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The theory of teaching English language learners (ELLs) has had a long history. Many have tried to explain the best methods possible for language acquisition. Some have assumed that a second language is learned precisely the same way that a first language is learned; others have argued the opposite entirely. Ultimately, the best way to teach any student, but especially for an ELL is to meet them where they are and teach them how to be successful. 

Teachers of English as a second language based their instruction on the second language acquisition theory of Stephen Krashen for several decades. Since the 1980s, Krashan (1941) has been the leading name is language development study. His Acquisition-Learning theory has played a key role in the way in which teachers and scientists approach language learning. He argues that languages are acquired, not necessarily learned, through meaningful interaction (communication) with the target language, similar to first language acquisition a child experiences. Krashen also introduced the idea that all people function through what is called an affective filter. This filter is designed to protect the brain from overload, so to speak. When we are stressed—mentally, emotionally, or physically—the filter raises, reducing the amount of comprehensible input allowed to the brain, decreasing our ability to learn. Comprehensible input is perhaps the most influential product of Krashen’s theories, however. This theory requires that a child be exposed to input that is both understandable and available to the student, allowing reasonable comprehension of a lesson (Shütz, 2007).

In recent years, the field has moved on to more contemporary theories; however there are fundamental disagreements among second language acquisition theories and the scope of second language acquisition theories tends to be rather narrow. They tend to focus on second language acquisition in native language settings or in short term language teaching programs and rarely include the long term learning of academic language in instructed settings. One theory that primarily focuses on the long-term process of learning academic language in a second language is Robin Scarcella's. Robin Scarcella has developed a new theory that focuses on specific instruction, not simply exposure to a second language. She argues that ESL students need, “explicit instruction in areas such as grammar, vocabulary, and discourse, and they need to practice, practice, and then practice some more” (Scarcella, 2011). Her research and work changed the canonical stratagem for English language teaching from requiring that the student simply speak the language as much as possible to giving valuable instruction and feedback on the language. Scarcella (2011) describes her process to teaching ELLs: 

1. Students need large quantities of exposure to language

2. They need to practice using that language

3. They need explicit instruction using the language

4. They need feedback about their use of the language (Scarcella, 2011). 

This model will be helpful for any student in any class, but especially for ELLs. If any one of these four strategies is missing, students will be missing a part of their English education. I resonate with this theory of teaching ELLs, so I plan to implement this model in my own classroom, no matter what I’m teaching. I believe that students can learn anything from how to read a scientific equation to analyzing the plot of a novel when taught using this method. My own philosophy of teaching involves equipping students with every possible tool for their own success. Making sure I give my students ample opportunities to interact with the language through reading, writing, listening and speaking will not only fulfill the students’ needs to become familiar with how native speakers use language, but it will also provide a basis for the explicit instruction they will receive. We, as human beings, learn by observation, so the more we can interact and observe the language, the better. That is not all that is required, however. After listening to pronunciation, grammar, rhythm, and so on students need to practice the language. They need to get used to forming the words in the order that is expected. To do this, they will need to be taught what is expected. We can listen and listen to a foreign language, but unless we are told what is being said, we will not learn. The same principle applies with grammar, syntax, and phonology, not just vocabulary though. Every part of learning a language needs to be taught. Repetition is the tool through which this instruction is most useful. The students hear the language, then they are exposed to a formal example to interact with the language, then they are introduced to the rules behind the language. Lastly, once the student has interacted, practiced and learned the rules, they require constructive feedback. This comes in many forms: recasting, elicitation, explicit correction, repetition, a simple clarification request and so on. But it always comes from the teacher. The student needs to hear from the teacher that they are speaking correctly. These practices are the best ways for students to gain literacy in English, not just basic informal communication. Of course, these theories and hypothesis mean nothing until they are implemented into the classroom. 


Implementing the strategies necessary for ELL success in any classroom is best practice for any student. There are some approaches that need to be there regardless of the type of student. Examples of these include collaborative learning, visuals, and several opportunities for students to experience the content of the lesson, to name a few. Some types of interactions with the language and the content, however, are specifically geared toward ELLs. 


Classroom organization plays an important role in language learning. For non-native speakers, one of the most stressful environments is to be surrounded by important language clues that they can not access. For example, a classroom full of bulletin boards that are covered in words, and only words, would be horrific for a student that can not read them. There are schedules, rules, procedures, assignments and more that might as well be hieroglyphics. Teachers need to label everything, as much as possible in both the native language of the ELL and English. This way, students can make connections with the meaning of a word in their native language, while also noticing the word’s spelling, utility, and pronunciation. Placement of tables is also important for the ELL. They need to be able to work with other students on assignments, as well as have opportunities to ask questions of other students. It’s even better if the ELL can be partnered with a specific student or group of students to help with the learning process. Both of these suggestions fulfill Scarcella’s model by providing opportunities for the student to interact with the language by listening to peers and reading the signs on the tables or walls. It also allows them to practice the language with their peers, getting used to speaking in English. Imagine, if every high school classroom labeled everything in their room with a student’s native language, as well as the target language, how much quicker that student would be able to ask for another piece of paper, or better yet, to know which folder from which to retrieve it. This is just a few of the ways that teachers can make their own classrooms more accessible to ELLs. 


More importantly, however, teachers (me as well) need to make it a point to both use and teach academic language. One of the best ways to teach academic language is through integrated instruction. This theory has developed due to the very disjointed ideas we have about school. Students spend an hour doing math, then science, then social studies, and then reading and writing. There is not connection. Why wouldn’t there be a connection? Do we not read and write in science? Can we not practice our speaking skills while working on math? I say we can. And so does Christina Celic, author of English Language Learners: Day by Day. She writes that while she was teaching her fourth graders in the traditional style, disjointed and interrupted, her ELLs were not retaining the learning like she hoped they would. When she started using integrated instruction, it was clear that she had made the right choice. “With integrated instruction, important academic language is repeated naturally in the different content-area and literacy activities […] giving ELLs the opportunity to learn through the language” (Celic, 2009, p 95). When teaching English, it will be fun and interesting to integrate academic language learning with the content area, because literature is satiated with academic language for any level. I can use Huckleberry Finn by Mark Twain and find a plethora of wonderful academic language. I can pull archived newspapers articles from the same time period to use when I’m teaching about persuasion. And with technology at our fingertips, it doesn’t even have to be that complex. Lord of the Flies by William Golding is set on an island. What a fantastic mental imaging assignment it would be for them to draw a map of the island! This way, they solidify the language used in the novel, because they need to label the map, but they also learn geographical terminology for the social sciences. 



Also, because academic language is more than vocabulary, teachers need to be aware of opportunities within the content area to model and teach academic grammar, meta-linguistic abilities, and higher order thinking. Many times, we forget that there is more to grasping academic language than having a rich vocabulary, but we certainly notice when a student does not fit the requirements. So when teaching Huckleberry Finn, rather than simply staying on the surface level language, which is plenty for a whole unit, assist the students to think deeper about the moral issues in the novel. Ask them what they would do and how they would feel in Huck’s situation. 


Teaching is one of the most rewarding professions. As teachers, we get to watch as our students go from one level to the next. We get to make connections with students that will last a lifetime. And ultimately, we get to know that we got to play a role in our students’ success. The theory and the strategies do not matter at all if this is not our ultimate goal. 
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