
Effective 
Practices for 
English 
Learners



Hello!
We are Beth Ruhlman & Ellen 
Hensel.

You can find us at 
ruhlman@godwinschools.org
ellen.hensel@godwinschools.org

NOTE: We are NOT experts, but always 
learning and improving our practice.

mailto:ruhlman@godwinschools.org


Stand if...
● You are a GVSU student.
● Your focus is elementary 

education.
● Your focus is secondary education.
● Your focus is special education.
● You know more than one 

language.
● You will be attaining a major or 

minor in a second language.



Who are our English Learners?
… what assumptions do we hold?

… how does that impact our teaching?
...and more importantly, their learning?



































Who are our English Learners?
Debrief on your own.

… what assumptions do we hold?
… how does that impact our teaching?
...and more importantly, their learning?

Share your thoughts with 
people nearby.



ELLs are UNIQUE!
Some English Learners may:

● Understand more than they can say in English (Goodman, Goodman, & 

Flores, 1979; Walqui, 2000).

● Acquire listening, speaking, reading, and writing skills in English in a 

nonlinear fashion (TESOL, 1997).

● Require 1 to 2 years to acquire basic interpersonal communication skills in 

English (Cummins, 1981).

● Require 5 to 7 or more years to acquire cognitive academic language 

proficiency in English (CALP) (Thomas & Collier, 2002).



Be sure to address 
the needs of the 

whole child.

Teachers often 
forget what 

students come to 
school with. (This 

applies to ALL 
students, but 

especially ELLs.)

**Give parents 
resources!!



What’s different?
All readers need these 
components:

× Phonemic awareness
× Phonics
× Fluency
× Vocabulary
× Comprehension 

strategies

Focus for English Learners:

× Comprehensibility
× Oral Language 

Development
× Vocabulary development
× Beginning reading             

(phonological awareness & phonics)

× Fluency
× Comprehension strategies

August & Shanahan, 2008
National Reading Panel, 2000



http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ZXa8cO9mXFk


★ Encourage parents to continue native language (oral and literacy) development.
○ It is advantageous for English language learners to develop oral language skills and 

learn to read in their native language before or at the same time as they learn to read 
in English (International Reading Association, 1998; Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998)

★ Allow the use of the native language before and after reading.
○ ELs may benefit from using their native language to discuss a topic before and after 

reading about it in English (Snow, Burns, & Griffin, 1998)

★ Teach students to look for root words.
○ For reading in English, cognates are especially helpful for speakers of Romance 

languages, developed from Latin including French, Italian, Portuguese,    Romanian, 
Spanish (Kauffman, 2007).

What is the role of the native language?



Core Instruction

(instruction in the 
classroom)

What happens here?

Literacy:
Reading, Writing

Interventions/RTI/etc.

(extra academic support 
given from others 
outside the classroom)

What happens here?

, Listening, & Speaking



ELL Strategies in Core Instruction

-visuals

-sentence frames

-hand motions

-thinking time

-fixing language 
mix-ups by restating it 
in the correct way

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/sentence-frames-ousd


ELL Strategies in Core Instruction
-songs and rhymes

-letting students get 
ALL their words out

-using different 
platforms to share out 
(writing, sharing 
vocally, listening to 
others and restating)

-repetition

https://www.teachingchannel.org/videos/kindergarten-reading-workshop-ousd


We MUST maintain high expectations & academic 
rigor for ELLs. They need lots of exposure to 

vocabulary so do not “dumb it down.”

Let’s experience a social 
studies lesson that 
incorporates literacy & 
supports for ELs!



Content Objective: 
I can demonstrate knowledge
about democracy by
listing examples on a tree map.
Language Objective:
I can orally explain my list to a partner using the 

sentence frame:

“Several examples that I know are…”
 



On your own:
Brainstorm what you know about 
democracy on your tree map.



Thinking Partners—
”What you think you know”…

Democracy
Partner A:  

“One thing I know about democracy is..
Partner B:  

Another thing I know about democracy is…



1. Sit with your thinking partner. 
Take out the words from the envelope. 
Partner A holds the words.

2.  With your partner, review the words.
Partner A:  Do you know this word?”

Partner B: “Yes.  The word is _______.”
“No, I do not know this word.” 

3. Give cards to Partner B:  
Words I know              Words I do not know                     
   

Word Review



Partner B holds the words.

2.  With your partner, review the words.
Partner B:  Do you know this word?”

Partner A: “Yes.  The word is _______.”
“No, I do not know this word.” 

3. Give cards to Partner A:  
Words I know             Words I do not know                     
   

Word Review



Words we need to know:

  disagreement



Words we need to know:

  favor



Words we need to know:

  Constitution



Words we need to know:

  approved



Words we need to know:

  

government



Congress

Words we need to know:



Words we need to know:

rights



Words we need to know:

   Supreme Court



Words we need to know:

   Bill of Rights



Words we need to know:

   decided



Words we need to know:

   
promises



Words we need to know:

   voted



Content Objective: 
I can demonstrate analysis of democracy 

words by finding connections between 2, 
3, or 4words.

Language Objective:
I can orally explain why I linked words together 

using the word  “because…



Word Links
Step 2: Link 2 words
1. With your partner, take turns— link 2 words.
Partner A:  “I think ____ and ____ go together 

because…”

Partner B: “I  agree.”
“I am still thinking.”



Find 2 words that are the 
opposite  

approved

disagreement



Find phrases that have 2-3 
words.

Supreme Court

Bill of Rights



Word Links
Step 3: Link 3 words
1. With your partner, take turns— link 3 words.
Partner A:  “I think ____ and ____ and ____ go 

together because…”

Partner B: “I  agree.”
“I am still thinking.”



Name 3 words that have the 
same root word using 1 of your 
words:

voted
voting

vote



Word Links
Step 4: Link 4 words
1. With your partner, take turns— link 4 words.
Partner A:  “I think ____ and ____ and ____ and 

____ go together because…”

Partner B: “ I  agree.”
“I am still thinking.”



Find at least 4 words that are 
related to US Constitution

voted
Bill of Rights

Congress 
Supreme Court



Content Objective: 
I can demonstrate analysis by finding connections between 2 or 3 or 4  

words.
I am analyzing.

Language Objective:
I can say why I linked words together using the word  “because…

Did we accomplish our objectives?



Helpful Interventions
-more repetition for ELLs
(*words/concepts need to be 
talked about 7 times before an 
ELL feels confident using it*)

-more time to process

-less stress/pressure than 
being surrounded by the whole 
class

-can work on fundamentals

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=s29y17oFuNg


Families
& Cultures

What’s different about 
engaging families of 
English Learners?

“Strong family-school relationships are an 
indicator of student success” (Weiss, Lopez, & Rosenberg, 2011).



What should we tell 
parents who don’t speak 
English that want to help 

their kids with 
homework?

Homework



Conferences
× coffee/candy
× start off asking what THEY would 

like to talk about first
× look at them (not the translator)
× pick up on whether or not they 

read in their native language



Notes & Translation

× Google translation is 
not perfect, but it is 
better than no 
translation

http://www.youtube.com/watch?v=2bVAoVlFYf0


Be the spark.



Thanks!
Any questions?
You can find us (Beth Ruhlman & Ellen 
Hensel) at:
× ruhlman@godwinschools.org
× ellen.hensel@godwinschools.org

mailto:ruhlman@godwinschools.org
mailto:ellen.hensel@godwinschools.org

