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Language is the air that we breathe and the water in which we
swim. It comes as naturally to us as seeing the sky or digesting our

food. It is as vital a part of us as our name and personality. But what if
we suddenly had to breathe different air or swim in different waters?
What if we consciously had to think about selecting the words we
were going to say, getting them in the right order, applying the cor-
rect grammatical rules, and using the correct pronunciation? If we
had to think about not only what we say but also how to say it, the
language overload would be exhausting.

Think about a time when you traveled to a place where English
was not the dominant language. Remember how you felt when you
returned home and heard English for the first time since you had left?
What did you feel? Relief? Safety? Comfort? Friendship? We are our
language.

In addition, language has always been the medium of instruction:
As teachers, our automatic use of English helps us to create or pro-
duce something new for students. We can create stories, produce
explanations, construct meaning when we read, and help students
make meaningful connections—all by just opening our mouths.
Although we may have to deliberately concentrate on classroom

1

INTRODUCTION



management or what activity we will do next, we are not thinking
about the order of words in our next sentence.

With the influx of English language learners (ELLs) in main-
stream classrooms today, however, the comfortable, automatic sense
of “just talking” is being shaken up. What we previously did not have
to think about, we now have to think about very carefully. We sud-
denly find ourselves having to accommodate the one thing we take
for granted: language. We are experienced accommodators when it
comes to rates of learning, behaviors, and modes of response. We can
accommodate anything, from students with special education needs
to those with hygienic needs, but up until recently we have not had
to make accommodations for language.

Aside from accommodating for students with violent tendencies,
accommodating for language is one of the most difficult tasks we face
as mainstream teachers. To teach students a new language is to help
them know its sounds (phonology), its words (lexicon), and its sen-
tence formation (syntax and semantics). To help students learn con-
tent in a new language, we must use clear and concise articulation,
make eye contact, use visuals, employ gestures/body movement/
pantomime, use shorter and simpler sentences at a slower rate, use
high-frequency vocabulary, and eliminate idiomatic expressions.
We also have to model, scaffold, access, and activate students’ prior
knowledge; provide cooperative learning activities; and differentiate
instruction. Making such accommodations helps provide better
instruction for all of your students.

A Growing Challenge for Mainstream Teachers

The number of ELLs attending U.S. schools has grown dramatically
over the past 25 years, and it appears that this number will continue
to increase. Between 1979 and 2003, the overall number of school-
age children (ages 5–17) increased by 19 percent. However, during
this same time period, the number of children who spoke a language
other than English at home increased by 161 percent; of those, the
number who spoke English with difficulty (i.e., less than “very well”)
grew by 124 percent. Overall, 5.5 percent of the school-age popula-
tion in the United States speaks a language other than English at
home and speaks English with difficulty, but this number varies when
the nation is broken down by region. Regional percentages range
from 8.7 percent in the West to 3.2 percent in the South (U.S.
Department of Education, National Center for Education Statistics,
2005).

2 Classroom Instruction That Works with English Language Learners
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Teaching English language skills to ELLs is now the responsibility
of all school staff. We used to think that the English as a second lan-
guage (ESL) teacher would take care of everything. Perhaps we even
encouraged classroom teachers to leave this kind of teaching to the
specialists, much as we did with students in pullout special education
programs. After all, the reasoning went, there are federally funded
programs for this special segment of the population. Along with the
federal dollars come separate services with special materials, class-
rooms, teachers, and program directors.

But now, just as we have been told we need to include special
education students in our mainstream classrooms (without being told
how to accomplish this feat), we are also facing the integration of
growing numbers of ELLs. According to the National Clearinghouse
for English Language Acquisition (n.d.a), English language learners
represent the fastest growing segment of the school-age population.
At this moment, the greatest effect is being felt in elementary
schools.

This book is intended to offer help for elementary school main-
stream teachers who have ELLs in their classrooms for all or part of
the instructional day. Forty-four percent of all ELLs in U.S. public
schools are currently in grades preK–3 (Education Market Research
Corner Archives, 2004). However, schools and teachers will need to
be prepared to teach these students as they get older.

English language learners present many challenges for main-
stream teachers. No two ELLs have the same amount of grounding in
their native language, or are at the same stage of English language
acquisition. The language skills of these students vary, making for
even greater complexity. Some students are born in the United States
but grow up in non-English-speaking households; others arrive in the
classroom having received varying amounts of formal education in
their country of birth. Still others may have been in U.S. schools for
a number of years, but may still be in the early stages of English lan-
guage acquisition. The students’ levels of exposure to English, their
educational histories, the socioeconomic levels of their families, and
the number of books in their homes all play a role in their readiness
to learn—and learn in—a new language.

Over the past few years, staff members at Mid-continent Research
for Education and Learning have worked with mainstream teachers in
a small rural district in Wyoming, training them in instructional strat-
egies for ELLs. In the course of this training, author Jane Hill turned
to Classroom Instruction That Works (Marzano, Pickering, & Pollock,
2001) and found that she instinctively recognized some of the strate-
gies presented in this book. As an ESL specialist, she had been rec-
ommending some of the strategies to teachers for years. She began to
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wonder whether some of the strategies had been drawn from the liter-
ature on ESL instruction or whether it was the other way around.
Had experts in second-language learning taken strategies that had
proven effective with English- dominant students and adapted them
to meet the needs of second language learners based on their level of
English proficiency and background knowledge?

Jane’s curiosity was piqued. How many of the research-based
strategies for increasing student achievement in Classroom Instruction
That Works had been tried with ELLs? How did the strategies need to
be modified for the unique instructional needs of these students?

In searching for answers to these questions, we wrote this book,
which offers instructional strategies based on research and practical
experience that will help you, as a mainstream teacher, include your
ELLs in activities with English-dominant students. We examine the
strategies from Classroom Instruction That Works, discuss any relevant
studies, and provide examples of how to adapt the strategies for ELLs
based on their level of English language acquisition. We also provide
comments from K–6 mainstream teachers who are currently using
these strategies in classrooms that contain both ELLs and English-
dominant students.

After learning that Classroom Instruction That Works was written
for all students at all grade levels, you might question how the strate-
gies can be implemented; you may know you have to differentiate for
ELLs, but maybe you’re unsure about how to make it happen. This
book serves as a supplement to Classroom Instruction That Works.
With it, we examine each category and, whenever possible, suggest
differentiation using two formulas: tiered questions and a strategy
known as Word-MES (language stimulation through word selection,
modeling English, expanding knowledge of English, and developing
academic English so that students begin to “sound like a book”).
These two formulas present content to ELLs while concurrently fos-
tering their language development. (They can even be used with
English-dominant students who come to the classroom with limited
vocabulary and grammatical skills.)

Further explanations of tiered questions and Word-MES are pre-
sented throughout this book, especially in Chapter 2. As you read,
you may nod your head as you come across strategies and modifica-
tions you are already employing. Confirmation for what you are cur-
rently doing is a good thing. We hope you also learn new strategies to
implement, and that you come to view your ELLs as students on a
journey to discover new knowledge in a new language.

4 Classroom Instruction That Works with English Language Learners

© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education 106009



“Research-based” is today’s buzzword for teachers when it comes
to choosing modes of instruction, curricula, and forms of

assessment. Particularly since the advent of the No Child Left Behind
Act (NCLB), teachers can no longer rely solely on their knowledge
of best practices or their years of experience.

In the late 1990s, researchers at Mid-continent Research for Edu-
cation and Learning (McREL) were at the forefront of this paradigm
shift—a shift, essentially, from viewing teaching as an art toward
viewing it as a science. Another shift in educational thinking was
under way at the same time: Researchers were realizing that studies
from the 1960s and 1970s indicating that school quality accounted
for only 10 percent of differences in students’ academic performance
(Coleman et al., 1966; Jencks et al., 1972) were not entirely accurate.
In particular, researchers found that even if a school was not highly
effective in raising student performance, individual teachers could
still have a powerful effect on students’ academic achievement
(Brophe & Good, 1986; Sanders & Horn, 1994; Wright, Horn, &
Sanders, 1997).

Buoyed by this new line of research, McREL researchers began
looking at studies of various instructional strategies that could be used
by individual teachers. An instructional strategy was defined as an

5

1
CLASSROOM

INSTRUCTION THAT WORKS
WHAT IS

?



alterable behavior on the part of teachers or students. Using meta-
analysis, these researchers analyzed over 100 studies of instructional
strategies, spanning 30 years. (A meta-analysis combines the results of
many studies to determine the average effect of a technique or strat-
egy. Because of the large sample size, this is considered an especially
strong method of identifying what works in educational practice.)
Through its meta-analysis, McREL researchers identified nine catego-
ries of instructional strategies that proved to be exceptionally effec-
tive in increasing student performance:

• Setting objectives and providing feedback
• Nonlinguistic representations
• Cues, questions, and advance organizers
• Cooperative learning
• Summarizing and note taking
• Homework and practice
• Reinforcing effort and providing recognition
• Generating and testing hypotheses
• Identifying similarities and differences

The results of this research are presented in a practitioner-friendly
format in Classroom Instruction That Works (Marzano, Pickering, &
Pollock, 2001) and the accompanying resource manual, A Handbook
for Classroom Instruction That Works (Marzano, Norford, Paynter,
Pickering, & Gaddy, 2001). Classroom Instruction That Works provides
an overview of the research on each category, offers generalizations
regarding the use of each category, and presents examples of actual
classroom implementation of relevant instructional strategies. Before
differentiating these strategies for ELLs in detail, we present here a
quick overview of each category, including definitions and some gen-
eralizations drawn from the research. Discussion of actual instruc-
tional practices can be found in subsequent chapters.

If you have already read Classroom Instruction That Works and are
familiar with the nine categories of instructional strategies, feel free
to move right ahead to Chapter 2, where we discuss the process of
second language acquisition.

Setting Objectives and Providing Feedback

By setting objectives and providing feedback, teachers give students a
direction for learning and offer information on how well they are per-
forming relative to a particular learning goal.

Two main generalizations can be drawn from the research on set-
ting objectives. First, by setting instructional goals, teachers can
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narrow the focus for students. (Instructional goals should not be too
specific, however, or learning will be limited.) Second, students
should be encouraged to adapt the teacher’s goals to their own per-
sonal needs and desires.

The research suggests four generalizations on providing feedback
to students:

1. Feedback should be corrective in nature; that is, it should pro-
vide students with information on what they are doing cor-
rectly and incorrectly.

2. The timeliness of feedback is essential to its effectiveness.
Generally, the later feedback is given—after an exam, for
example—the lower the improvement in academic
achievement.

3. Feedback should be specific to a criterion, meaning it should
tell students where they stand relative to a specific academic
goal (criterion-referenced feedback) rather than relative to
their peers (norm-referenced feedback).

4. Students can effectively provide their own feedback through
ongoing self-evaluation of their learning and performance.

Nonlinguistic Representations

The use of nonlinguistic representations enhances students’ ability to
represent and elaborate on knowledge using mental images. Classroom
Instruction That Works provides two general statements regarding
nonlinguistic representations. First, a variety of activities—including
creating graphic representations, making physical models, generating
mental pictures, drawing pictures and pictographs, and engaging in
kinesthetic activity—produce nonlinguistic representations. Second,
when generating nonlinguistic representations, students elaborate on
(or add to) their knowledge. This means that students not only
understand material better but also recall the knowledge more readily.
A teacher can further this process by asking students to explain and
justify their nonlinguistic representations.

Cues, Questions, and Advance Organizers

By using cues, questions, and advance organizers, teachers enhance stu-
dents’ ability to retrieve, use, and organize what they already know about
a topic. In other words, these techniques help activate prior knowledge.
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© 2007 Hawker Brownlow Education 106009



The research offers four generalizations about cues and
questions:

1. Cues and questions should focus on the information that is
critical to students’ understanding of the topic at hand, rather
than on what is unusual or interesting about the topic.
Focusing on the unusual may heighten student interest for the
moment, but it will also distract from the important informa-
tion that needs to be grasped.

2. Higher-level questions (i.e., those that require analytic think-
ing) produce deeper learning than lower-level questions (i.e.,
those that simply require students to recall or recognize
information).

3. Waiting briefly before accepting responses from students
increases the depth of the answers, leads to more classroom
discussion, and facilitates student-to-student interaction.

4. Teachers can use questions effectively both before and after a
learning experience. Using questions before a learning experi-
ence helps students develop a framework for processing the
information.

A somewhat similar set of generalizations applies to the use of
advance organizers:

1. Advance organizers should focus on what is important as
opposed to what is unusual.

2. Higher-level advance organizers produce deeper learning than
lower-level advance organizers.

3. Advance organizers are most useful to students when the
information presented is not well organized.

4. Different types of advance organizers produce different results.
There are four types of advance organizers:
a. Expository advance organizers are straightforward descrip-

tions of the new content students will be learning. (The
research shows that expository organizers are the most
effective of the four types.)

b. Narrative advance organizers are stories.
c. Skimming advance organizers involve focusing on and not-

ing what stands out in headings, subheadings, and high-
lighted information.

d. Graphic advance organizers visually represent information.

8 Classroom Instruction That Works with English Language Learners
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