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Introduction: Understanding the
Unique Needs of English Language
Learners

Teaching English Language Learners (ELLs) is both a rewarding and
complex endeavor. These students bring rich cultural backgrounds and
diverse linguistic experiences to the classroom, but they also face the
challenge of acquiring academic content while simultaneously learning
a new language. Effective instruction for ELLs requires more than just
good teaching; it demands a deliberate, multifaceted approach that
addresses language development, content knowledge, and socio-
emotional well-being. To meet these demands, educators can draw
from a wide array of research-backed methods. This article presents
50 strategies for teaching English language learners, organized
into ten key areas of instructional practice. Each strategy is designed to
be practical, adaptable, and supportive of language acquisition across
all proficiency levels. Whether you are a new teacher or a seasoned
veteran, these ideas will help you create an inclusive, effective learning
environment where ELLs can thrive.

1. Creating a Welcoming and
Supportive Classroom Environment

Before any academic learning can occur, ELLs need to feel safe,
valued, and respected. A positive classroom climate reduces anxiety
and encourages risk-taking, which is essential for language
development.

1. Learn and use students’ names correctly — Pronunciation
matters; it shows respect for their identity.

2. Display diverse cultural materials — Posters, books, and
artifacts from students’ home countries validate their
experiences.

3. Establish clear routines — Predictability helps ELLs
understand expectations and reduces cognitive load.

4. Use nonverbal cues and gestures — Visual signals support
comprehension before words are internalized.

5. Assign a buddy or peer mentor — Pair new ELLs with
empathetic classmates who can model language and social
norms.

6. Celebrate multilingualism — Encourage students to share
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10.

2.

words from their first language; post a “word of the day” from
different languages.

Provide a ‘“‘safe space” for silent periods — Allow newcomers
time to listen and observe without forcing output.

Use consistent and simple classroom language — Avoid
idioms and slang in directions until students are ready.
Incorporate movement and brain breaks — Physical activity
lowers stress and boosts engagement for all learners.

Hold regular check-ins — Brief one-on-one conversations
build trust and allow you to gauge emotional well-being.

Building Oral Language and

Listening Skills

Oral
oppo

language is the foundation of literacy. ELLs need ample
rtunities to hear and speak English in meaningful contexts. These

strategies focus on developing listening comprehension and fluency.
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. Use Total Physical Response (TPR) — Combine commands
with physical actions to connect words with meaning.

Model think-alouds — Verbalize your thought process while
reading or solving problems so students hear academic
language.

Provide sentence frames — Offer structures like “I think that
___because ___” to scaffold spoken responses.

Incorporate choral reading — Reading aloud together builds
confidence and pronunciation.

Use partner conversations with structured turns — Time
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20.

each speaker so both students practice equally.

Play listening games — Activities such as “Simon Says” or “I
Spy” strengthen auditory discrimination.

Record and play back student speech — Let them hear
themselves to self-correct and celebrate progress.

Use songs, chants, and rhymes — Rhythm and repetition aid
memorization of vocabulary and syntax.

Incorporate podcasts and audio texts — Provide varied
listening sources at different speeds.

Teach active listening strategies — Model eye contact,
nodding, and asking clarification questions.

3. Developing Vocabulary and
Academic Language

Vocabulary knowledge is strongly correlated with reading

comprehension and academic success. ELLs benefit from explicit,

contextualized instruction in both general and content-specific words.

21.

22.

23.

24.

25.

Pre-teach key vocabulary before a lesson — Introduce words
with visuals, definitions, and examples.

Use word walls strategically — Group words by theme or
function, and refer to them often.

Teach word parts (prefixes, suffixes, roots) — This empowers
students to decode unfamiliar terms.

Create personal dictionaries — Students record words with
pictures, translations, and sample sentences.

Use concept mapping and semantic webs — Visual
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organization helps students see relationships between words.
Incorporate cognate instruction — Point out words that are
similar in English and the student’s first language.

Provide multiple exposures over time — Revisit vocabulary
through games, writing, and discussion.

Use tiered vocabulary — Distinguish between basic (tier 1),
high-frequency academic (tier 2), and content-specific (tier 3)
words.

Encourage use of bilingual dictionaries and translation
apps — Teach students how to use them responsibly.

Play vocabulary games — Bingo, charades, and Pictionary
make learning fun and memorable.

4. Supporting Reading
Comprehension

Reading in a second language requires explicit instruction in decoding,
fluency, and comprehension strategies. Teachers must adapt materials

and instruction to ensure access.

31.

32.

33.

34.

Use leveled texts — Provide reading materials that match
students’ language proficiency, not just grade level.
Pre-teach background knowledge — Build schema through
videos, pictures, and discussions before reading.

Model reading strategies — Demonstrate predicting,
questioning, summarizing, and clarifying.

Use graphic organizers — Story maps, Venn diagrams, and
cause-effect charts help organize information visually.

35.

36.

37.

38.

39.

40.

Incorporate repeated readings — Reading a short passage
multiple times improves fluency and confidence.

Provide audio books alongside print — Listening while
reading supports pronunciation and comprehension.

Teach text structure — Help students recognize narrative,
cause-effect, compare-contrast, and problem-solution patterns.
Use close reading with scaffolded questions — Guide students
through short, complex passages with teacher support.

Allow native language texts — Students can build background
knowledge by reading in their first language.

Encourage buddy reading — Peer reading partners can provide
modeling and immediate feedback.

5. Enhancing Writing Skills

Writing is often the most challenging skill for ELLs. Scaffolding and

explicit instruction in the writing process can help students express

their ideas more effectively.

41.

42.

43.

44,

45.

Use shared writing — The teacher and students compose a text
together, demonstrating decision-making.

Provide model texts — Show examples of different genres
(letters, reports, stories) with annotations.

Teach the writing process — Break it into prewriting, drafting,
revising, editing, and publishing.

Use sentence starters and paragraph frames — These reduce
the cognitive load of starting from scratch.

Incorporate journal writing — Low-stakes writing encourages
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fluency without fear of grading.

46. Focus on content over grammar initially — Encourage
students to get ideas down first; correct mechanics later.

47. Use peer feedback sessions — With structured checklists, peers
can help identify strengths and areas for improvement.

48. Teach spelling patterns explicitly — ELLs need direct
instruction on English sound-spelling relationships.

49. Publish student work — Display writing or share digitally to
create a sense of pride and audience.

50. Differentiate writing prompts — Offer choices and varying
levels of support so every student can succeed.

6. Incorporating Cooperative
Learning and Peer Interaction

Collaborative work provides natural opportunities for ELLs to practice
language in a low-stakes setting. Structured group activities promote
both social and academic language.

51. Use think-pair-share — Students think individually, discuss
with a partner, then share with the group.
52. Assign group roles — Roles like “timekeeper,

2

recorder,” and
“reporter” ensure participation from all.

53. Use jigsaw activities — Each student becomes an expert on
part of a topic and teaches others.

54. Implement numbered heads together — Groups collaborate
on a question; the teacher calls a number to report.

55. Facilitate literature circles — Small groups read and discuss a

common text with defined roles.

7. Differentiating Instruction for
Varied Proficiency Levels

ELLs enter classrooms with a wide range of English skills. Effective
teachers adjust content, process, and product to meet each student
where they are.

56. Use tiered assignments — Provide similar activities at different
levels of linguistic complexity.

57. Offer choice boards — Students select tasks that match their
interests and readiness.

58. Adjust questioning strategies — Use lower-level questions
(yes/no, either/or) for beginners and higher-level questions for
advanced.

59. Provide sentence starters for discussions — Scaffold
participation at any level.

60. Use flexible grouping — Sometimes group ELLs together for
targeted instruction; other times mix with native speakers.

8. Integrating Technology and
Digital Resources

Technology can be a powerful tool for language learning when used
purposefully. It offers individualized practice, authentic resources, and
multimodal input.
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61.

62.

Use speech-to-text tools — Help students who struggle with Assessment should measure what students know, not just their
writing express ideas orally first. language skills. Formative assessments and targeted feedback are key
Incorporate language learning apps — Duolingo, Quizlet, and  to guiding instruction.

others provide supplementary practice.
66. Use formative assessments frequently — Quick checks, exit

63. Show captioned videos — Subtitles in English or the native
language aid comprehension. tickets, and thumbs-up/thumbs-down gauge understanding.
64. Use virtual field trips — Immersive experiences build 67. Assess in multiple modalities — Provide choices: oral, written,
background knowledge and vocabulary. drawing, or performance-based tasks.
3B (Creerteg Dot I e S s G e e 68. Offer descriptive feedback — Focus on what students did well
time through audio and video recordings. and provide one specific next step.
69. Use rubrics with clear language criteria — Include categories
9 . ASSQSS me nt a nd F eed baC k fo r for vocabulary, structure, and fluency.

ELLs

70. Allow retakes and revisions — Learning a language takes time;
mastery should be the goal, not
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