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O V E R  FI V E  M ILLION  OF  T HE 
United States’ K-12 public school 
students (10.2%) are classified as 
English Learners (ELs), ranging 

from as low as 0.8% (West Virginia) to a high 
of 19.4% (California) across the nation (U.S. 
DoEd, NCES, 2020). Research has shown that 
the EL population has historically been 
denied access to grade-level content and 
high-quality instruction (Callahan, 2005; 
Gándara & Contreras, 2009; Kanno & Kangas, 
2014). While this population of students was 
underserved prior to the onset of the Covid-19 
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pandemic, early reports indicate that our 
nation’s EL population had higher rates of 
absenteeism and measures of language 
acquisition have dropped since the nation 
entered the pandemic teaching and learning 
phase (Najarro, 2021). In the Spring 2021 
testing cycle in California in particular, only 
11% of English Language Arts (ELA) students 
classified as ELs and 8% of Math EL students 
met or exceeded standards on the Smarter 
Balanced assessment (compared to 54% and 
38% of never-EL students, respectively).

LYNDA WYNN, California State University, Stanislaus
WILLIAM ZAHNER, San Diego State University

1 While we prefer the terms “emergent multilingual” or “emergent bilingual” to describe students who are simultaneously learning 

the language of instruction and grade-level content, we utilize the term “English Learners” in this report due to its widespread use 

and understanding. Our preferred terminology focuses on the assets these students bring to our nation’s classrooms, while the 

common terminology is more deficit focused.
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Researchers have demonstrated that 
instructional materials can be a valuable 
resource for teaching and learning (Ball & 
Cohen, 1996), and, fortunately, that 
significant gains in student achievement are 
possible when teachers use high-quality, 
standards-aligned instructional materials 
(Koedel & Polikoff, 2017; Koedel et al., 2017; 
Reys et al., 2003). While this is hopeful 
information, the reality is that most EL 
students are not achieving grade-level 
academic success compared to their non-EL 
peers as mentioned above.

English Learners Success 
Forum’s National Teacher 
Survey
The English Learners Success Forum (ELSF) 
was established with the goal of ensuring 
that high-quality instructional materials are 
designed, adopted, and robustly implemented 
in support of our nation’s ELs. ELSF partners 
with curriculum developers, educator and 
parent organizations, and state and local 
decision-makers to meet these goals of 
designing and publishing, advocating for, 
and adopting high-quality instructional 
materials that meet the needs of ELs. ELSF 
founders, scholars, and experts believe that 
high-quality instructional materials can be a 
lever for change in our nation’s schools. High 
quality instructional materials can not only 
improve teacher instruction, but more 
significantly, they improve student outcomes 
for multilingual learners. 

An earlier survey (Council of the Great City 
Schools, 2013) demonstrated that most 
teachers (approximately 68%) rated their 
instructional materials as inadequate to meet 
the needs of their ELs and almost half 
describe feeling underprepared to teach ELs 
(about 48%). In a recent national survey, the 
majority of teachers reported they were 
satisfied with their instructional materials 
for meeting the needs of English learners, 
but, the teachers with more than 10% ELs in 
their classes reported modifying their 
instructional materials (Prado Tuma et al., 
2021). These results sparked our interest in 
understanding the perspectives of teachers 
who teach larger percentages of ELs. ELSF 
sought to deepen the understanding of what 
teachers who have a relatively high 
percentage of ELs perceive about their 
English Language Arts (ELA) and 
Mathematics instructional materials by 
drilling down deeper with a national survey 
that focused on how teachers view their 
instructional material supporting research-
based EL strategies. This survey produced 
both quantitative and qualitative data to 
capture not only the overall perceptions of 
the teachers, but also to ask open-ended 
questions to provide teachers with an 
opportunity to express what they feel they 
need from their instructional materials.

In the summer of 2021, ELSF and San Diego 
State University (SDSU) created a survey and 
partnered with the RAND Corporation to 
administer this national survey to ensure a 
representative sample of teachers from 
districts with more than 10% ELs. The survey 
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“I use the district materials to 
supplement my lessons that 
either I create or got from 
another teacher.”

F LO R I DA H I G H S C H O O L M AT H T E AC H E R

yielded responses from 2,558 teachers in 43 
different states, of which 58% reported on 
ELA materials and 42% discussed 
mathematics materials. On average, the 
teachers surveyed had 12.9 years of teaching 
experience. 

The survey was designed to elicit two types of 
feedback: (a) general usefulness of and 
reliance on instructional materials, and (b) 
the inclusion of research-based practices in 
these instructional materials. In the first 
area, general usefulness and reliance, the 
survey questions were designed to gauge how 
much teachers rely on the school- or district-
provided instructional materials. For 
example, do they use published materials, or 
do they create their own? Do teachers find 
their materials helpful? 

In the second area, inclusion of research-
based practices, the teachers were asked to 
evaluate whether they see research-based 
practices embedded in their materials and to 
rate how well the materials support them in 
engaging ELs in learning. The ELSF 
Guidelines, which are a collection of 
research-based practices, guided the 
development of these questions. Teachers 
were asked to determine the extent to which 
their instructional materials 

• map to grade-level content standards,

• tailor instruction for ELs,

• offer curricular relevance,

• promote content and language 
development, and

• provide direction in formative 
assessment.

Key Findings
In an analysis of the survey data, ten key 
results are reported here. Four indicate 
positive impressions related to instructional 
materials. Six results indicate areas for 
growth. 

The positive findings are:

1. In general, teachers felt that their 
instructional materials support their 
teaching of grade-level content 
standards, particularly in mathematics.

2. Teachers who expressed feeling prepared 
to teach ELs also tended to report their 
materials are helpful in supporting ELs.

3. Grades K-8 math teachers in particular 
reported using their instructional 
materials much more frequently to 
ensure students learn grade-level content 
than either ELA or high school math 
teachers.

4. In general, teachers agreed that their 
instructional materials supported certain 
types of language development (i.e., 
speaking, listening, writing, and 
reading).

https://www.elsuccessforum.org/guidelines
https://www.elsuccessforum.org/guidelines
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The areas for growth are:

1. Most teachers reported that their 
instructional materials do not include a 
wide variety of research-based practices 
that are known to support ELs.

2. Teachers are spending a lot of time 
modifying and/or creating new materials 
to meet the needs of their ELs.

3. Most teachers do not believe their 
instructional materials are culturally or 
linguistically relevant.

4. Most teachers report that their 
instruction materials do not provide 
adequate support to assess and improve 
language instruction and development.

5. A relatively small proportion of teachers 
feel fully prepared to teach ELs.

6. Only 39% of teachers are using publisher 
materials daily.

 
Each of these results will be elaborated 
below, identifying both quantitative and 
qualitative results that provide insight into 
how the ELA and Mathematics teachers 
surveyed talked about the instructional 
materials they use in their classrooms. For 
the quantitative results, the ideal response 
was “to a great extent.” Any response in 
which 50% or more of the respondents 
indicated “not at all” or “to a slight extent” 
highlighted an area of concern.

Key Findings
Positive Finding #1: In general, teachers felt 
that their instructional materials support 
their teaching of grade-level content 
standards, particularly in mathematics.

In mathematics, 33% of the teachers rated 
their instructional materials as being aligned 
with standards in a coherent way “to a great 
extent.” This was the highest percentage of 
agreement for any question asked in the 
survey, in either math or ELA. Twenty-four 
percent indicated that their instructional 
materials for math were inadequate (“not at 
all” or “to a slight extent”) for teaching grade 
level standards. In comparison, 19% of ELA 
teachers indicated that their instructional 
materials mapped to grade-level standards 
“to a great extent”, with about 34% rating 
their instructional materials as poor.

Teachers were asked the open-ended 
question, “What other guidance and 
strategies should be incorporated in the 
instructional materials to help you teach 
English Learners the grade-level content and 
language standards in math?” Many teachers 
requested the inclusion of more visual 
representations, hands-on activities, 
translated materials in students’ home 
languages, and group-worthy tasks that 
promote student-to-student discourse. Word 
problems are repeatedly identified as 
problem areas. While a select few teachers 
wished to see fewer word problems, most of 
the teachers were calling for accompanying 
visual aids (e.g., diagrams or videos that help 
students understand the problem context), 
scaffolding and differentiation suggestions, 
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FIGURE 1

In general, how prepared do you feel to teach English Learners?

and using contexts that are relevant to and 
engaging for their students. Teachers also 
called for more collaboration time with their 
colleagues and training on the use of their 
instructional materials with a focus on 
supporting ELs. A first-grade teacher from 
Rhode Island focusing on mathematics 
provided the following list of requests: 
“on-going consultation, modeling, feedback, 
common planning specific to creating 
materials, in-school PD specific to teachers’ 
questions and concerns.” A Colorado 
kindergarten teacher said, “I believe that 
annual training from the publisher and/or 
from a district-level math curriculum 
specialist would help me more effectively 
deliver [my] curriculum to English language 
learners.”

Positive Finding #2: Teachers who 
expressed feeling prepared to teach ELs 
also tended to believe their materials are 
helpful in supporting ELs.

Nearly seventy percent (68%) of the teachers 
reported that they do not feel fully prepared 
for teaching multilingual students grade-
level content standards. In Figure 1, we found 
a relationship between how prepared 
teachers felt to teach ELs and how they value 
the usefulness of their instructional 
materials. The teachers who reported feeling 
most prepared to teach ELs also had the 
highest percentage of responses ranking 
their instructional materials as having great 
value in assisting them in teaching ELs. 
Alternatively, we also see that those who feel 
not at all prepared to teach ELs have the 
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“I need a more advanced 
curriculum than the one provided 
to me by the school district.”

LO U I S I A N A H I G H S C H O O L M AT H T E AC H E R

highest percentage of ranking their 
instructional materials as having no value.

After a series of yes or no questions regarding 
their school- or district-provided 
instructional materials, the teachers were 
given the opportunity to provide an open 
response about their materials regarding the 
usefulness of the materials and their reliance 
on these materials. A Texas first-grade math 
teacher commented, “I use the district 
provided materials sometimes, but it isn’t my 
primary material. I prefer materials that my 
team and I make because they are better 
suited to the teaching of my particular 
students.” A lower elementary ELA teacher 
from New York shared, “Publishers need to 
do a better job of outlining ways to 
differentiate for English Language Learners 
(ELLs) and special education (SPEDs). Most of 
them just create a text box on the side that 
provide the most basic support. It is not very 
creative in that it almost seems like they have 
drop down box of a list of ELL strategies and 
just choose one to insert.”

Positive Finding #3: Grades K-8 math 
teachers in particular reported using their 
instructional materials much more 
frequently to ensure students learn grade-
level content than either ELA or high school 
math teachers.

When asked if they use their school- or 
district-adopted instructional materials, 81% 
of elementary teachers said yes, while only 
41% of high school teachers said yes. In 
ranking the extent to which their 
instructional materials help students learn 
grade-level content, about 70% of the 

mathematics teachers rely on the materials 
to a moderate degree, compared to just over 
50% of the ELA teachers. When we 
disaggregated the data by grade levels, we 
found that more elementary math teachers 
reported that their instructional materials 
support learning of grade-level content 
standards than the high school math 
teachers and all grade levels of ELA teachers. 
In elaborating about the frequency with 
which they used the provided materials, a 
Louisiana high school math teacher stated, “I 
need a more advanced curriculum than the 
one provided to me by the school district.”

Positive Finding #4: In general, teachers 
agreed that their instructional materials 
supported certain types of language 
development (i.e., speaking, listening, 
writing, or reading), while other types of 
language development were infrequent or 
missing.

Overall, the ELA teachers were most positive 
about their instructional materials 
supporting certain types of language 
development. Nearly 30% indicated they 
could rely on their materials to a great extent 
for writing, reading, and speaking, while 
another 40% indicated they could rely on 
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“I would like to see strategies 
outlined in teacher guides on 
how to teach or scaffold a 
standard or subject so an ELL 
student can access the grade 
level curriculum.”

FO U R T H G R A D E T E AC H E R F R O M 

M A S S AC H U S E T T S

them to a moderate extent. However, more 
than half of the ELA teachers reported that 
they cannot rely on rubrics to help ELs 
improve their writing. In math, over half of 
the teachers reported that they could rely on 

their materials to support ELs in speaking 
and reading activities to a moderate or great 
extent. However, 17% of the math teachers 
reported that their instructional materials do 
not provide appropriate scaffolds for listening 
and writing at all, while another third 
reported their materials provide listening 
and writing scaffolds to a slight extent.

When asked to expand on their responses 
about supporting language development, one 
Arizona elementary math teacher 
commented, “There is a lot of fluff involved 
in this program, forcing me to weed through 
and skip portions due to time constraints. It 
could be better written and more focused to 
be smoother and to help English Language 
Development (ELD) students.” A high school 

FIGURE 2

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Anticipate language needs to 
complete tasks and provide 

appropriate resources 

Prepare appropriate sca�olds to  
support speaking activities 

Prepare appropriate sca�olds  to 
engage in reading activities 

Prepare appropriate sca�olds for 
listening activities 

Prepare appropriate sca�olds for 
writing activities 

To what extent do your primary math materials help you 
tailor instruction to English learners?

11% 26% 44% 18%

13% 30% 39% 18%

14% 32% 37% 16%

17% 31% 37% 15%

17% 37% 33% 13%
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math teacher in Nebraska reported, “Most of 
the instruction is tailored to writing – very 
little to speaking or listening.” Finally, a 
Massachusetts elementary math teacher 
noted, “I would also like to see strategies 
outlined in teacher guides on how to teach or 
scaffold a standard or subject so an ELL 
student can access the grade level 
curriculum.”

Area for Growth #1: Most teachers do not 
feel that their instructional materials 
include research-based practices that are 
known to support ELs.

As mentioned above, the survey focused on 
five key areas that emphasize grade-level 
content standards, tailoring instruction for 

ELs, curricular relevance, promoting content 
and language development, and providing 
direction in formative assessment. The 
survey questions drew from ELSF’s 
Guidelines for Improving Instructional 
Materials for Math and ELA, which are 
research-based practices that elaborate how 
these five areas could appear in instructional 
materials. In Positive Finding #1, we saw that 
the teachers were fairly positive about their 
materials including grade-level content 
standards.

In the area of tailoring instruction to ELs, 
math teachers expressed they cannot rely on 
their materials to help them anticipate 
language needs, provide appropriate 
resources, or prepare appropriate scaffolds 

FIGURE 3

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Use appropriate sca�olds to support 
writing grade-level texts 

Build background knowledge to 
support understanding of main ideas 

of non-fiction texts 

Use di�erentiated sca�olds to 
facilitate participation in open-ended 

class discussions 

Analyze and improve EL's own 
writing and that of peers using 

rubrics aligned to the learning target

Focus on discourse, text organization, 
grammar, and vocabulary based on 

text type, audience, and purpose.

To what extent do materials help you tailor ELA instruction 
to English Learners?

7% 25% 40% 29%

8% 27% 38% 28%

9% 24% 41% 26%

12% 36% 34% 17%

8% 33% 40% 19%

https://www.elsuccessforum.org/guidelines
https://www.elsuccessforum.org/guidelines
https://www.elsuccessforum.org/guidelines
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for ELD activities (speaking, reading, 
listening, and writing). The ELA teachers 
were more positive about their materials 
tailoring instruction for ELs, but only in some 
areas (scaffolds for writing, reading, 
speaking) – over half reported that the 
instructional materials do not provide 
rubrics to help students improve their own or 
their peers’ writing.

Research has shown that connecting content 
to students’ lived experiences, cultures, 
home languages, and real-world situations 
improve student learning, particularly for 
ELs. Yet only 17% of math teachers indicated 
that their materials use realistic, relevant, 
interesting, real-world math scenarios and 
word problems to a great extent. When we 

narrow down to building on students’ home 
languages and lived experiences, only 11% of 
math teachers are finding this in their 
primary instructional materials. The results 
are similar in ELA, only 19% rank their 
instructional materials as connecting grade-
level texts to ELs’ lived experiences and 

FIGURE 4

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Vary instructional activities to 
enhance participation 

Use grouping strategies to 
improve participation in rigorous 

tasks and math discussions 

Use class time strategically 

Create frequent opportunities for EL to 
explain their reasoning, form arguments, 

and justify problem-solving 

Craft assignments to practice math 
content, math language, and their 

understanding in multiple ways

To what extent do materials help you promote English Learners’ 
math content and math language development in your class?

15% 35% 34% 17%

17% 27% 36% 20%

15% 31% 36% 18%

9% 32% 39% 20%

11% 32% 41% 16%

“All of our curriculum is for 
students who speak English and 
have background of an 
education. We need to make 
curriculum that fits the needs of 
all students.” 

N E B R A S K A F I R S T  G R A D E T E AC H E R
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FIGURE 5

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Vary instructional activities to 
enhance understanding of 

grade-level texts 

Model strong writing to 
understand features of text types 

and authors’ use of language

Use grouping strategies to 
support participation in 
text-based discussions 

Provide consistent feedback 
strategies to promote writing 

over time

Craft assignments to learn 
content and language

To what extent do materials help you promote English Learners’ 
ELA content and language development?

12% 26% 45% 18%

11% 32% 39% 19%

11% 24% 42% 23%

13% 27% 40% 21%

13% 32% 40% 16%

Craft assignments to learn 
content and language

11% 28% 42% 19%

culture to a great extent, and 13% report that 
their materials offer ways to build on home 
language and informal ways of speaking to 
teach academic uses of English. Additionally, 
we know that choice and agency are 
important aspects of building students’ 
knowledge. Only 16% of math teachers and 
14% of ELA teachers report having options in 
their instructional materials to provide 
student choice.

About 20% of all teachers (both math and 
ELA) rated their instructional materials as 
promoting content and language 
development to a great extent. While ranked 
higher than other research-based practices, 

this leaves 80% of the teachers ranking their 
materials as not at all, to a slight extent, or to 
a moderate extent. Given that we interpreted 
moderate as mediocre, it is striking that the 
vast majority of teachers cannot rely on their 
instructional materials to do both content 
and language development – skills all 
students need, but acutely critical for ELs to 
succeed academically. 

The final area of formative assessment is 
similar for math: only about 20% of the math 
teachers expressed they could rely on their 
instructional materials to help them assess 
the ELs in their classes. In ELA, the teachers 
reported that their instructional materials 
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38%

FIGURE 6

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Connect math to lived 
experiences and cultures.

Build on home languages and 
informal ways of talking

Design class activities that 
o�er choice 

Use realistic, relevant, 
interesting, real-world math 

scenarios and word problems

Connect practices, concepts, 
representations, and real-world 

situations

To what extent do your math materials help you improve 
curricular relevance for English Learners?

21% 29% 12%

29% 34% 27% 11%

14% 31% 39% 16%

9% 32% 43% 17%

10% 34% 40% 16%

are better at providing reliable reading and 
writing assessments than speaking and 
listening assessments, which are key to 
language development.

The teachers had a lot to say about curricular 
relevance (the lowest scoring area for both 
ELA and Math). A Florida eighth grade math 
teacher remarked, “There are absolutely no 
relevant cultural connections made in these 
textbooks – not for any culture.” A second 
grade teacher in Georgia with a math focus 
stated they “believe teachers need to be 
trained on cultural relevance in the 
classroom. They need to see the importance 
of connecting home life with school life.” 
Finally, a Tennessee kindergarten teacher 
(math) said instruction materials need “More 

real world for the world these students live 
in.” An elementary ELA teacher in New 
Mexico said they would like to see “an 
authentic program that includes cultural and 
linguistic representations of our students. 
My program is just a translation of the 
English program. It does not include 
assessment tools based on the English level 
of the students.” A middle school ELA teacher 
indicated that we need “A better 
understanding that it is important to connect 
English Language Learners to the stories in 
the text. I feel it is important to create and 
implement a feeling of belonging.”

When teachers shared what they would like 
to see in the materials, a common theme was 
more direction on how to adapt lessons to 
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proceed from there” (High School math, 
Rhode Island). 

After rating their primary instructional 
materials on a list of research-based 
assessment practices, the teachers had the 
opportunity to share what they would like to 
see more of with respect to assessment in 
their materials. A Colorado first grade ELA 
teacher stated, “The mandated program we 

FIGURE 7

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Connect main ideas of grade-level 
texts to EL's background knowledge, 

life experiences, and cultures

Build on home language and 
informal ways of speaking to 

teach academic uses of English 

Design project-based 
activities that o�er choice 

Focus attention on thematic 
connections across 

grade-level texts

To what extent do your ELA materials help you improve 
curricular relevance for English Learners? 

41%29%11% 19%

20% 36% 29% 14%

13% 28% 40% 19%

31%34% 13%22%

students’ levels. “Perhaps some samples or 
models of beginning, developing, and 
proficient samples from other ELL students.  
I think it would benefit myself as well as my 
students to see what these baselines would 
look like” (Middle school ELA from 
Nebraska). “Suggestions as to how lessons 
can be modified to meet the needs of ELL 
students at all levels…in each area reading, 
writing, speaking, and listening” (High 
school math teacher Rhode Island). “Using 
real-life math word problems make the 
content relevant and help with the 
communication because the student is better 
able to visualize what is being talked about 
and that helps with the language difficulties” 
(New Mexico elementary math). “Less focus 
on what they ‘should already know’ [i.e., 
below grade level content] and more focus on 
what they are actually able to do, and then 

“[We need] more ways to 
connect to the English Learners’ 
funds of knowledge. More 
authentic text that relates to 
their cultural backgrounds.” 

V I R G I N I A F I R S T  G R A D E T E AC H E R
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have to use does not include any of these 
features. I want to see materials, literature, 
levels books, music, games, assessments.” A 
kindergarten teacher (math focus) shared, 
“We need more ‘built-in’ activities which 
don’t require a great amount of prep time, but 
are high-yield and promote oral language 
development.” A kindergarten and first grade 
ELA teacher in California shared that they 
“would appreciate guidance as to what are 
the reliable assessments when teaching 
English Learners.” A New York third-grade 
math teacher responded, “The variety 
provided by our program seems superficial. 
There might be blurbs here and there, but 
they lack clarity and details. These need to be 
fleshed out and explained in better detail.”

Area for Growth #2: Teachers are spending 
a lot of time modifying and/or creating new 
materials.

In response to how often the teachers use 
self-created instructional materials, 45% 
indicated “Nearly every day” and another 
36% reported “Several times per month.” 
Only 2.7% of the teachers reported that they 
never use self-created instructional 
materials. An Illinois upper elementary math 
teacher shared, “I've collected materials that 
I feel are very effective. Approximately 1/2 of 
the materials are from the previous district-
recommended curriculum. The other 1/2 are 
materials I've either created myself or found 
online.” An elementary ELA teacher in 
Delaware justified their use of self- or 
teacher-created materials sharing, “Our 
primary instructional materials[…]have no 
leveled resource recommendations or 

modifications for ELs. All materials have 
been created by myself and other teachers.”  
A Nebraska lower elementary teacher (math 
focus) stated, “My English Language 
Learners are experiencing success using this 
math curriculum, but as a teacher I spend a 
great deal of time preparing lessons, making 
additions and adaptations, bringing in 
visuals, to help students understand. It would 
be nice if some of those things came with the 
curriculum as an add-on for English 
Language Learners.”

Area for Growth #3: Most teachers do not 
believe their instructional materials are 
culturally or linguistically relevant.

In addition to what was shared in Negative 
Finding #1 about curricular relevance, 
teachers shared that they don’t find their 
instructional materials to be culturally or 
linguistically relevant to their students. A 
high school ELA teacher in Delaware 
expressed, “Since many teachers (myself 
included) sometimes have limited knowledge 
of the distinct cultural differences among 
their English learners, it would be helpful to 

“[We need] more visuals, 
building background information, 
structured writing assignments 
and note-taking, graphic 
organizers, sentence frames, 
discussion strategies.”  

C A L I FO R N I A S I X T H G R A D E E L A T E AC H E R
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FIGURE 8

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent

Use formative assessments 
to check comprehension of 

math content

Assess use of math language 
to communicate thinking

Provide consistent feedback 
strategies to promote math 

writing 

Make grade-level learning 
expectations clear 

To what extent do your math materials help you assess the 
English Learners in your class?

36%29%17% 18%

20% 35% 29% 16%

12% 29% 39% 20%

37%33% 16%14%

have more specific teacher resources to 
enhance our cultural awareness.” A 
Washington high school ELA teacher shared, 
“Other than what I create myself, I have 
nothing that builds on home language or 
experience. I also have nothing that helps to 
make cross-curricular connections.” An 
elementary math teacher in Nebraska called 
out that cultural relevance is “not just using 
diverse names in privileged experiences.”

Area for Growth #4: Most teachers report 
that their instruction materials do not 
provide adequate support to assess and 
improve language instruction and 
development.

Teachers also called for instructional 
materials to help them deliver both content 
and language instruction and ways to assess 
progress over time. An elementary ELA 

teacher in Rhode Island called for the 
inclusion of “the language domains and 
scaffolds to help with [planning lessons with 
ELs in mind]. Also, looking at the language 
objectives and how to better support our 
ELLs.” A Texas  middle school ELA teacher 
expressed that “most of these strategies 
focus on the two language domains of 
reading and writing. Incorporating more 
opportunities for active listening and oral 
practice such as sharing out with a partner/
small group would be beneficial to students.” 
A high school math teacher in South Carolina 
asserted, “There needs to be more time spent 
developing the explanations and 
justifications. Occasionally, they will show 
the four different answers that have been 
done by students and ask ‘who is correct and 
why?’ as well as ‘who is incorrect and where 
is the error?’. Error analysis and more ways 
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to explain why it is wrong – through solving, 
words, and tables/graphs. Also, 
incorporating more use of technology, such 
as Desmos, explained with the problems and 
scenarios, as well as adding Desmos 
activities to accompany the topics.” Finally, 
an Oklahoma elementary math teacher 
indicated, “Materials should prepare 
students to use vocabulary to create 
problems of their own design. This could 
almost be a mad-lib format, but combining 
sentence stems to structure mathematical 
scenarios and describe visual 
representations would be helpful.”

Area for Growth #5: In general, most 
teachers do not feel prepared to teach ELs.

Nearly seventy percent of all teachers 
surveyed do not feel fully prepared to teach 
ELs. Thirty percent of math teachers reported 
feeling somewhat or not at all prepared to 
teach ELs, while only 22% of ELA teachers 
felt the same. High-quality instructional 
materials are particularly crucial for these 
teachers, but these are also the same teachers 
who say that they can’t rely on their 
materials to help them teach ELs. This 
potential disconnect points to the salient 
need for more explicit support for ELs in the 
materials paired with high-impact 
professional development and training for 
using the instructional materials.

FIGURE 9

Not at all To a slight extent To a moderate extent To a great extent
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check mastery of grade-level 

ELA content

Conduct formative assessment 
of English Language 

Development in speaking

Conduct formative assessment 
of English Language 

Development in listening
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of English Language 

Development in reading

To what extent do your ELA materials help you assess the 
English Learners in your class?
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of English Language 

Development in writing
11% 21% 43% 25%

34%31% 13%22%
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In the open-ended questions where the 
teachers were invited to share other EL-
specific guidance or strategies they would 
like to see included in their instructional 
materials, some teachers would give answers 
ranging from “I don’t know” or “Everything 
possible.” Both responses support the 
teachers’ self-rankings of feeling 
underprepared for teaching ELs in their 
classes. One indicating they didn’t know 
other things to suggest, and the other 
implying the same by asking for all the 
possible resources they could get. Others 
expressed an altruistic desire to learn more 
EL strategies to help their students achieve 
their academic goals.

Area for Growth #6: Only 39% of teachers 
are using published materials daily.

Less than half of the teachers surveyed 
indicated that they are using published 
materials on a daily basis. Teachers gave a 

variety of reasons for not using the published 
materials. A New York middle school math 
teacher indicated that “The materials do not 
adequately cover the curriculum.” A high 
school math teacher from Florida said, “I use 
the district materials to supplement my 
lessons that either I create or got from 
another teacher.” A Kentucky elementary 
math teacher expressed, “I don't think the 
materials have enough emphasis on 
conceptual understanding and discovery.” A 
middle school teacher from Massachusetts 
said, “Many lessons have incorrect 
mathematics.” A New Mexico middle school 

FIGURE 10

Not at all
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How prepared do you feel to teach English Learners?

42%

32%

23%
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“I don’t think the materials have 
enough emphasis on conceptual 
understanding and discovery.”  

K E N T U C K Y E L E M E N TA RY M AT H T E AC H E R
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teacher indicated that their instructional 
materials  “[d]o not address specific needs or 
gaps in content knowledge as well as 
vocabulary and language acquisition.” 
Finally, given the timing of this survey, a 
recurring theme was that the school- or 
district-adopted materials were not 
conducive to remote learning.

If teachers are not using adopted 
instructional materials because they aren’t 
coherently designed or are of inadequate 
quality and are instead creating their own 
materials or turning to sources such as 
Teachers Pay Teachers or Pinterest, one must 
wonder about the adequacy of these 
materials to sufficiently address grade-level 
content standards and how well the created 
or found materials are meshing to form a 
cohesive curriculum within and across grade 
levels. This is particularly concerning when 
considering the needs of our students that 
are labeled as ELs who need a coherently 
designed curriculum that spirals language 
and content learning throughout the 
presentation of grade-level content 
standards. Curriculum developers are in the 
prime position to address this concern by 
designing better materials that teachers find 
engaging for their students and build in the 
learning opportunities teachers are seeking 
elsewhere.

Implications
To summarize the major findings succinctly, 
the analysis revealed:

1. Only 30% of the teachers surveyed feel 
fully prepared for teaching multilingual 
learners.

2. More than half of the teachers (64%) 
reported that they can’t rely on their 
instructional materials for supporting 
them in teaching their multilingual 
learners.

3. Most teachers (80%) reported that their 
instructional materials are not designed 
to include researched-based practices 
that are known to improve outcomes for 
multilingual learners.

4. Instructional materials were reported to 
be deficient in both the areas of curricular 
relevance and assessment.

5. Most teachers reported receiving no 
curriculum-specific professional 
development provided by either the 
publisher or their school and/or district. 
Additionally, most teachers report having 
little to no coaching or collaboration time.

Considering these findings along with the 
fact that 81% of all teachers reported using 
self-created materials several times a month, 
we wonder what this implies about curricular 
coherence and the quality of the instructional 
materials that ELs are receiving. Additionally, 
if more than half of the teachers can’t rely on 
their instructional materials to support them 
in teaching multilingual learners, what does 
this imply about how well supported our 
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teachers are, in teacher preparation 
programs, professional development, and 
access to high-quality resources for 
teaching? We see significant potential for 
educative materials (Davis et al., 2017) to 
support teachers in providing high-quality 
learning experiences for our nation’s ELs.

In February 2020, the U.S. Department of 
Education’s Office of English Language 
Acquisition released a report on the 
demographic trends of ELs enrolled in public 
schools (grades K-12) in the 50 states and the 
District of Columbia, highlighting the 
changes from the 2000-2001 school year to 
2016-2017 academic year. Nationally, the 
number of ELs increased by 1.5% during that 
time, representing just over one million 
students. Breaking this data down by state, 
however, showed that 7 states and the 
District of Columbia had declining 
populations of ELs as a percentage of total 
student enrollment (CA, AZ, NM, ID, MT, AK, 
HI, D.C.). All other states saw an increase in 
EL populations, ranging from 2.7% (NY) to 
765.1% (SC).

As demographics shift, it is important that 
teachers have the resources and preparation 
necessary to meet the needs of multilingual 
students. While teacher preparation 

programs in states with increasing EL 
populations are likely to make changes to 
their course offerings, in-service teachers 
will also need support. Professional 
development focused on supporting 
linguistically diverse classrooms is an 
option; however, research has shown that 
content-focused, sustained professional 
development is necessary to effect change in 
teacher practices (Darling-Hammond et al., 
2017). With well over half of the teachers 
surveyed expressing that they do not feel 
adequately prepared to teach their 
multilingual students, actions must be taken 
to support teachers and design materials that 
include research-based practices for 
improving the education of multilingual 
learners.

ELSF’s belief that instructional materials can 
be a lever for change suggests an avenue for 
support for our nation’s teachers. ELSF 
advocates for not only the creation of high-
quality instructional materials that meet the 
needs of our multilingual learners, but also 
for the adoption and implementation of these 
materials. We call for content developers to 
deliver materials that incorporate research-
based best practices both directly into the 
student-facing materials as well as additional 
materials for the teachers that integrate 
researched-based language and literacy 
supports. Districts spend copious amounts of 
time and money on materials adoption, yet 
teachers still spend a ton of time creating 
their own materials because they don’t feel 
these materials include essential practices 
that support English Learners.

“[We need] more guidance 
especially to those who do not 
have any formal ELL training.” 

N E W YO R K F I F T H G R A D E T E AC H E R
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