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Literacy Development for English Language Learners 

Overview of second language literacy development: 

� Literacy acquisition in a second language (L2) follows the same developmental 
patterns as literacy acquisition in the primary language (L1). 

� The same early cognitive skills that predict L1 reading success also predict L2 
success. 

� Disabled L2 readers have the same general profile as disabled L1 readers, with 
phonological processing deficits in both their languages. 

� Children do not need to be proficient in English before beginning to learn to read in 
English.  

� Research has shown that many literacy skills transfer between languages, and we 
can build upon this transfer to facilitate L2 literacy. 

� Parents of ELLs, even those who do not speak English, can play an important role in 
helping their children learn to read, but they may need encouragement to become 
actively involved.  

� While many L2 readers catch up to their L1 peers in word level skills by 3rd grade, 
most continue to experience difficulties with reading comprehension throughout their 
school careers. 

Effective instruction for L2 readers: 

� Like native speakers, second language learners benefit from explicit instruction in 
phonics, phonemic awareness, fluency, comprehension, and vocabulary. 

� The more teachers know about students� native culture and language, the better 
equipped they will be to help students develop English literacy skills. 

� Providing ample opportunities for talk helps students develop vocabulary and 
comprehension skills. 

� Pre-reading activities that focus on building background knowledge and vocabulary 
help English language learners develop comprehension skills.  

� Instruction should start with the �commonalities,� that is, the sounds and patterns 
that are the same in English and in the student�s first language. 

� Use any confusion that results from L1 interference as a springboard for discussion 
and a guide for planning instruction. 

� Learn to recognize sounds and patterns that exist in English but are absent in the 
student�s first language as this is where the child may have most difficulty. 

�Enriched literacy-learning experiences require developmentally appropriate activities 
that take into account each student�s understanding of the English orthography. This 
instruction must build on the background language that ELL students bring to the 
English-speaking classroom. . . .� (Helman, 2005) 
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English Spanish

A
accident accidente

accidental accidental

accompany (to) acompañar

acrobatic acrobático(a)

active activo (a)

activities actividades

admire (to) admirar

adult adulto

adventure aventura

adopt (to) adoptar

adoption adopción

African africano

agent agente

air aire

alarm alarma

allergic alérgico (a)

anaconda anaconda

animal animal

announce (to) anunciar

appear (to) aparecer

appetite apetito

area área

arithmetic aritmética

artist artista

association asociación

astronomer astrónomo

atmosphere atmósfera

attention atención

August agosto

autograph autógrafo

automobile automóvil

admit (to) admitir

B
banana banana

banjo banjo

bicycle bicicleta

biography biografía

blouse blusa

brilliant brillante

English Spanish

C
cabin cabina (de teléfono, 

avión, etc.)
cable cable

cafeteria cafetería

camera cámara

camouflage camuflaje

canyon cañón

captain capitán
capture (to) capturar

catastrophe catástrofe

cause causa

celebrate (to) celebrar

cement cemento

center centro

ceramic cerámica

cereal cereal

ceremony ceremonia

chimney chimenea

chimpanzee chimpancé

cholera cólera

circle círculo

circular circular

class clase

coast costa

colony colonia

color color


