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of EL Instruction

Do’s & Don’ts

What we Know:
A second-grade bilingual class has been studying geographic formations. They have been 
reading descriptions about canyons and caves, especially about those in their 
surrounding areas. Some of the reading material has been in Spanish, which has helped 
the emergent bilinguals (those in the process of developing either or both of their two 
languages) to grasp the important geographic concepts being taught. In English, the 
teacher has located reading materials at different levels of complexity for independent 
reading. As a class, they read challenging texts together, which then become the basis for 
conversations about the meanings encoded in the language used by the author. In this 
instance, the whole group conversation is about comparing and contrasting canyons and 
caves. The teacher asks a guiding question: What are the similarities and differences between 
caves and canyons?

The class shares ideas of the similarities and differences between those landforms using 
the language of the texts, specifically sentence frames such as “A similarity between 
caves and canyons is that they both are formed by water,” says a student proudly. “Miss, I 
have a comparison!” chimes in another student, “A difference between caves and canyons 
is that canyons have steep cliffs and caves have stalagmites.” Once students’ responses 
are written down in sentence strips, the teacher will guide the class in a close 
examination of model texts, highlighting the structure of the text and phrases that make 
for a coherent essay. After this conversation, students will form small groups and develop 
sentences that will be used to construct a whole class essay comparing and contrasting 
canyons and caves. Later, students will write their individual essays, based on their 
discussion of model texts, using the whole class essay as a model.

In this short description, we see many of the elements needed for assisting emergent 
bilinguals to become confident writers:  

A. Reading and writing are integrated.
The research on writing for emergent bilinguals (ELs) tells us that reading and writing 
must be paired so that students are engaging with real texts and different genres that 
display language that is appropriate to the content. Exposure to different genres provides 
“ an appreciation of the norms and conventions of each discipline” which are necessary 
models for those unfamiliar with the language and its different uses.1

B. Students are able to read content material  
in both of their languages

Moreover, content-based reading material in the student’s stronger or other language 
acknowledges and respects their bilingual skills as an invaluable tool in learning that 
strengthens both languages. 2 3

C. There is challenging and engaging content-based material  
for independent and whole class reading

Providing independent reading materials related to the disciplinary content or chosen 
topic being learned at different levels allow students to continue to learn and strengthen 
the concepts learned as a whole class, while reading more challenging material as a 
class—with strategically organized teacher guidance—supports students’ growth in 
vocabulary, grammatical structures and the organization of different kinds of texts.
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D. Oral practice based on class readings precedes writing
Strategically organized, teacher-led group conversations about challenging materials 
ensure deeper understanding of the materials and offer emergent bilinguals oral practice 
in new ways of using language, as the example above demonstrates.

E. The teacher guides students in writing so that they have a model 
on which to base their subsequent independent essays

Our experience with emergent bilinguals and writing underscores the fear and 
trepidation they often feel when faced with a writing assignment. Shin (2016), suggests 
following a structured approach to writing similar to the one described above: 1)
Orientation—where students are exposed to different materials on a particular subject 
and are able to bring in any prior knowledge; 2)Modelling & Deconstruction—where the 
teacher guides the students in studying and deconstructing model texts; and 3)Whole 
Group Writing based on Model Texts and 4)Independent Writing.4

Based on the research and ELSF guidelines, we suggest the following:

Seek and provide reading material in 
the native language that reinforces and 
supports the topics being studied. For 

those teachers who are monolingual seek 
assistance from bilingual members of that 
language community.

DO

Don’t underestimate or discourage 
literacy practices students bring with 
them from home, such as reading of 

religious texts, language play such as riddles 
and tongue twisters, oral storytelling, songs 
and ballads, etc.

DON'T

Pair writing activities with reading to 
orient students to diverse text 
structures and uses of language.When 

given narratives, informational texts, opinion 
pieces, poems, etc., students are provided with 
a model of how their writing should look.

DO
Don’t forget to call out the structures 
of different genres so that students 
become aware of those structures.

DON'T

Deconstruct genre features by using 
exemplary texts. Point out grammati-
cal structures such as linking words, 

temporal and descriptive language, and 
language that expresses opinions.

DO
Don’t make this a grammar lesson, 
rather, show students how language is 
used for various purposes.

DON'T

Provide different genres so that 
students are exposed to the language 
and structures appropriate to the 

content areas such as science reports, 
procedural texts, biographies, word problems, 
etc.

DO
Don’t isolate vocabulary and discus-
sions about grammatical structures to 
Language Arts instruction.

DON'T

Write with students. Demonstrate to 
students how to write particular genres 
by writing with them in both whole and 

small-group settings.

DO

Don’t expect or require students to 
write independently without first 
having shared experiences with the 

particular genre.

DON'T

Provide scaffolds for independent 
writing such as sentence frames for 
emergent writers, and guiding 

questions for each stage of writing (develop-
ment of thesis statement, providing 
supporting details, etc) to help them stay on 
track.

DO

Don’t rely too heavily or too long on 
scaffolds. They have a purpose but 
need to be gradually released as 

students develop their independent writing 
abilities. Formative assessments are 
important to track students’ progress in 
writing.

DON'T

It is recommended that 
these practices be part 
of a comprehensive 
approach to EL 
instruction and not in 
isolation as laid out in 
our Guidelines for 
Improving English 
Language Arts Materials 
for English Learners.
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It is recommended that 
these practices be part 
of a comprehensive 
approach to EL 
instruction and not in 
isolation as laid out in 
our Guidelines for 
Improving English 
Language Arts Materials 
for English Learners.

Based on the research and ELSF guidelines, we suggest the following:

Demonstrate to students that writing 
is a recursive (evolving) process by 
offering opportunities to revise 

multiple drafts before publishing final 
products. 

DO

Don’t expect mastery without frequent 
practice.DON'T

Provide students with multiple 
opportunities to revise their writing 
with support from teachers or peers. 

For example, revision of jointly constructed 
texts could provide low risk revision practice; 
modelling peer feedback helps support 
students’ writing development; allowing 
students to take the initiative in teacher-stu-
dent conferencing.

DO

Don’t nitpick spelling and editing 
errors until the final draft.

DON'T

Suggestions for Specific Teaching Strategies
Many emergent bilinguals have difficulty brainstorming and planning their independent 
writing. It is important for teachers to spend some time engaging students in oral 
discussions about the topic (using Talk Moves) and a variety of student groupings (whole-
group, teams and partners). Oral discussion assists students with these first steps such as 
helping students turn brainstorming ideas into sentences using sentence frames, 
providing guiding questions to organize their thoughts and modelling how to proofread 
their writing.
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