what the course had hoped to 
achieve. She said that she would 

• encourage the students to talk about 
their experience in their countries; 

• record and replay tapes of students’ 
speech, pointing out the commonalities 
among different varieties; 

• identify parallels between Black English 
and other varieties of English; and

• encourage speakers of other varieties to 
use those varieties at times. 

Some Strategies to Assist World English 
Speakers in U.S. Schools

Through readings, discussions with 
a range of educators and community 
members, and personal experiences, 
class members identified a number of 
strategies that could help create a more 
supportive educational environment 
for World English speakers and assist 
them in their transition to U.S. schools 
and their acquisition of Standard Amer-
ican English. These strategies, as well as 
those that have been discussed more re-
cently by other educators (Adger, 1997; 
Crandall, 1995; Crandall & Greenblatt, 
1999; Nero, 1997; Sewell, 1997; Sewell, 
in press) are summarized here. They 
are especially relevant for English and 
ESOL teachers but could be applied by 
any teacher. They are of critical im-
portance for middle and high school 
students, but students at all educational 
levels would benefit from them.

Foster an atmosphere of respect 
for students’ English varieties.

• Introduce literature (folk tales, stories, 
proverbs, etc.) in which different English 
varieties are used.

• Invite respected community members 
who speak different varieties of English 
to speak to the class.

• Engage students in research projects in 
which they study different varieties of 
English.

Build on the English varieties 
that students bring to class.

• Engage students in written dialogues 
with teachers where they can use their 
variety of  English but also see the 
Standard American English forms in the 
teacher’s responses.

• Allow the use of different varieties in 
prewriting and drafting of papers and in 
language experience stories.
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• Base early writing assignments on per-
sonal, family, or traditional stories.

• Include students’ writings in the collec-
tion of texts that students read.

Focus on developing written Stan-
dard American English.

• Provide extensive opportunities for stu-
dents to use Standard American English 
in their reading and writing.

• Provide frequent opportunities for 
students to draft, revise, edit, and share 
their writings.

• Use small-group guided reading to 
foster discussions about similarities and 
differences in English varieties.

Be explicit about the major dif-
ferences between the students’ 
Englishes and Standard American 
English.

• Provide contrasting sentences in Stan-
dard American English and a student’s 
variety of English to help students notice 
grammatical and lexical differences.

• Discuss differences in spelling conven-
tions.

• Make academic English discourse and 
rhetorical conventions explicit.

Use thematic units that integrate 
academic content (mathemat-
ics, science, social studies) from 
several disciplines and offer sub-
stantial academic language and 
literacy demands.

• Point out that all students are learning 
new language, especially vocabulary, 
when they learn academic English. 

• Focus attention on vocabulary, gram-
mar, and spelling conventions.

Encourage collaborative projects in 
which pairs or groups of World English 
students work together.

• Engage students in investigating 
language differences, language attitudes, 
and dialect diversity.

• Develop jigsaw reading activities in 
which each student is responsible for be-
ing an expert on a portion of the text.

Be cautious in interpreting the 
results of standardized tests of 
English. 

• Explain to administration and faculty 
that the scores on standardized English 
placement exams are based on norms of 
Standard American English (see Lowen-
berg, 2002, for examples).

• Advocate for adaptation of assessment 
instruments to recognize different Eng-
lish varieties.

• Develop alternative assessments that 
record students’ actual reading and writ-
ing abilities in their English varieties.

For students with limited literacy 
or prior schooling, develop special 
instructional programs.

• Offer small-group basic literacy classes.

• Involve former literacy-level World 
English students in cross-age or cross-
proficiency tutoring with current 
students.

• Provide sufficient instructional time 
through special literacy classes, after-
school programs, weekend programs, or 
summer school.

Conclusion
As linguistic and cultural diversity 

becomes the norm in U.S. schools, all 
teachers and school staff need prepa-
ration and professional development 
to better understand diverse students, 
their English varieties, and the rela-
tionship of these varieties to Standard 
American English. Appropriate profes-
sional development will help teachers 
learn how to foster greater respect for 
English varieties in the school and to 
adapt instruction so that World English 
speakers can develop the academic 
English expected in American schools 
while also retaining pride in their own 
variety of English and in the culture 
and identity that that variety repre-
sents. They DO speak English!
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partner newsnew products
New ERIC/CLL Digests

Digests are short reports that synthesize current research, review the litera-
ture, describe teaching methods and program models, and offer practical ideas 
for teachers and others. These are our newest titles:

• Professional Development for Language Teachers
• Strategy Training for Second Language Learners
• What Parents Want to Know About Foreign Language Immersion Programs
• Generation 1.5 Students and College Writing

These Digests can be read online at www.cal.org/ericcll/digest. To request a hard 
copy of a Digest (only one copy per title), mail one self-addressed stamped (55-
cent) business-sized envelope for every five Digests to:

ERIC/CLL
Center for Applied Linguistics
4646 40th Street NW
Washington, DC  20016-1859

New Resource Guides Online
Resource Guides Online include information on and links to resources on 

specific topics in language education:  ERIC/CLL publications, publications 
from other sources, Web sites, discussions forums, conferences, and abstracts of 
relevant ERIC documents. These two Resource Guides have been added to our 
Web site:

• Resources for Elementary School Foreign Language Programs 
 (http://www.cal.org/ericcll/faqs/RGOs/fles.html)

• Resources for Mainstream Teachers of English Language Learners 
 (http://www.cal.org/ericcll/faqs/RGOs/mainstream.html)

The National Capital Language Resource 
Center 
The Elementary Immersion Learning Strate-
gies Guide

This guide to incorporating learning 
strategies into an existing immersion curricu-
lum in Grades K-6 includes explicit learn-
ing strategy instruction and sample lesson 
plans and is now available for $13.50. Visit 
www.nclrc.org/eilsrg.pdf to view sample pag-
es from the guide. To order a print copy of 
the guide, send a message to info@nclrc.org.

Portfolio Assessment in the Foreign Lan-
guage Classroom

This free, Web-based tutorial is designed 
to guide educators in creating and imple-
menting a standards-based, foreign language 
portfolio assessment tied to their own curri-
cula. The guide is available at www.nclrc.org/
portfolio/modules.html. 

The Language Resource

Published monthly, this free email 
newsletter aims to provide practical teach-
ing strategies, share insights from research, 
and announce professional development 
opportunities for foreign language educators 
at all levels. For your free subscription, email 
nclrc@gwu.edu.

Upcoming Conferences

Southwest Conference on Language Teaching 
Chile Tres: Language, Literacy, Leadership 
March 25-27, 2004 
Hyatt Regency Hotel Downtown 
Albuquerque, NM 
www.swcolt.org

TESOL Annual Convention 
Soaring Far, Catching Dreams 
March 31 - April 3, 2004 
Long Beach, CA 
www.tesol.org 

Central States Conference on the Teaching of Foreign Languages
April 1 - 3, 2004
Hyatt Regency Dearborn
Dearborn, MI
Inquiries: Patrick T. Raven, Executive Director
CSCTFL@aol.com
www.centralstates.cc

National Council of Organizations of Less Commonly Taught Languages
Seventh Annual National Conference 
April 30 - May 2, 2004 
University of Wisconsin-Madison 
www.councilnet.org

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other 
Languages
Assessment Practices
Christine A. Coombe and Nancy J. Hubley, 
Editors

This volume showcases assessment in its 
myriad forms: classroom assessment, formal 
testing, program evaluation, curriculum 
renewal, and self-assessment of teaching and 
learning. The studies, set in Egypt, Hong 
Kong, Japan, New Zealand, and the United 
States, document and analyze assessment de-
sign and development, implementation, and 
review. This volume will interest teachers, 
testers, and language educators alike. Avail-
able from www.tesol.org/pubs/offpress.html.
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American Association for Applied Linguistics

American Association of Teachers of German

American Association of Teachers of Spanish and 

Portuguese

American Council on the Teaching of Foreign Languages

Center for Research on Education, Diversity & 

Excellence

Central States Conference on the Teaching of Foreign 

Languages

Japan Association for Language Teaching

Linguistic Society of America

National Association for Bilingual Education

National Capital Language Resource Center

National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition 

National Council of State Supervisors of Foreign 

Languages

National Network for Early Language Learning

Northeast Conference on the Teaching of Foreign 

Languages

Southwest Conference on Language Teaching

Teachers of English to Speakers of Other Languages
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Center for Research on Education, 
Diversity & Excellence 
Building Partnerships with Latino Im-
migrant Parents (Practitioner Brief #6)

This brief discusses research findings on 
Latino immigrant parents’ attitudes to-
ward their children’s education, lessons 
learned from CREDE projects in which 
these parents participated, and impli-
cations for instruction. This brief is 
available online at www.cal.org/crede/
pubs/PracBrief6.htm.

New Titles in CD-ROM Series
Five Standards for Effective Pedagogy 

• Teaching Alive for the 21st Century: The 
Five Standards for Effective Pedagogy in 
Elementary Settings 

• Teaching Alive for the 21st Century: The 
Five Standards for Effective Pedagogy in 
Secondary Settings

• The Early Childhood Literacy Case: 
Balanced Literacy Approaches for Second 
Language Students

• The Lucia Villarreal Case: Literacy Prac-
tices in a Bilingual Classroom

• The Second Language Literacy Case: Bilin-
gual Students’ Literacy Development

• The Adolescent Literacy Case: Teaching 
Second Language Students Content Through 
Literacy Development 

These easy-to-navigate CD-ROMs 
present a research-based pedagogy for 
professional development.  Educators 
watch classroom footage of exemplary 
teachers with narration by expert voic-
es. The format allows users to customize 
their own lessons. Titles in this series 
are available to order through the CAL-
store at http://calstore.cal.org/store/.

Language by Video: An Overview of Foreign Language Instructional Videos for 
Children

This book describes five of the most popular video-based language programs 
used in U.S. elementary schools today. The book evaluates each program’s capacity 
to provide quality foreign language instruction, provides information about the ef-
fectiveness of using videos for language learning, and discusses underlying teaching 
methods and the pros and cons of each program reviewed. Language by Video will be 
available from the CALstore in January 2004. http://calstore.cal.org

Muslim Refugees in the United States: A Guide for Service Providers

This latest volume in the Cultural Orientation Resources Center's cultural profile 
series includes an overview of the fundamental tenets of Islam, necessary conditions 
for successful resettlement, and special considerations when working with Muslim 
men, women, children, and elderly. A list of resources for both refugees and refugee 
service providers is also included. The guide will be available from the Cultural Ori-
entation Resource Center Web site this fall. www.culturalorientation.net

News from the National Center for ESL Literacy Education (NCLE)
What Do Beginning Adult ESL Teachers, Tutors, and Volunteers Need to Know?

NCLE's newest FAQ offers resources for new practitioners in adult ESL. The 
FAQ describes four crucial issues related to teaching adult English language learn-
ers—principles of adult learning, second language acquistion, issues related to 
culture, and instructional approaches that support language development in adults. 
www.cal.org/ncle/FAQS.HTM#Fourteen

Working With Literacy-Level Adult English Language Learners

NCLE's new Q & A describes literacy-level learners, examines the skills they need 
to develop, and discusses the appropriate scope of literacy-level classes, as well as 
activities and techniques to support them.  
www.cal.org/ncle/digests/litQA.htm

National Clearinghouse on English 
Language Acquisition
Celebrate Our Rising Stars Summit

This year’s summit will feature pre-
sentations on standards and sssessment, 
professional development, research, 
best practices, grants management, and 
special sessions for parents, administra-
tors, teachers, and teacher educators 
on building effective home/school 
partnerships. See www.ncela.gwu.edu/
summit.htm for more information.
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Making English Literacy Instruction Meaningful 
for English Language Learners
Diane Staehr Fenner, Fairfax County Public Schools, George Mason University

With the nation’s schools striving to 
meet the standards of the No Child Left 
Behind Act (2001), the significance of read-
ing has never been greater. Not only must 
all students be able to pass reading tests in 
Grades 3, 5, and 8, they must also be able 
to read at levels high enough to understand 
the content taught in subjects such as math, 
science, and social studies. No Child Left 
Behind has also increased accountability 
for English language learners (ELLs) by 
requiring that all students be included in 
state-mandated tests. There are no exemp-
tions for students who are still learning 
English. It is thus of utmost importance that 
ELLs be able to read and write in English 
and achieve at levels comparable to those of 
their native-English-speaking peers. It is up 
to their teachers to help them develop the 
skills required.

This article describes the literacy patterns 
of ELLs in the United States and factors 
that influence their literacy learning. It also 
offers research-based guidelines for literacy 
instruction for ELLs in Grades K-12. Literacy 
is defined here as the ability to read and 
write in multiple contexts. 

Literacy Skills of English Language 
Learners 

Differing patterns of literacy exist for 
ELLs and native English speakers in the 
United States. Research shows that ELLs’ 
achievement in both reading and writ-
ing tends to be lower than that of native 
English speakers (Padrón, 1994; Truscott 
& Watts-Taffe, 1998). For example, the 
most recent reading assessment by the 
National Assessment of Educational Progress 
(2002) found dramatic differences between 
Hispanic students and non-Hispanic white 
students: 56% of Hispanics in Grade 4 
performed below the basic reading level for 
their grade, compared to 25% of non-His-
panic white students. Similar differences 
were found at Grades 8 and 12, with 
Hispanic students reading at significantly 
lower levels than native-English-speaking 
students. Such differences place ELLs at risk 
for school failure, as academic success is 
highly dependent on literacy skills (Padrón, 
1994). 

Factors That Influence ELLs’ English 
Literacy Learning 

Factors that influence ELLs’ learning of 
English literacy include their first language 
literacy, the type of literacy instruction they 
receive, and uses of literacy in their homes.  

First language literacy
Research has shown that literacy skills in 

the first language influence the acquisition 
of literacy in an additional language. Cum-
mins (1979, 1989) has posited that cogni-
tive academic skills in the first language are 
likely to transfer to the second language. 
Recent research supports this view. 

A study of Spanish-speaking students 
transitioning from second to third grade 
found that those students who had been 
explicitly taught to read in Spanish trans-
ferred a variety of skills such as phonemic 
awareness, word reading, word knowledge, 
and comprehension strategies to English 
(August, Calderon, & Carlo, 2002). Students 
with a strong academic background in their 
first language are able to utilize metacogni-
tive skills when acquiring literacy skills in 
another language. For example, students 
who have developed literacy in their first 
language may be able to recognize cog-
nates—words that look similar and have 
the same meaning in both languages. They 
may also be able to transfer their knowledge 
of academic strategies such as note taking 
from their first to their new language. Grabe 
and Stroller (2002) add that students must 
have a sufficient amount of knowledge in 
the second language to make effective use 
of first language skills to enhance their 
comprehension in the second language.

Type of literacy instruction 
The type of literacy instruction that 

students receive also influences their 
acquisition of English literacy. Researchers 
have found that schools that enroll large 
numbers of students from diverse back-
grounds, including ELLs, tend to spend 
less time on instruction and activities that 
foster higher-order thinking skills than do 
schools that serve primarily middle-class, 
English-speaking students (Au, 2000; Moll 
& González, 1994). Literacy instruction 
for ELLs is mostly passive, with little time 
allocated for active student participation 
(García, 2000; Truscott & Watts-Taffe, 
1998). Au and Kawakami (1994) found that 
teachers of ELLs tend to focus on decoding, 
pronunciation, and other low-level skills at 
the expense of reading comprehension. In a 
study of eight predominantly urban schools 
with a majority of Hispanic students, 
Padrón (1994) found that ELLs remained 
mostly passive in class, listening to their 
teachers read to them and not spending 
much time actively reading themselves. In a 
study of mainstream classes with ELLs from 

diverse linguistic backgrounds, Truscott and 
Watts-Taffe (1998) observed no opportuni-
ties for students to read texts at their own 
reading levels and very little emphasis on 
reading comprehension. 

Uses of literacy in the home
Reading development is strongly influ-

enced by parental and community attitudes 
toward reading and uses of literacy (Grabe 
& Stoller, 2002). While ELLs’ perceptions 
and uses of literacy at home may differ from 
those of native English speakers (Street, 
2001; Szwed, 2001), this does not mean that 
literacy activities do not take place in their 
homes. Research shows that rich literacy ex-
periences take place in the homes of many 
ELLs, often in more than one language. For 
example, Delgado-Gaitán and Trueba (1991) 
found that literacy activities in Hispanic 
households included children telling stories 
and singing chants and older siblings read-
ing to younger ones. 

While ELLs’ daily lives outside of school 
may remain somewhat of a mystery to their 
teachers, students’ experiences and knowl-
edge do play a role in their acquisition of 
English literacy. Researchers contend that 
children fare better in school when their in-
struction is congruent with their experiences 
at home (Au & Kawakami, 1994; Gee, 2001; 
Moll & González, 1994). Teachers need to be 
aware that although ELLs’ knowledge base 
may differ from that of native English speak-
ers, they bring rich funds of knowledge to 
the classroom (Moll & González, 1994). 

Designing Literacy Instruction for ELLs 
With knowledge of the factors described 

above, educators can design instruction to 
address ELLs’ literacy needs. This instruction 
should take into account the social contexts 
for literacy use and the specific literacy skills 
that students need. 

Social contexts for literacy 
In order to provide ELLs with effective 

English literacy instruction and incorporate 
their prior knowledge into instruction, 
teachers need to become familiar with and 
build on the literacy experiences and knowl-
edge that ELLS bring to school (Alvermann, 
2001; McCarty & Watahomigie, 2001; Moje, 
Young, Readence, & Moore, 2000; Moll & 
González, 1994). One way to connect home 
and school experiences is to integrate spo-
ken and written narrative forms and to draw 
narrative content from the culture of the 
community. To do this, teachers can have 
students write about themselves in journals. 
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Students can also conduct interviews with 
each other and with their parents (in Eng-
lish or the native language, whichever is ap-
propriate) and write biographies in English 
based on the interviews. If possible, teachers 
can spend time with the students outside of 
school, observe what they are able to do in 
a variety of contexts, and center instruction 
around projects that focus on meaningful 
content in authentic, real-world situations 
(Moje et al., 2000). One example of such a 
project would be to develop a unit around 
food, where students bring in recipes from 
their cultures, talk to their family members 
about their favorite recipes, go to a grocery 
store to look for needed items, and publish 
a class cookbook. The use of multicultural 
literature allows students to build on what 
they know about their own cultures, learn 
about others’ cultures, and read about topics 
that interest them (Moll & González, 1994).  

Many researchers argue that the relation-
ship between ELLs and their teachers is also 
central to the development of English lit-
eracy. For example, García (1994) posits that 
effective programs for ELLs show evidence 
of a highly informal, almost familial social 
and collaborative relationship between 
students and teachers. Au (2000) stresses 
the importance of strong teacher-student 
relationships that build students’ trust in 
the teacher and enhance their learning. 
Moll and González (1994) argue that the 
relationships between teachers and students 
influence students’ engagement with the 
content and skills taught. 

Teaching specific literacy skills 
Traditionally, reading instruction has 

centered around two approaches, com-
monly referred to as “bottom-up” and 
“top-down.” Bottom-up reading instruction 
focuses on how readers extract information 
from texts—from the page to the mind. 
Top-down instruction focuses on readers’ 
background knowledge, higher-level cogni-
tive processes, and interactions with texts. 
A growing body of research suggests that 
a well-planned combination of top-down 
and bottom-up strategies helps ELLs to 
achieve higher levels of reading comprehen-
sion (Birch, 2002; Grabe & Stoller, 2002; 
National Reading Panel, 2000). 

Areas of research conducted with ELLs 
on bottom-up reading instruction include 
phonics instruction, phonemic awareness, 
and vocabulary instruction. For example, 
Au (2000) contends that systematic instruc-
tion in phonics should be part of reading 
instruction for ELLs, yet properly timed 
so that students are able to make sense of 
what they are reading. Phonemic awareness 
can be taught by having students listen to 

stories as they follow along in texts and en-
couraging them to sound out new words as 
they read (Birch, 2002). Research shows that 
phonemic awareness training is effective in 
increasing ELLs’ reading comprehension, 
although larger effect sizes have been found 
after phonemic awareness training was pro-
vided for native English speakers than for 
ELLs (National Reading Panel, 2000).

The research literature also suggests that 
literacy programs that focus too much on 
the teaching of phonics and not enough on 
the reading of meaningful texts are unlikely 
to be very effective (National Reading Panel, 
2000). Eight kinds of instructional strate-
gies appear to be effective for increasing 
students’ reading comprehension:

• Comprehension monitoring (readers 
learn to be aware of their understanding 
during reading)

• Cooperative learning (readers work 
together to learn reading strategies)

• Use of graphic and semantic organizers 
(readers graphically represent the ideas 
in the text)

• Story structure (readers consider vari-
ous aspects of the plot)

• Question answering (readers answer 
questions posed by the teacher and are 
given feedback on correctness)

• Question generation (readers ask them-
selves questions about the text)

• Summarization (readers attempt to 
identify the most important ideas from 
the text) 

• Multiple-strategy teaching (readers use 
several of these procedures in interaction 
with the teacher)

When teachers use a combination of these 
strategies, students show general gains on 
standardized reading comprehension tests 
(National Reading Panel, 2000).

Many studies have shown that read-
ing ability is related not only to phonemic 
awareness and phonics skills, but also to 
vocabulary size (Grabe & Stoller, 2002; Na-
tional Reading Panel, 2000). These studies 
suggest that as ELLs learn words in English 
through direct instruction and extensive 
reading, they build up their knowledge of 
morphemes (the smallest meaningful units 
of a word), rimes (the part of a syllable that 
consists of its vowel and any consonant 
sounds that follow it), and syllables. Grabe 
and Stoller (2002) contend that teachers 
need to focus on increasing ELLs’ vocabu-
lary, and that  they should not encourage 
students to skip words that they do not 

know in order to get the gist of what they 
have read. 

Conclusion
In this age of increased accountability 

through high-stakes testing, coupled with 
the increased literacy demands of an 
information-based society, ELLs are being 
expected to read and write in English at 
ever higher levels. In light of the increased 
expectations of their students, educators of 
ELLs need to be aware of the latest research 
that can inform their literacy instruction. 
Current research shows that ELLs benefit 
most from English literacy instruction 
that combines appropriate bottom-up 
approaches within meaningful, culturally 
relevant activities that build on students’ 
prior experiences and knowledge. Educators 
must learn more about their students’ back-
grounds, experiences, and needs to better 
design appropriate English literacy pro-
grams for them. Only then can they begin 
to make literacy instruction meaningful and 
effective and develop students’ passion for a 
lifetime of literacy.  
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