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The Institute of Education Sciences (IES) publishes practice guides in education
to bring the best available evidence and expertise to bear on the types of systemic
challenges that cannot currently be addressed by single interventions or programs.
Authors of practice guides seldom conduct the types of systematic literature searches
that are the backbone of a meta-analysis, though they take advantage of such work
when it is already published. Instead, they use their expertise to identify the most
important research with respect to their recommendations, augmented by a search
of recent publications to assure that the research citations are up-to-date.

One unique feature of IES-sponsored practice guides is that they are subjected to
rigorous external peer review through the same office that is responsible for inde-
pendent review of other IES publications. A critical task of the peer reviewers of a
practice guide is to determine whether the evidence cited in support of particular
recommendations is up-to-date and that studies of similar or better quality that
point in a different direction have not been ignored. Because practice guides depend
on the expertise of their authors and their group decisionmaking, the content of a
practice guide is not and should not be viewed as a set of recommendations that in
every case depends on and flows inevitably from scientific research.

The goal of this Practice Guide is to formulate specific and coherent evidence-based
recommendations for use by educators addressing a multifaceted challenge that
lacks developed or evaluated packaged approaches. The challenge is effective lit-
eracy instruction for English learners in the elementary grades. The Guide provides
practical and coherent information on critical topics related to literacy instruction
for English learners.
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Foreword from
the Institute of
Education Sciences

What is a practice guide? The health care
professions have embraced a mechanism
for assembling and communicating evi-
dence-based advice to practitioners about
care for specific clinical conditions. Vari-
ously called practice guidelines, treatment
protocols, critical pathways, best practice
guides, or simply practice guides, these
documents are systematically developed
recommendations about the course of care
for frequently encountered problems, rang-
ing from physical conditions such as foot
ulcers to psychosocial conditions such as
adolescent development.!

Practice guides are similar to the products
of expert consensus panels in reflecting the
views of those serving on the panel and
the social decisions that come into play as
the positions of individual panel members
are forged into statements that all are will-
ing to endorse. However, practice guides
are generated under three constraints that
typically do not apply to consensus panels.
The first is that a practice guide consists of
a list of discrete recommendations that are
intended to be actionable. The second is
that those recommendations taken together
are intended to be a coherent approach to
a multifaceted problem. The third, which
is most important, is that each recommen-
dation is explicitly connected to the level
of evidence supporting it, with the level
represented by a grade (for example, high,
moderate, or low).

The levels of evidence, or grades, are usually
constructed around the value of particular
types of studies for drawing causal conclu-
sions about what works. Thus, one typically
finds that the top level of evidence is drawn
from a body of randomized controlled trials,
the middle level from well designed studies

that do not involve randomization, and the
bottom level from the opinions of respected
authorities. Levels of evidence can also be
constructed around the value of particular
types of studies for other goals, such as the
reliability and validity of assessments.

Practice guides can also be distinguished
from systematic reviews or meta-analyses,
which use statistical methods to summarize
the results of studies obtained from a rule-
based search of the literature. Authors of
practice guides seldom conduct the types
of systematic literature searches that are
the backbone of a meta-analysis, though
they take advantage of such work when it
is already published. Instead, they use their
expertise to identify the most important re-
search with respect to their recommenda-
tions, augmented by a search of recent pub-
lications to assure that the research citations
are up-to-date. Further, the characterization
of the quality and direction of the evidence
underlying a recommendation in a practice
guide relies less on a tight set of rules and
statistical algorithms and more on the judg-
ment of the authors than would be the case
in a high-quality meta-analysis. Another
distinction is that a practice guide, because
it aims for a comprehensive and coherent
approach, operates with more numerous
and more contextualized statements of what
works than does a typical meta-analysis.

Thus, practice guides sit somewhere be-
tween consensus reports and meta-analyses
in the degree to which systematic processes
are used for locating relevant research and
characterizing its meaning. Practice guides
are more like consensus panel reports than
meta-analyses in the breadth and com-
plexity of the topics they address. Practice
guides are different from both consensus
reports and meta-analyses in providing
advice at the level of specific action steps
along a pathway that represents a more or
less coherent and comprehensive approach
to a multifaceted problem.



The Institute of Education Sciences (IES)
publishes practice guides in education to
bring the best available evidence and exper-
tise to bear on the types of systemic chal-
lenges that cannot currently be addressed
by single interventions or programs. Al-
though IES has taken advantage of the his-
tory of practice guides in health care to pro-
vide models of how to proceed in education,
education is different from health care in
ways that may require that practice guides
in education have somewhat different de-
signs. Even within health care, where prac-
tice guides now number in the thousands,
there is no single template in use. Rather,
one finds descriptions of general design
features that permit substantial variation
in the realization of practice guides across
subspecialties and panels of experts.2 Ac-
cordingly, the templates for IES practice
guides may vary across practice guides and
change over time and with experience.

The steps involved in producing an IES-
sponsored practice guide are, first, to se-
lect a topic, informed by formal surveys of
practitioners and requests. Next is to recruit
a panel chair who has a national reputa-
tion and up-to-date expertise in the topic.
Third, the chair, working with IES, selects a
small number of panelists to coauthor the
practice guide. These are people the chair
believes can work well together and have
the requisite expertise to be a convincing
source of recommendations. IES recom-
mends that at one least one of the panelists
be a practitioner with experience relevant to
the topic being addressed. The chair and the
panelists are provided a general template
for a practice guide along the lines of the in-
formation provided here. The practice guide
panel works under a short deadline of six to
nine months to produce a draft document.
It interacts with and receives feedback from
staff at IES during the development of the
practice guide, but its members understand
that they are the authors and thus respon-
sible for the final product.

FOREWORD

One unique feature of IES-sponsored prac-
tice guides is that they are subjected to
rigorous external peer review through the
same office that is responsible for inde-
pendent review of other IES publications.
A critical task of the peer reviewers of a
practice guide is to determine whether
the evidence cited in support of particular
recommendations is up-to-date and that
studies of similar or better quality that
point in a different direction have not been
ignored. Peer reviewers also are asked to
evaluate whether the evidence grades as-
signed to particular recommendations by
the practice guide authors are appropriate.
A practice guide is revised as necessary to
meet the concerns of external peer reviews
and gain the approval of the standards
and review staff at IES. The external peer
review is carried out independent of the
office and staff within IES that instigated
the practice guide.

Because practice guides depend on the
expertise of their authors and their group
decisionmaking, the content of a practice
guide is not and should not be viewed as a
set of recommendations that in every case
depends on and flows inevitably from sci-
entific research. It is not only possible but
also likely that two teams of recognized
experts working independently to produce
a practice guide on the same topic would
generate products that differ in important
respects. Thus, consumers of practice
guides need to understand that they are,
in effect, getting the advice of consultants.
These consultants should, on average, pro-
vide substantially better advice than an
individual school district might obtain on
its own because the authors are national
authorities who have to achieve consensus
among themselves, justify their recom-
mendations with supporting evidence, and
undergo rigorous independent peer review
of their product.

Institute of Education Sciences
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Preface from
the authors

The goal of this Practice Guide is to formu-
late specific and coherent evidence-based
recommendations for use by educators
addressing a multifaceted challenge that
lacks developed or evaluated packaged
approaches. The challenge is effective lit-
eracy instruction for English learners in
the elementary grades. At one level, the
target audience is a broad spectrum of
school practitioners—administrators, cur-
riculum specialists, coaches, staff develop-
ment specialists, and teachers. At another
level, a more specific objective is to reach
district-level administrators with a Practice
Guide that will help them develop practice
and policy options for their schools. The
Guide includes specific recommendations
for district administrators and indicates
the quality of the evidence that supports
these recommendations.

Our expectation is that a superintendent
or curriculum director could use this Prac-
tice Guide to help make decisions about
policy involving literacy instruction for
English learners in the elementary grades.
For example, we include recommendations
on curriculum selection, sensible assess-
ments for monitoring progress, and rea-
sonable expectations for student achieve-
ment and growth. The Guide provides
practical and coherent information on
critical topics related to literacy instruc-
tion for English learners.

We, the authors, are a small group with
expertise on various dimensions of this
topic. Several of us are also experts in
research methodology. The range of evi-
dence we considered in developing this
document is vast, ranging from expert
analyses of curricula and programs, to
case studies of seemingly effective class-
rooms and schools, to trends in the

National Assessment of Educational Prog-
ress data, to correlational studies and
longitudinal studies of patterns of typical
development. For questions about what
works best, high-quality experimental and
quasi-experimental studies, such as those
meeting the criteria of the What Works
Clearinghouse, have a privileged position
(www.whatworks.ed.gov). In all cases we
pay particular attention to patterns of find-
ings that are replicated across studies.

Although we draw on evidence about the
effectiveness of specific programs and
practices, we use this information to make
broader points about improving practice.
In this document we have tried to take a
finding from research or a practice recom-
mended by experts and describe how the
use of this practice or recommendation
might actually unfold in school settings.
In other words we aim to provide sufficient
detail so that a curriculum director would
have a clear sense of the steps necessary
to make use of the recommendation.

A unique feature of practice guides is
the explicit and clear delineation of the
quality—as well as quantity—of evidence
that supports each claim. To do this, we
adapted a semistructured hierarchy sug-
gested by the Institute of Education Sci-
ences. This classification system uses
both the quality and quantity of available
evidence to help determine the strength
of the evidence base in which each rec-
ommended practice is grounded. (This
system appears in appendix 2.)

Strong refers to consistent and generaliz-
able evidence that an approach or prac-
tice causes better outcomes for English
learners or that an assessment is reli-
able and valid. Moderate refers either to
evidence from studies that allow strong
causal conclusions but cannot be gener-
alized with assurance to the population
on which a recommendation is focused



(perhaps because the findings have not
been sufficiently replicated) or to evidence
from studies that are generalizable but
have more causal ambiguity than offered
by experimental designs (such as statisti-
cal models of correlational data or group
comparison designs where equivalence
of the groups at pretest is uncertain). For
the assessments, moderate refers to high-
quality studies from a small number of
samples that are not representative of the
whole population. Low refers to expert
opinion based on reasonable extrapola-
tions from research and theory on other
topics and evidence from studies that do
not meet the standards for moderate or
strong evidence.

In this English Learner Practice Guide we
use effect sizes for describing the magni-
tude of impact of a program or practice
reported in a study. This metric is increas-
ingly used in social science research to
provide a gauge of the magnitude of the
improvement in performance reported in a
research study. A common index of effect
size is the mean difference between the
experimental and comparison conditions
expressed in standard deviation units. In
accordance with the What Works Clearing-
house criteria we describe an effect size of
+0.25 or higher as substantively important.
This is equivalent to raising performance
of a group of students at least 10 percen-
tile points on a valid test.

For each recommendation we include an
appendix that provides more technical in-
formation about the studies and our deci-
sions regarding level of evidence for the
recommendation. To illustrate the types of
studies reviewed we describe one study in
considerable detail for each recommenda-
tion. Our goal in doing this is to provide
interested readers with more detail about
the research designs, the intervention
components, and how impact was mea-
sured. By including a particular study, we

PREFACE

do not mean to suggest that it is the best
study reviewed for the recommendation
or necessarily an exemplary study in any
way.

We have not addressed two main areas.

First, we did not address English learners
in middle school and high school. Schools
face very different issues in designing in-
struction for students who enter school
when they are young (and often have re-
ceived no education or minimal instruc-
tion in another language or educational
system) and those who enter in grades 6
to 12 and often are making a transition to
another language and another educational
system. For that reason we chose to focus
on only one of these populations, students
in the elementary grades.

Second, we did not address the language
of instruction. Our goal is to provide guid-
ance for all English learners, whether
they are taught to read in their home lan-
guage, in English (by far the most preva-
lent method in the United States), or in
both languages simultaneously. The rec-
ommendations are relevant for students
regardless of their language of reading
instruction. The best language to use for
initial reading instruction has been the
subject of great debate and numerous re-
views of the literature.

Some experts conclude that students are
best served by having some reading in-
struction in their native language,® others
that students should be taught to read si-
multaneously in both English and their na-
tive language,* still others that the results
are inconclusive.> Many reviews have cited
serious methodological flaws in all the
studies in terms of internal validity;® oth-
ers have not addressed the quality of the
research design.” Currently, schools op-
erate under an array of divergent policies
set by the state and local school district.

Vii
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PREFACE

In most cases school administrators have
little say on issues involving language of
initial reading instruction, so we do not
take a position on this intricate issue for
this Practice Guide.
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Overview

The National Assessment of Educational
Progress (NAEP) has tracked the achieve-
ment of Hispanic students since 1975. Al-
though many English learners are in the
Hispanic designation, English learners as
a group have only recently been disaggre-
gated in the NAEP analyses. Recent analy-
sis of long-term trends® reveals that the
achievement gap between Hispanics and
Whites in reading has been significantly
reduced over the past 30 years for 9-year-
olds and 17-year-olds (although not for
13-year-olds).?

Despite apparent progress in the ear-
lier grades, major problems persist. For
instance, the 2005 achievement gap of
35 points in reading between fourth-
grade English learners and non-English
learners was greater than the Black-White
achievement gap.!° And the body of sci-
entific research on effective instructional
strategies is limited for teaching English
learners.!!

There have been some significant recent
advances. Of particular note is the in-
crease in rigorous instructional research
with English learners. Districts and states
have increasingly assessed progress of
English learners in academic areas and in
English language development. Several ex-
amples in the literature illustrate success
stories among English learners—both for
individual students and for schools. These
students, despite having to learn English
while mastering a typical school curricu-
lum, have “beaten the odds” in academic
achievement.!?

How can we increase the chances that
more English learners will achieve these
successes? To answer, we must turn first
to research. Unfortunately, there has not

been sufficient research aimed at under-
standing how to improve the quality of
literacy instruction for English learners.
Only about a dozen studies reach the level
of rigor necessary to determine that spe-
cific instructional practices or programs
do, in fact, produce significantly better
academic outcomes with English learners.
This work has been analyzed and reviewed
by the What Works Clearinghouse (the
work of the Clearinghouse is integrated
into our text when relevant; new studies
will be added periodically).

Despite the paucity of rigorous experimen-
tal research, we believe that the available
evidence allows us to provide practical
recommendations about aspects of in-
struction on which research has cast the
sharpest light. This research suggests—as
opposed to demonstrates—the practices
most likely to improve learning for Eng-
lish learners.

Over the years many terms have been used
to refer to children who enter school using
a language other than English: limited Eng-
lish proficiency (LEP), English as a second
language (ESL), English for speakers of
other languages (ESOL), second language
learners, language minority students,
and so on. In this Practice Guide we use
“English learners” because we feel it is the
most descriptive and accurate term for the
largest number of children. This term says
nothing about children’s language profi-
ciency or how many other languages they
may use—it simply recognizes that they
are learning English.

This Practice Guide provides five recom-
mendations, integrated into a coherent
and comprehensive approach for improv-
ing the reading achievement and English
language development of English learners
in the elementary grades.



OVERVIEW

Recommendations

Conduct formative assessments with
English learners using English lan-
guage measures of phonological pro-
cessing, letter knowledge, and word
and text reading. Use these data to
identify English learners who require
additional instructional support and
to monitor their reading progress over
time (Level of Evidence: Strong).

Provide focused, intensive small-group
interventions for English learners de-
termined to be at risk for reading prob-
lems. Although the amount of time in
small-group instruction and the inten-
sity of this instruction should reflect
the degree of risk, determined by read-
ing assessment data and other indica-
tors, the interventions should include
the five core reading elements (phono-
logical awareness, phonics, reading flu-
ency, vocabulary, and comprehension).
Explicit, direct instruction should be
the primary means of instructional de-
livery (Level of Evidence: Strong).

Provide high-quality vocabulary in-
struction throughout the day. Teach
essential content words in depth. In
addition, use instructional time to ad-
dress the meanings of common words,
phrases, and expressions not yet
learned (Level of Evidence: Strong).

4. Ensure that the development of formal
or academic English is a key instruc-
tional goal for English learners, begin-
ning in the primary grades. Provide
curricula and supplemental curricula
to accompany core reading and math-
ematics series to support this goal.
Accompany with relevant training and
professional development (Level of
Evidence: Low).

5. Ensure that teachers of English learn-
ers devote approximately 90 minutes
a week to instructional activities in
which pairs of students at different
ability levels or different English lan-
guage proficiencies work together on
academic tasks in a structured fashion.
These activities should practice and
extend material already taught (Level
of Evidence: Strong).

One major theme in our recommendations
is the importance of intensive, interactive
English language development instruction
for all English learners. This instruction
needs to focus on developing academic
language (the decontextualized language
of the schools, the language of academic
discourse, of texts, and of formal argu-
ment). This area, which researchers and
practitioners feel has been neglected, is
one of the key targets in this Guide.



Checklist for
carrying out the
recommendations

Recommendation 1.
Screen for reading problems
and monitor progress

MDistricts should establish procedures
for—and provide training for—schools to
screen English learners for reading prob-
lems. The same measures and assessment
approaches can be used with English learn-
ers and native English speakers.

MDepending on resources, districts should
consider collecting progress monitoring data
more than three times a year for English
learners at risk for reading problems. The
severity of the problem should dictate how
often progress is monitored—weekly or bi-
weekly for students at high risk of reading
problems.

MData from screening and progress moni-
toring assessments should be used to make
decisions about the instructional support
English learners need to learn to read.

MSchools with performance benchmarks
in reading in the early grades can use the
same standards for English learners and for
native English speakers to make adjust-
ments in instruction when progress is not
sufficient. It is the opinion of the panel that
schools should not consider below-grade-
level performance in reading as “normal”
or something that will resolve itself when
oral language proficiency in English
improves.

MProvide training on how teachers are to
use formative assessment data to guide
instruction.

Recommendation 2.
Provide intensive small-group
reading interventions

MUse an intervention program with stu-
dents who enter the first grade with weak
reading and prereading skills, or with older
elementary students with reading
problems.

MEnsure that the program is implemented
daily for at least 30 minutes in small, homo-
geneous groups of three to six students.

MProvide training and ongoing support
for the teachers and interventionists (reading
coaches, Title | personnel, or paraeducators)
who provide the small-group instruction.

MTraining for teachers and other school
personnel who provide the small-group in-
terventions should also focus on how to de-
liver instruction effectively, independent of
the particular program emphasized. It is im-
portant that this training include the use of
the specific program materials the teachers
will use during the school year. But the train-
ing should also explicitly emphasize that
these instructional techniques can be used
in other programs and across other subject
areas.

Recommendation 3.
Provide extensive and varied
vocabulary instruction

MAdopt an evidence-based approach to
vocabulary instruction.

MDevelop districtwide lists of essential
words for vocabulary instruction. These
words should be drawn from the core read-
ing program and from the textbooks used
in key content areas, such as science and
history.
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MVocabulary instruction for English learn-
ers should also emphasize the acquisition of
meanings of everyday words that native
speakers know and that are not necessarily
part of the academic curriculum.

Recommendation 4.
Develop academic English

MAdopt a plan that focuses on ways and
means to help teachers understand that in-
struction to English learners must include
time devoted to development of academic
English. Daily academic English instruction
should also be integrated into the core
curriculum.

MTeach academic English in the earliest
grades.

MProvide teachers with appropriate pro-
fessional development to help them learn
how to teach academic English.

MConsider asking teachers to devote a
specific block (or blocks) of time each day to
building English learners’ academic English.

Recommendation 5.
Schedule regular peer-assisted
learning opportunities

MDeveIop plans that encourage teachers
to schedule about 90 minutes a week with
activities in reading and language arts that
entail students working in structured pair
activities.

MNSO consider the use of partnering for
English language development instruction.
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