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Who is in the room?
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A bit about me…
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Current Research
• Improving Reading Outcomes for Emergent Bilinguals in Multitiered 

Systems of Support

– Enhancing Narrative Language and Reading Comprehension Among 

EBs (IES; PI: Capin)

– Center for Success of English Learners: Enhancing Social Studies 

Instruction (IES; PI: Francis)

• Enhancing Reading and Related Factors Influencing Through Intensive 

Interventions

– Supporting Attention and Reading for Kids (SPARK; NIH; PI: Capin)

– Enhancing Reading and Reducing Anxiety (PI: Vaughn)
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Our Plan

1.Discuss the strengths and opportunities that 
emergent bilinguals present

2.The critical role of integrating literacy and content 
learning for EBs

• Preview an evidence-based instructional approach that is 
freely available

3.Designing Learning Environments where EBs Thrive
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What do we know about multilingual students?

The reading trajectories 

of multilingual students 

who enter kindergarten 

proficient in English are 

indistinguishable from 

native English speakers  

Kieffer, 
2008
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In this presentation, I am going 

to focus on emergent bilingual 

students because these are the 

students who could really 

benefit from additional 

supports
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Even within this subgroup, there is a lot of 

heterogeneity

EBs represent a heterogenous 

population of students with a broad 

variety of strengths and needs, 

including varying degrees of academic 

skills, subject matter knowledge, and 

proficiency in their native language 

and in English

Genesee et al., 2006
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What are the 

Strengths of 

Emergent 

Bilinguals?
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What Are The Strengths of Emergent Bilinguals?

• Knowledge in their primary language

• Cultural knowledge 

• Intelligence

• Curiosity

• Work ethic

• Problem solving

• Dedicated
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What Beliefs and 
Practices May 

Contribute to the 
Current Reading 
Performance of 

Emergent Bilinguals?
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Classroom teachers often do not feel 

prepared to support a student 

population that grew more diverse over 

the past  (Banilower et al., 2013; Llosa et al., 2016)

EBs often do not receive the linguistic 

supports needed to access grade-level 

course content, which make it difficult 

for them to successfully engage in 

instruction (August & Shanahan, 2006; Lesaux et al., 2014)

“I’m not sure how to best help him”
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Some may believe that if 

they wait long enough, EBs 

will “catch on” and 

develop foundational 

literacy skills

This thinking may prevent some emergent bilinguals from 

receiving intervention or special education services

“Oh, he is an English Learner. He’ll catch on eventually”

Some may think that EBs 

difficulties will always 

reside with developing 

oral language and 

vocabulary 
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Some content-area teachers do not 

see the development of language or 

literacy skills as integral to their 

instruction (Bunch et al., 2009)

Some teachers who see value in 

integration have difficulty putting this it 

into action (Patchen & Cox-Petersen, 2008)

“I’m a history teacher, not an ESL teacher”
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EBs in the middle school and high school 
grades are often clustered and tracked into 
non-college preparatory classes and classes 
with simplified curricula (e.g., Callahan, 2005)

EBs in these classes have fewer opportunities 
to learn complex content and vocabulary and 

fewer opportunities to engage with peers 
whose academic language and vocabulary is 

more developed

“He would probably have more success 
in this class.”
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Other Challenges In and Outside of School

Due to policies that lead to inequities in school 
funding, EBs are more likely to be enrolled in 
under-resourced schools (Cosentino de Cohen et al., 2005).

EBs in the U.S. experience elevated levels of 
poverty and other socio-cultural factors that 
influence their development.
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Reasons EBs May Perform Lower than Their Potential

Misconceptions about EBs

Some teachers don’t see supporting EBs’ language 
and literacy as central to their role

Teachers do not feel prepared to support EBs

Tracking EBs in less rigorous classes

Often attend lower-resourced schools

EBs are more likely to experience poverty

Factors that 

May Affect 

the Literacy  

Opportunities 

and 

Achievement 

of EBs



22

Reasons EBs May Perform Lower than Expected

Misconceptions about EBs

Some teachers don’t see supporting EBs’ language 
and literacy as central to their role

Some teachers do not feel prepared to support EBs

Tracking EBs in less rigorous classes

Often attend lower-resourced schools

EBs are more likely to experience poverty

We Have the 

Opportunity 

to Impact 

Many of 

these Factors
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Our Plan
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emergent bilinguals present

2.The critical role of integrating literacy and content 
learning for EBs

• Preview an evidence-based instructional approach that is 
freely available

3.Designing Learning Environments where EBs Thrive
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EB students develop code-based skills (e.g., word 

reading) comparable to their monolingual peers; 

however, some EBs will also demonstrate 

difficulties in word reading (e.g., Capin et al., 

2023; Cho et al., 2019; Miciak et al., 2022)."

Simple View of Reading 
Gough & Tunmer, 1986
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Good News: Evidence-Based Practices for Supporting 

Foundational Reading Skills are Efficacious for EBs

Evidence-based practices for teaching foundational 
reading skills grounded in reading science appear 
to be similarly effective for EBs with or at risk for 
reading difficulties (Capin et al., 2021; Richards-Tutor et al., 2016; 

Roberts et al., 2023; Solari et al., 2022).

Of course, it is prudent to leverage students' primary 
language and cultural knowledge and incorporate 
academic language instruction when teaching EBs, 

throughout their development
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EBs, by definition, are 

developing in their English 

language proficiency

Simple View of Reading 
Gough & Tunmer, 1986
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Scarborough, 2001
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DIME Model (Ahmed et al., 

2016; Cromley & Acevado, 

2007; Cromley et al., 2010) 

Background knowledge 

and vocabulary are 

strongest predictors of 

reading comprehension in 

the middle school grades 

and beyond
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Knowledge Building as a Driver of Reading Comprehension

• Correlational data showed content 
knowledge is moderately correlated with 
reading comprehension (r = .41)

• Causal data shows that content 
knowledge instruction improved content 
knowledge (g = 1.36) and reading 
comprehension (g = 0.44)
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• Causal data examining literacy 
and content-area instruction 
improves reading comprehension 
(ES = .40), including on 
standardized comprehension 
outcomes (ES = .25)

Integrating Literacy and Content-Area Instruction is Particularly Valuable
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High-Quality 

Literacy 

Instruction

Developing 

Content 

Knowledge

The integration of 

literacy and content-area 

learning is particularly 

critical for EBs

These findings help 

resolve the tension for 

content-area teachers 

who feel, “I’m not a 

language or reading 

teacher,” by showing 

that teaching content 

necessarily involves 

teaching the language 

of that discipline.

Improved 

Language, 

Literacy, and 

Content 

Expertise



What Specific 
Instructional 

Practices Support 
Language, 

Literacy, and 
Content-Area 

learning for EBs?
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Let’s Look at an Evidence-based Curriculum 

for Improving Social Studies Knowledge and 

Literacy Together Among Middle School EBs 

and Their Peers
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World Generation was 
the byproduct of 

integrating additional 
supports for EBs in 

SoGen (SERP, 2015)
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World Generation

Originally developed by Strategic Education 

Research Partnership in collaboration with 

researchers and teachers in Massachusetts 

(Social Studies Generation) 

Our team—the Center for the Success of 

English Learners—collaborated with educators 

to make the units even stronger for EBs

World History Instructional Units with 

Integrated Language and Literacy Supports
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Evidence of Reciprocal Growth: Content & Literacy Improvements

Robust Effects Across Domains: WorldGen led to improvements 

across vocabulary, social studies knowledge, and disciplinary literacy 

Universal Benefits: The effects were not different for EBs and non-EBs, 

suggesting everyone benefited 

Still Work to Do: The impact was statistically significant, but we 

should still wonder how we can increase the magnitude of effects
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Key WorldGen Practices

1. Make content relevant to students lives and provide a purpose for 

learning

2. Use explicit and systematic instruction to build language, literacy, and 

social studies expertise

3. Provide daily opportunities for purposeful language use within the 

discipline of social studies

4. Incorporate Frequent Opportunities for Structured Peer Interactions 

with individual and shared accountability

5. Scaffold learning to promote access to appropriately challenging texts 

& tasks.
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1. Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma
1. Making Content Relevant to 
Students Lives and Provide a 

Purpose for Learning

Unit Question: 
Were the 

Pharaohs Wise 
Investors or 

Wasteful 
Spenders?
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1. Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma

2. Build knowledge through Springboard Activity

1. Make Content Relevant to 
Students Lives and Provide a 

Purpose for Learning
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1. Introduce students to the unit’s dilemma

2. Build knowledge through Springboard Activity

3. Make content relevant through Reader’s Theater

1. Make Content Relevant to 
Students Lives and Provide a 

Purpose for Learning
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• Teach High-Leverage Academic Vocabulary

2. Use explicit and systematic 

instruction to build language, 

literacy, and social studies 

expertise
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• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening skills in social studies

3. Provide daily 

opportunities for purposeful 

language use within the 

discipline of social studies
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• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening skills in social studies

3. Provide daily 

opportunities for purposeful 

language use within the 

discipline of social studies
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• Lots of opportunities to read, write, and discuss 
with peers!

4. Incorporate Frequent 

Opportunities for 

Structured Peer 

Interactions
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• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening skills in social studies

5. Scaffold learning to 

promote access to 

appropriately challenging 

texts & tasks
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• Develop specialized reading, writing, speaking, and 
listening skills in social studies

5. Scaffold learning to 

promote access to 

appropriately challenging 

texts & tasks



What is one feature of 
World Generation that 
you think may help the 

emergent bilinguals you 
serve?

https://shorturl.at/6kAzL

Link to an 

Instructional Unit



What Evidence is there to 

Support World Generation?



Study Design

WorldGen Treatment (31 

classes; 494 students)

World History Classes of 13 

Teachers from Massachusetts and 

Texas

Business-as-Usual 

Instruction focused on 

same historical topics (30 

classes; 515 students)  



•48% female

•82% Hispanic

•33% were currently classified by schools as EB

•69% receive free or reduced lunch

•No differences between conditions in pretest scores or demographic 
variables

Study Design
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Statistically 
significant 
difference 
between 
treatment and 
control on 
non-taught 
words   (p = 
.004)

Statistically 

significant 

difference 

between 

treatment 

and control 

on taught 

words (p < 

.001)

Impact on Vocabulary Extended to Untaught Vocabulary



Our Plan
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Designing Learning 

Environments Where 

Emergent Bilinguals Thrive
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1. Develop a School Culture That Values Both 

Excellence and Equity Through High-Quality 

Literacy Instruction with Grade-Level Texts

We are all reading teachers! We are all ESL Teachers! Yet, how 

we support language and literacy will vary across disciplines
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2. Consider a Few High-Impact Practices for Supporting 

Academic Language Development Schoolwide or Within 

Departments
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3. Consider Designing All Instruction to Assure it is 

Successful for EBs and Watch All Kids Reap the Benefits

This is an area where we can think less about 

differentiation and more about universal design
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4. Create a Learning Environment that Values and Leverages 

EL Home Language, Knowledge, and Cultural Assets
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5. Engage EBs in Complex Tasks Knowing Language and 

Literacy Development is a Product of Interaction and 

Learning, not a Prerequisite



What is one way 
you are going to 

support emergent 
bilinguals to build 
deep knowledge 

and literacy in the 
next month?



Our Plan

1.Discuss the strengths and opportunities that 
emergent bilinguals present

2.Preview an instructional approach that 
integrates literacy and content so each 
strengthens the other

3.Present Recommendations for moving the 
needle with EBs



Teachers and researchers will learn about evidence-based practices for improving
language and literacy skills and co-develop a new narrative language and literacy

program. 

STORIES:
 
SYSTEMATIC TEACHING OF ORAL LANGUAGE
AND READING INTEGRATED FOR ELEMENTARY
STUDENTS
Researchers at the Harvard Graduate
School of Education and Utah State
University invite elementary school
educators to partner with them in
developing and piloting an intervention
called STORIES aimed at promoting
narrative language and literacy among
students at risk for language and literacy
difficulties in Grades 2 - 4.

INTERESTED IN
LEARNING MORE?

Contact Assistant Professor
Phil Capin, Ph.D.

phil_capin@gse.harvard.edu

Students will gain access to high-quality  instructional practices and materials

Participating teachers will receive a stipend for work completed outside of their
regular hours. PROFESSIONAL LEARNING

Free professional development for
teaching staff

SUPPORTING
ATTENTION AND
READING FOR KIDS

 BENEFITS:Researchers at the
Harvard Graduate
School of Education are
inviting elementary
school educators to join
them in understanding
the impact of scaling up
an evidence-based
intervention designed to
improve reading and
attention for elementary
students with difficulties
in these areas. 

SPARK:

Learn More:

Assistant Professor
 Phil Capin, Ph.D.

phil_capin@gse.harvard.edu

Join Us!

HIGH QUALITY INTERVENTION
Research team will provide small-
group, evidence-based reading
intervention at participating schools at
no cost

Research-Practice Partnerships Opportunities

Interested in 

Partnering? 
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