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Improving Instruction of ELL Students 
 
Students who are  English Language Learner (ELL) students in high school are 
often struggling to keep up with their academic subjects. As a group, their perfor-
mance is well below the  non-ELL population (Figure 1).  In Nassau County, 
28% of ELL students graduate high school within four years, 43% are still en-
rolled after four years, and 25% dropout. This compares to 92% of non-ELL stu-
dents graduating in four years (https://data.nysed.gov/).  
 
Figure 1 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

When Nassau districts with more than 25 ELL students taking the 2018 Global 
Studies Regents are identified, the percent of students achieving 65 or higher 
ranges from 13% to 41%. When Nassau districts with more than 25 ELL students 
taking the 2018 United States History Regents are identified, the percent of stu-
dents achieving 65 or higher ranges from 28% to 80%. The data seem to indicate 
a low rate of student success and a vast difference in the effectiveness of instruc-
tion.   
 
ELL students in grade five are also struggling. On the NYSED grade five ELA 
assessment, 68% score on Level 1 and 25% score on Level 2 in Nassau County. 
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For non-English language learners, 15% score on Level 1 and 32% score on Level 2.  The percent of 
ELL students who score proficient ranges from  0% to 13% for Nassau districts with at least 25 grade 
five ELL students. The range for Level 2 or higher for ELL students is 12% to 43%.  The number of 
ELL students taking the  grade five assessment in the identified districts ranges from 25 to 150.  
 
A study by Wilcox, Lawson, and Angelis (2015)  focused on ethnically and linguistically diverse student 
performance. They compared typically  performing schools to those that exceeded expected perfor-
mance. They studied 15  elementary schools in New York state. Ten of the schools were higher perform-
ing for these groups. Practices between the two groups of schools differed on the classroom, school, and 
district levels. “Differences included the extent and effectiveness of differentiated and technology-
enriched literacy instruction and how coherently school and district policies and practices  supported and 
sustained effective classroom practices” (p.2). Teachers in effective schools reported relevant profes-
sional development, support for collaborative work, and instructional coaching.  
 
Instruction 
Ten of the ten higher performing schools had intensive and differentiated literacy instruction compared 
to only one of the lower performing schools (Wilcox, Lawson, and Angelis , p.16). Effective schools had 
at least a 90-minute balanced literacy block with embedded ELL support. In one school, this block was 
broken into three segments: one for guided reading, one for skills and hands-on activities, and one for 
differentiated groups. In the higher performing schools, these blocks were not interrupted for interven-
tions. Special education, ELL, and literacy coaches were embedded in the mainstream classrooms.   
 
The report by Parker et al (2014) indicated that different student characteristics determined whether tran-
sitional bilingual education, dual language bilingual education, English as a second language services, 
English transistion support services, English as a second language services, or no additional services 
benefitted students more. Different characteristics included the grade span. Dual language bilingual edu-
cation seemed to work best in grades 6—8. Language  transition support services seemed to work best in 
grades 2-5. Students who were eligible for services but did not receive services due to parent request 
succeeded best in grades K-1 and high school. High school students were also successful with language 
transition support services.  
 
Technology 
Research using computer–assisted instructional programs seems to indicate that those technologies pro-
vide teachers with the opportunity to differentiate instruction for students and therefore target individual 
student  learning needs. In the Wilcox, Lawson, and Angelis study (p. 16), seven of the higher perform-
ing schools had technology enriched instruction compared to none of the lower performing schools. The 
differences between higher performing and lower performing schools was not about the amount of tech-
nology but about how the technology was being used. In higher preforming districts, instructional tech-
nology was aligned with broader goals. In lower performing schools, technology was seen as a supple-
ment or was used to display information at the front of the room. In higher performing districts, technol-
ogy was used “to facilitate students’ control of pathways for learning, including how quickly and in what 
way they moved through tasks  that would provide evidence of meeting learning objectives (p. 22). 
Technology can be used to provide visual, auditory, and translation support (August, et al, 2018). Teach-
ers need instruction not only on the “nuts and bolts” of using an instructional software program but also 
on best practices to use the software instructionally for English language learners (p. 17). 
 
In an article by August (2018) summarizing  best practices for instruction of English language learners, 
one practice was to provide supports to English language learners for mastery of core content and skills.  
Especially for students in the upper grades, “core content provided in their home language will support 
them in developing their knowledge and skills while they are acquiring proficiency in English” (p.7). 
Instructional software aligned with the core content that translates content into other languages makes 
this possible without the teacher needing to know the student’s home language. Another promising tech-
nique is providing on-the-spot word  meanings embedded in instruction. This is also possible through 
instructional software.   
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District support 
At the district level,  it seems that school-wide coordinated literacy and administrator support of differ-
entiated, small group, and evidence-based instruction improved outcomes for ELL students. In lower 
performing schools,  there was little support for effectively implementing differentiation and there was 
little guidance on how to effectively implement the reading program. In higher preforming districts, 
leaders provided targeted professional development, encouraged collaborative curricula work, and pro-
vided the support of ELL and special education coaches.  
 
In higher performing districts, school administrators used the data from the computer programs to in-
form instructional changes and determine allocation of resources. The difference between lower and 
higher performing schools was in how and how often the data from the computer programs was used. In 
higher performing schools, school and district administrators used the data to monitor individual stu-
dents and to monitor the effectiveness of interventions. In lower performing schools the data from com-
puter programs was not integrated into the overall literacy program. In the higher performing schools, 
computer programs were bought that aligned with the overall literacy program. This was not a criteria 
for purchase in the lower performing schools.  There was no reported difference in the time that admin-
istrators spent in classrooms.  The administrators in higher performing districts “paid close attention to 
the achievement data and were successful at nurturing a climate in which improving literacy outcomes 
was understood as a top and shared priority” (p.26). 
 
Additional Support 

An article by Gandara and Rumberger (2009) asserts that English language learners need more than a 
rich and broad curriculum. They need additional instructional time, explicit instruction in academic Eng-
lish, emotional support, and social service support. The additional instructional time may be before or 
after school, Saturdays, or summer school. It often takes these students an extra year or two to graduate 
high school.  Mainstream teachers may not recognize the confusion of academic language. For instance, 
English language learners may have a different understanding of “pi” [pie] or “sum [some] of the num-
bers.”   
 
Differences in the success of Asian students from immigrant families compared to Hispanic students 
from immigrant families may be  related to poverty and parental education (Gandara and Rumberger). A 
higher percentage of Asian students may come from families that are not low income and whose parents 
are more highly educated. Students from low-income families may be more likely to come to school 
hungry, lack appropriate medical care, and live in unstable housing conditions. The role of the social 
worker and available community resources is important to the success of low income students. 

. 

Traditional views of English language learners have focused on rapid fluency in spoken English. Anoth-
er view is to place greater emphasis on academic achievement (Gandara and Rumberger, p.763). The 
student’s native language may be an avenue to improved academic competence. The use of technology 
may support this viewpoint. Many programs have the capability of translating to the student’s native 
language. High school students would be able to read about the Civil War in their native language and 
participate in a class discussion about the Civil War in English.  
 
Conclusion 
The study by Wilcox, Lawson, and Angelis  (p.26) concluded that  higher literacy performance by ELL 
students is related to “appropriate affective and cognitive supports provided within the classroom and 
supported by policies and practices at school, and district levels, as well.” A key instructional practice is 
the integration of technology aligned with the literacy program. This study also found that districts need 
to provide teachers with the what, why, and how of differentiation, effective integration of technology, 
and effective use of data to monitor student progress.  
 
The article by Gandara and Rumberger emphasized the complexity of effective education of English 
language learners. The academic progress that students make will be influenced by factors outside of 
curriculum and instruction. Parker et al discussed the importance of matching instructional programs to 
grade levels.  
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Accelerating the learning of English language learners is complex. Each district needs to use the data for 
this sub-population to determine the best strategies to increase learning.  
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