PCG’s ELL Instructional Framework:
Ensuring Academic Success for English Language Learners

The education of English language learners (ELLs) is an area of increasing urgency in this country.
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As the number of ELLs in the U.S. increases, teachers must be prepared to support their learning
effectively. A study conducted by the National Council on Teacher Quality (NCTQ) in 2014 shows
that 75 percent of elementary teacher preparation programs fail when it comes to readying future
teachers to work effectively with ELLs. As a result, schools are faced with building their own ELL
teaching capacity. General education classroom teachers, English as a Second Language (ESL)
teachers, school specialists, and administrators beneﬁt from professional development that leads to
improved academic outcomes for this increasingly diverse student population. Recognizing this need,
PCG has adopted the six key principles for ELL instruction from Stanford University’s Understanding
Language as the underlying framework for its ELL practices. The Six Key Principles for ELL Instruction
were developed under the guidance of Dr. Kenji Hakuta and serve as PCG’s framework for teaching
second language learners. These principles are the premier body of work being used as a guide
for educating ELLs and while new, they capitalize upon decades of research about language
development. Building on that foundation, PCG has developed 10 literacy practices that exemplify the
necessary linguistic supports to ensure ELLs are successful across the curriculum. Together with the six
key principles, the 10 language and literacy practices form PCG’s ELL Instructional Framework.
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Summary
PCG’s ELL Instructional
Framework offers
guidance to teachers and
practitioners through
• 6 key principles for
ELL instruction, and
• 10 literacy and
language practices.

Purpose: PCG’s ELL Framework is designed to provide
instructional direction to classroom teachers and practitioners.
The framework expands on Stanford University’s Understanding
Language Six Key Principles for ELL Instruction and offers
additional guidance on scaffolding instruction, as well as giving
school leaders a set of practices to support general education and
English language development (ELD) classrooms.
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As described in Stanford University’s Understanding Language
policy series English Language Learners must meet rigorous,
grade level academic standards. The principles guide teachers,
coaches, ELL specialists, curriculum leaders, school principals,
and district administrators as they work to develop academic
standards aligned instruction for ELLs.

1

Instruction focuses on providing ELLs with
opportunities to engage in discipline-speciﬁc
practices, which are designed to build conceptual
understanding and language competence in tandem.
Learning is a social process that requires teachers to
intentionally design learning opportunities that integrate
reading, writing, speaking, and listening with the practices
of each discipline.

2

Instruction leverages ELLs’ home language(s), cultural
assets, and prior knowledge. ELLs’ home language(s) and
culture(s) are regarded as assets and are used by the teacher
in bridging prior knowledge to new knowledge, and in
making content meaningful and comprehensible .

3

Standards-aligned instruction for ELLs is rigorous,
grade-level appropriate, and provides deliberate and
appropriate scaffolds. Instruction that is rigorous and
standards-aligned reﬂects the key shifts in the Common
Core State Standards (CCSS) and Next Generation Science
Standards (NGSS). Such shifts require that teachers provide
students with opportunities to describe their reasoning,
share explanations, make conjectures, justify conclusions,
argue from evidence, and negotiate meaning from
complex texts. Students with developing levels of English
proﬁciency will require instruction that carefully supports
their understanding and use of emerging language as they
participate in these activities.

4

Instruction moves ELLs forward by taking into account
their English proﬁciency level(s) and prior schooling
experiences. ELLs within a single classroom can be
heterogeneous in terms of home language(s) proﬁciency,
proﬁciency in English, literacy levels in English and students’
home language(s), previous experiences in schools, and time
in the U.S. Teachers must be attentive to these differences
and design instruction accordingly.

5

Instruction fosters ELLs’ autonomy by equipping
them with the strategies necessary to comprehend
and use language in a variety of academic settings.
ELLs must learn to use a broad repertoire of strategies to
construct meaning from academic talk and complex text,
to participate in academic discussions, and to express
themselves in writing across a variety of academic situations.
Tasks must be designed to ultimately foster student
independence.

6

Diagnostic tools and formative assessment practices
are employed to measure students’ content
knowledge, academic language competence, and
participation in disciplinary practices. These assessment
practices allow teachers to monitor students’ learning
so that they may adjust instruction accordingly, provide
students with timely and useful feedback, and encourage
students to reﬂect on their own thinking and learning.

Key Principles for ELL Instruction
(Understanding Language, Stanford University, 2013)

1

Instruction is focused on
conceptual understanding
and language competence

2

Instruction leverages
home language
and culture

3

Instruction is
standards-aligned

4
5

Instruction fosters
ELLs’ autonomy

6

Instruction incorporates
diagnostic tools and
formative assessment
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2

Teach targeted skills and meaning-making
strategies. Teaching foundational and reading
comprehension skills through contextualized and explicit
instruction will give ELLs access to critical literacy skills.
Contextualized instruction provides students with
relevance, extra language support, and meaningful
literacy interactions. Explicit and in-depth teacher
instruction targets reading skills and strategies through
daily scaffolded routines to comprehend increasingly
complex literacy demands. Building these meaningmaking strategies provides students with a toolbox to
approach future learning challenges. Meaning-making
strategies vary from helping students comprehend text
to various strategies students can use to understand
English-dependent lessons. Teacher modeling, an
essential component of contextualized and explicit
teaching, provides students with appropriate literacy
behaviors and resources to be autonomous learners.

3

Build academic language through authentic
and meaningful experiences. Developing and
deepening students’ understanding of new words in a
systematic and deliberate manner is essential for ELLs.
Through literature and informational text, and across
academic disciplines (e.g., science, mathematics, social
studies), students can experience authentic ways to
build academic language and vocabulary. Establishing
vocabulary routines and implementing them across
a number of days through a variety of planned
instructional activities and through multiple modalities
will increase the chances of students owning new
words and integrating them into their language use and
literacy experiences. Vocabulary building is a lifelong
process, and the goal should be for students to learn
independent ways to approach and incorporate new and
challenging words into their daily literacy interactions.

4

Build and activate prior knowledge. Learning
is based on establishing neural connections in the
brain, drawing on previous experience, background
knowledge, as well as prior and current environments.
It is the job of both the teacher and the students to
facilitate these connections to construct meaning and
understand new ideas and concepts while expanding
on their own world knowledge. Actively fostering these
connections will enable students to more easily interpret
their surroundings and assign meaning to new concepts
while expanding their own experiences.

5

Develop language through writing. Students need
daily opportunities to write in order to develop effective
written language skills. Writing is a developmental
process for ELLs; those who are at early levels of English
proﬁciency will beneﬁt initially from writing about
personal experiences and interests (narratives) while
concurrently responding to the demands of grade-level

These literacy practices show the day-to-day scaffolding supports
for teaching language in tandem with content. Aligned with
the six key principles from Stanford’s Understanding Language,
they amplify language opportunities across the curriculum by
facilitating meaningful conversation, building teaching skills
through contextualized instruction, developing vocabulary through
authentic experiences, activating schema, and increasing background
knowledge. These language and literacy practices involve listening,
speaking, reading, and writing. They allow ELL students to participate
in challenging grade-level tasks when students are supported at their
English proﬁciency level. Examples of the 10 practices are available
for K-12 classrooms. These literacy practices are enumerated for
clarity, and while there is obvious overlap within and across practices,
each practice is pedagogically sound, in and of itself.

Build
academic
language
Teach targeted
skills and
meaning-making
strategies

3

Build and
activate prior
knowledge

4
5

2
Develop oral
language

PCG's Ten
Language and
Literacy
Practices

1

9
Create
classrooms with
environmental
supports

1

6

Develop and
support home
language

7

10
Maximize
student-grouping
opportunities

Develop
language
through
writing

8

Use ongoing
classroom-based
assessment

Establish
rituals and
routines

Develop oral language through instructional
conversations and authentic experiences. Oral language is
the foundation of literacy: a predictor of reading and writing
and a main tool for learning and interacting in both academic
and social settings. Natural exposure to, as well as planned
experiences with, oral language facilitates increased expression
and understanding of the second language. Oral language also
supports vocabulary development in context, paving the way
for better comprehension and production. Exposure to rich
oral and written language environments is vital for developing
literacy and language skills in all content area classrooms.
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writing standards. They can take risks exploring language and
build ﬂuency because topics are familiar and relevant. Through
narrative writing, ELLs can build their conﬁdence as they
move and expand into other types of writing (such as opinion
and informative/explanatory text) with prompting, guidance,
and support from adults. As students’ English proﬁciency
strengthens, their writing skills and abilities are more closely
aligned with grade level English Language Arts writing and
language standards.

6

Develop and support home language. There is undeniable
and growing evidence that supporting the home language
of ELLs is of considerable beneﬁt to their overall academic
success. In some schools the goal is to create bilingual, biliterate students who graduate with balanced literacy skills in
two languages. In other schools, English is the sole medium
of instruction with English proﬁciency being the singular goal.
Regardless of the type of program services, it is important to
know the value and impact of the students’ home language in
becoming English proﬁcient and the role it plays in their school
success.

7

Use ongoing classroom-based assessment. Classroombased assessment of ELLs requires measuring student progress
in learning English and academic content. Such measurements
can be accomplished using the English language development
standards and the academic content standards to plan
for instruction on a daily basis. Ongoing assessment tasks
must take into consideration the students’ English language
proﬁciency level. Irrespective of their stage of English language
development, with proper linguistic support, ELL students can
indeed perform advanced thinking tasks.

8

Establish rituals and routines. ELLs beneﬁt from
learning in a predictable environment that increases
focused learning time. Rituals and routines help teachers
and students use time efﬁciently by establishing
processes and procedures for “how things get done” in
the class. When appropriate routines and rituals are in
place, time can be devoted to instruction and learning,
minimizing distractions and disruptions.

9

Create classrooms with environmental supports.
Environmental supports can increase the effectiveness
of instruction for ELLs and promote independent
learning. ELLs need many ways to access language and
content relevant to what they are learning. Developing
support for culturally and linguistically diverse student
populations means taking advantage of every moment
and opportunity for teaching and learning. A wellorganized, carefully planned classroom environment
beneﬁts ELLs as they count on an environment with
visual cues to help them make sense of the new
language and new content.

10

Maximize student-grouping opportunities.
Grouping students in different conﬁgurations
promotes opportunities for linguistic and academic
development through interactive discussions in various
settings. Students build classroom community, gain
multiple perspectives, learn to collaborate, and have
opportunities to practice language in a low-risk learning
environment. Homogeneous and heterogeneous
grouping includes organizing students in different ways
based on language proﬁciency in English, content skills,
or other characteristics. Groups should be ﬂuid and
ﬂexible depending on the task involved.
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