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Big questions in EL research and practice



A word (or 2) about bilingual education

• The single most controversial issue
• Bilingual education is desirable for many reasons
• The vast majority of ELs don’t have the benefit
• Reality on the ground: Most ELs must become literate in a 

language they are simultaneously learning to speak and 
understand
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Big questions in EL research and practice:
• How do we teach children to read in English when at the same time 

they're learning English?
• Do they require a different approach? If so, what is it?
• Do they learn differently, since they speak one language and are 

learning an additional one (ie, emergent bilinguals)?
• Do brain differences between monolinguals and bilinguals/emergent 

bilinguals require that we use different pedagogies?
• Might an overemphasis on foundational skills disadvantage these 

students, since “learning the code” is the principal focus, and using 
print for authentic communication is subordinated in early stages?
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What I have learned from The Giants

•Chall: Stages of reading development—how reading 
changes as it develops
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What I have learned from The Giants

•Chall: Stages of reading development—how reading 
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• Ehri:  Phases of word recognition; orthographic mapping 

creates sight words
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What I have learned from The Giants

•Chall: Stages of reading development—how reading 
changes as it develops
• Ehri:  Phases of word recognition; orthographic mapping 

creates sight words
• Scarborough: Distinct strands develop and intertwine, like 

a ROPE, leading to skilled reading
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What I have learned from The Giants

•Chall: Stages of reading development—how reading 
changes as it develops
• Ehri:  Phases of word recognition; orthographic mapping 

creates sight words
• Scarborough: Distinct strands develop and intertwine, like a 

ROPE and not (necessarily?) stage-like
•Pugh: What happens “under the hood”
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Some “Big Picture” answers

• English Learners (aka EBs, MLs) need what all students need to promote English 
literacy development: accurate and automatic foundational word reading skills 
(PA, letter-sounds, phonics/decoding) + reading fluency, vocabulary, language 
development, knowledge, comprehension and other skills and understandings.

• As students go up the grades, comprehension becomes increasingly challenging 
due to increased language demands. This is true for ELs and nonELs.

• The difference between teaching ELs to develop as readers and teaching nonELs 
is that ELs need additional oral English language instruction that directly supports 
acquiring literacy skills. 

• Quality classroom discourse combined with writing provide additional boosts in 
both English language development and literacy development.



ELs need additional oral English language instruction 
that directly supports acquiring literacy skills. 

• 2 seminal studies (Ehri et al. & Vaughn et al.) with EL/EBs having 
difficulty in beginning English reading
• Each began with a successful intervention for English speakers, then 

modified to provide language support
• Modified interventions provided ample oral English instruction to 

support the English literacy instruction
• Both obtained moderately positive effects on early English literacy 

development



An effective small-group interventions for English 
monolingual struggling readers

• Goal: Fluent meaningful reading

• Direct instruction approach

• Phonemic awareness, letter knowledge, word recognition, 
text fluency, vocabulary, comprehension strategies

• Activities included: writing letters, sounding out and 
reading words, dictation spelling, reading and re-reading 
decodable text, using comprehension strategies.
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Then added ….

Oral English language supports

18



“One purpose was to develop oral language by 
encouraging students to talk about the books and by 
explaining the meanings of new vocabulary words. 
These words were written in students’ personal 
books, and the meanings were reviewed each time 
the book was read. …Students were encouraged to 
decode unknown words by relying on their letter–
sound knowledge and then cross-checking with 
meaning and pictures to confirm the identities of the 
words.” (Ehri et al., 2007, p. 424) 
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“One purpose was to develop oral language by 
encouraging students to talk about the books and by 
explaining the meanings of new vocabulary words. 
These words were written in students’ personal 
books, and the meanings were reviewed each time 
the book was read. …Students were encouraged to 
decode unknown words by relying on their letter–
sound knowledge and then cross-checking with 
meaning and pictures to confirm the identities of 
the words.” (Ehri et al., 2007, p. 424) 
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“orthographic mapping”
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• storing a word permanently in memory for instant 
retrieval to create a “sight word”
• involves forming connections between a word’s 

letters, pronunciation, and meaning in memory
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!बरालो    

“orthographic mapping”

https://translate.google.com/?sl=en&tl=ne&text=cat&op=translate


Learners who know the language “rely on a large 
network of brain regions, as they try to bind 
orthography [the spelling system] to an already-
present knowledge of phonology [sounds of the 
language] and semantics [meaning carried by 
language].”

* Verhoeven, Perfetti, & Pugh, Journal of  Neurolinguistics 2019



But remember ….
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Learners who know the language “rely on a large 
network of brain regions, as they try to bind 
orthography [the spelling system] to an already-
present knowledge of phonology [sounds of the 
language] and semantics [meaning carried by 
language].” 

* Verhoeven, Perfetti, & Pugh, Journal of  Neurolinguistics 2019



There’s good news for teachers!
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An already-present knowledge of 
phonology and semantics is what L2 
learners do not have.

So how’s that supposed to work?



Learning to read in a language you are learning is
 

as learning to read in a language you already know: 
“networks of brain activation …  are similar across a 
reader’s two languages in linking print and speech 
processes” * Verhoeven, Perfetti, & Pugh, Journal of  Neurolinguistics 2019



So while there’s good news for teachers—
learning to read in a language you know is 
basically the same as learning to read in a 
language you are simultaneously learning—
the more sobering news is that teachers 
must also think about how to support those 
additional brain regions. 
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Language learners “require additional supporting brain 
regions during learning” because they have no, or 
limited, “already-present knowledge of phonology and 
semantics.”

30* Verhoeven, Perfetti, & Pugh, Journal of  Neurolinguistics 2019



How do we think about teaching students to read as 
they are simultaneously learning the language?

• A major insight for teachers: “learning to read is based on cognitive 
universals …. there is nothing about ‘bilingual brain’ differences that 
suggests distinct or alternative pathways to literacy learning and best 
practice” (Pugh, quoted in Goldenberg, 2023).
• BUT additional English oral language supports are necessary.
• Studies (e.g., Ehri et al., 2007) provide a roadmap for thinking how to 

provide that additional support in the beginning and early stages 
(Chall’s Stages 1 & 2).
• What about after beginning and early stages? (Hint: We have a lot of 

work to do.)
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https://edsource.org/2023/research-must-guide-how-we-teach-english-learners-to-read/690904


THE MANY STRANDS THAT ARE WOVEN INTO SKILLED READING

TIME  

Robust strands of English language 
support and development





Back to the “Big Picture”

• English Learners (aka EBs, MLs) need what all students need to promote English 
literacy development: accurate and automatic foundational word reading skills 
(PA, letter-sounds, phonics/decoding) + reading fluency, vocabulary, language 
development, knowledge, comprehension and other skills and understandings.

• As students go up the grades, comprehension becomes increasingly challenging 
due to increased language demands. This is true for ELs and nonELs.

• The difference between teaching ELs to develop as readers and teaching nonELs 
is that ELs need additional oral English language instruction that directly supports 
acquiring literacy skills. 

• Quality classroom discourse combined with writing provide additional boosts in 
both English language development and literacy development.
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• Literature Circles
• Book Club
• Instructional Conversations
• Great Conversations
• Questioning the Author
• Junior Great Books
• Collaborative Reasoning
• Paideia Seminar
• Philosophy for Children

Quality classroom discourse can help promote reading 
comprehension and English development

Lightner, S. & Wilkinson, I. (2016). 
“Instructional Frameworks for Quality Talk 
About Text: Choosing the Best Approach.” 
The Reading Teacher (70) No. 4, 435–444.

Murphy, P., Wilkinson, I., et al. (2009). 
“Examining the Effects of Classroom 
Discussion on Students’ 
Comprehension of Text: A Meta-
Analysis.” Journal of Educational 
Psychology (101) No. 3, 740-764.



• Instructional Conversations—teacher-led small group discussions 
designed to help students’ reading comprehension by delving into 
deeper themes and concepts in reading texts.
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https://claudeg.people.stanford.edu/video/opportunities-through-language-arts-ola


Writing provides additional boosts when 
combined with classroom discourse

• Instructional Conversations—teacher-led small group discussions 
designed to help students’ reading comprehension by delving into 
deeper themes and concepts in reading texts.

& 
• Literature Logs—student writing before and after ICs where personal 

experiences and connections to texts are explored by individual 
students; read by teacher and shared in small group setting.
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Instructional Conversations & Literature Logs
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https://claudeg.people.stanford.edu/video/opportunities-through-language-arts-ola


40



Final thoughts…. 
• We can’t be content with ELs’ overall achievement levels; diverse outcomes, 

but students from Spanish-speaking backgrounds esp. at risk. 
• The majority of ELs, even those born and schooled in the US and in bilingual 

education, become “Long-term ELs”–still designated EL after 6 years in 
school.
• Academic and post-academic prospects are poor for too many.
• Lack of literacy proficiency is a major factor. Adequate reading fluency is an 

underrecognized challenge (“language at the speed of sight”—Seidenberg)
• We must do a better job of using what we know while pushing ahead on the 

many questions that remain.
• The giants of literacy research (many more than I have identified) have laid a 

foundation and provide additional paths forward.
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