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Chapter 7 
Supporting Your English 
Learner’s Literacy 
Development
Overview
Unlike language development, literacy is typically developed 
through formal instruction. Thus, it is important for families to 
understand how children develop literacy skills beginning as 
babies and continuing into adulthood. In your role as partner 
in your child’s education, you can participate in your child’s 
academic success by learning about effective literacy practices 
that can be implemented both in English and/or in the home 
language.  Knowing the value of bilingualism and biliteracy can 
support you in strengthening and continuing the development of 
your child’s first language at home, contributing to their academic success and lifelong opportunities.  Building 
strong family-school relationships will help you to better communicate with educators, understand your child’s 
literacy strengths and needs, and enable you to advocate for your child to receive research-based literacy 
instruction.  

Stages of Literacy Development
Literacy is the ability to read and write effectively. Literacy develops over time through meaningful learning 
experiences at home, school, and in the community. The stages below describe a progression of literacy 
development starting at birth and continuing throughout life. These stages are similar regardless of the home 
language. Supporting each stage of development in your native language is important for your child’s academic 
success. A strong foundation in the home language helps children develop literacy.1 Once your child begins 
school, that support should continue even if your child is in a program where instruction is mostly in English. 
Bilingualism does not confuse children – it aids learning.

Stage 0: Your Child from Birth to 4 years (Preschool)
	█ Begins to develop an understanding about books and print and display important pre-reading 
behaviors like holding books, turning pages, and pretending to read. 

	█ Holds writing instruments and progresses from making marks and scribbling to drawing.

	█ Experiences rapid growth in vocabulary and learning new concepts.  

1 National Academies of Sciences, Engineering, and Medicine. (2017). Promoting the educational success of children and youth learning 
English: Promising futures. Washington, DC: National Academies Press; Hancock, D.R. (2002). The effects of native language books on the 
pre-literacy skill development of language minority kindergarteners. Journal of Research in Childhood Education, 17(1), 62–68. https://doi.
org/10.1080/02568540209594999

“Supporting your English Learner’s 
Literacy Development” is the seventh 
chapter of the English Learner Family 
Toolkit, which is meant to support 
families of English learners (ELs) in the 
U.S. education system. This chapter 
has seven parts: (1) Overview, (2) 
Stages of Literacy Development, (3) 
Essential Components of English 
Learners’ Literacy Instruction, (4) The 
Value of Bilingualism and Biliteracy, (5) 
Suggested Questions to Ask School 
Staff, (6) Tips for Families, and (7) 
Resources. Information in each chapter 
varies. Since readers can choose to 
only access certain chapters of the 
toolkit, it is important to note that some 
information may be repeated in multiple 
chapters. 
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Stage 1: Your Child Learning to Read and Write (Grades Transitional Kindergarten2–2)
	█ Learns how written language works by connecting letters, sounds, and words.  

	█ Reads simple texts independently. 

	█ Interacts with more complex text through teacher read-alouds to develop oral language, reading 
comprehension, and rich vocabulary. 

	█ Writing moves from copying and writing simple sentences to writing simple stories. 

Stage 2: Your Child as a Fluent Reader and Writer (Grades 2–4)
	█ Integrates the ability to decode with their growing oral language vocabulary to comprehend text and 
read with increasing accuracy, expression, and fluency.  

	█ Gains meaning from text and discusses the key ideas with the teacher and peers. 

	█ Interacts with more complex text through teacher read-alouds to continue developing oral language, 
reading comprehension, and rich vocabulary.  

	█ Writes different types of texts, such as poems, letters, stories, and expository paragraphs or essays.   

Stage 3: Your Child Reading and Writing to Learn (Grades 4–8)
	█ Reads to learn and understand new ideas about academic subject matter.

	█ Learns and uses content vocabulary and increasingly complex concepts to write different types of texts.

	█ Reads and produces informational and literary texts with increasing independence.

Stage 4: Your Child as a Skilled and Analytical Reader and Writer (Grades 9–12)
	█ Reads widely across genres and disciplines.

	█ Analyzes themes, arguments, and evidence.

	█ Synthesizes information from a variety of sources.

	█ Communicates understanding through discussion and writing.

Regardless of a child’s age or stage of literacy development, you play a critical role in fostering language and 
literacy through everyday interactions and experiences. Beginning with playing, singing, talking, and listening 
to storytelling in the earliest stages, children who begin school with a large and varied vocabulary usually have 
strong reading comprehension by the time they are in third grade.3 As children move through their school 
years, it is important to continue to support literacy development by engaging in meaningful conversations, 
nurturing the home language, encouraging reading and writing, and supporting educational aspirations. These 
experiences help your child build the language, literacy, and critical thinking skills needed for academic success. 
Strong family engagement fosters resilience and confidence to help students succeed academically and become 
active, informed members of their community.

2 Transitional Kindergarten (TK) is defined as the first year of a 2-year Kindergarten program for children whose birthday falls between 
September 2 and December 2. Age cutoffs and eligibility can vary by state. TK’s goal is to serve as a bridge between preschool and 
traditional kindergarten. Several states offer TK including California, Texas, Florida, Illinois, New York, and North Carolina.
3 Lee, J. (2011). Size matters: Early vocabulary as a predictor of language and literacy competence. Applied Psycholinguistics, 32(1):69–
92.
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Essential Components of English Learners’ Literacy Instruction
As described earlier, ELs go through the same stages of development as monolingual English speakers. 
Similarly, ELs benefit from instruction targeting the same essential research-based components of reading 
identified for monolingual English speakers —  phonemic awareness, phonics, fluency, vocabulary, and reading 
comprehension.  

However, research shows that ELs require additional supports because they are simultaneously learning 
English in which literacy instruction occurs. Evidence indicates that effective literacy instruction for ELs should 
help students develop language, access content, and build on their strengths as bilingual learners.4 It is crucial 
for teachers to deliver instruction that: 

	█ Intentionally Develops English Oral Language  
Teachers develop English oral language by (1) providing dedicated and focused instruction targeting 
the child’s proficiency level in the second language (designated-ELD) at a separate time during the 
school day for elementary school children; or a separate ELD course for secondary students and (2) 
providing opportunities to discuss academic content with peers to apply vocabulary and develop 
understanding of concepts.

	█ Builds Metalinguistic Awareness  
Building metalinguistic awareness means that the classroom teacher promotes and guides children 
to think and talk about language so that they notice how language works, not just use it. For example, 
children demonstrate metalinguistic awareness when they recognize that words can have more than 
one meaning, hear similarities in sounds, understand rhymes, or explain why a sentence sounds correct 
or incorrect. A child who laughs at a joke based on the double meaning of a word, or notices that cat, 
hat, and bat rhyme, is showing metalinguistic awareness.  

	 In the case of bilingual children, they learn to notice similarities and differences between their home 
language and the second language they are learning at school. For instance, they learn to recognize 
similarities between words in English and Spanish with similar spelling or meaning like invitation and 
invitación.

	█ Builds and Activates Schema 
“Schema” refers to the background knowledge and experiences that children use to make sense of new 
information. Teachers build schema by helping students connect new learning to what they already 
know from their homes, communities, cultures, and previous learning experiences.

	 For example, a child who has been to the beach will find it easier to understand a lesson or unit about 
the ocean because they can connect new information to what they have seen and experienced.

	 Schema building and metalinguistic awareness support reading comprehension, vocabulary 
development, and communication abilities.5

	█ Develops Literacy in the First Language 
Research has shown that students who continue to develop language proficiency and literacy in their 

4 Baker, S. K., Gersten, R., Dimino, J., Haymond, K., Jayanthi, M., Kieffer, M. J., Lesaux, N. K., Linan-Thompson, S., Morris, J., Newman-
Gonchar, R., & Proctor, C. P. (2014). Teaching academic content and literacy to English learners in elementary and middle school (NCEE 
2014-4012). Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/19; Goodall, M. 
V., Gomez, M., & Webster, D. W. (2024). Effective instruction: The intersection of structured literacy and second-language acquisition for 
multilingual learners. The Reading League Journal, 5(3), 43–49; Hsin, L. B., Phillips Galloway, E., & Vaughn, S. (2026). Toward a science of 
strengths-based approaches to reading for English learners in K–12 schools. Reading Research Quarterly. Advance online publication. https://
doi.org/10.1002/rrq.70084; National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth. (2006). Developing literacy in second-language 
learners: Report of the National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
5 National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth. (2006). Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report of the 
National Literacy Panel on Language-Minority Children and Youth. Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.

https://ies.ed.gov/ncee/wwc/PracticeGuide/19
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.70084
https://doi.org/10.1002/rrq.70084


English Learner Family Toolkit   •   Chapter 7

44

home languages by participating in bilingual or dual language programs attain higher or the same levels 
of academic achievement as their monolingual counterparts.6 

	 Together, oral language development, metalinguistic awareness, schema building, and home language 
development provide a comprehensive framework for supporting ELs’ academic success while 
recognizing bilingualism as an educational asset rather than a barrier. 

The Value of Bilingualism and Biliteracy
Common Concerns and Misconceptions

As a caregiver, you might have concerns or misunderstandings about continuing to develop the native language 
at home or enrolling your child in a bilingual or dual language program. These concerns are not supported by 
research in language and bilingual literacy development. There are many benefits to bilingualism and biliteracy. 
The table below lists common misconceptions and the research findings that counter these misunderstandings.

Table 1: Misconceptions vs. Evidence: Evidence for Bilingual & Biliteracy Development

Misconceptions Evidence

Speaking the home language 
will hinder my child’s 
development of English and 
their academic success.​

A strong first language supports learning a second language because many language and 
literacy skills transfer across languages.7

Children benefit when parents communicate in the language they know best because it 
provides richer vocabulary and more complex language models.8

Learning two languages can 
lead to speech delays.​

Bilingualism does not cause speech or language delays. A true language disorder will 
appear across all languages a child speaks. Learning two languages does not create a 
disorder.9

Learning two languages will 
confuse my child.

Research shows no evidence that bilingual children are confused by exposure to multiple 
languages. Infants can discriminate between different languages within the first months 
of life and develop separate language systems as they grow.10

My child will struggle to keep 
languages separate.​

Studies show that children naturally separate languages, although they may engage 
in code-switching (using elements of two languages in the same conversation). Code-
switching is a normal communication strategy, not evidence of confusion. When a 
bilingual child does not know a word in one language, they might borrow the word from 
the other language.11

Speaking the native language 
at home is enough to 
maintain bilingualism.​

Research indicates that without continued support, language loss can occur, especially 
for minority-language speakers. Children need sustained exposure, interaction, reading, 
writing, and opportunities to use the language in various settings.12

6 U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse of English Language Acquisition. (2024). Dual Language Immersion Playbooks. U.S. 
Department of Education. https://ncela.ed.gov/sites/default/files/2024-12/dual-language-playbook-full-20241219.pdf
7 Durgunoğlu, A. Y. (2017). An updated review of cross-language transfer and its educational implications. In E. Segers & P. van den Broek 
(Eds.), Developmental Perspectives in Written Language and Literacy: In Honor of Ludo Verhoeven (pp. 167–182). John Benjamins Publishing 
Company. https://doi.org/10.1075/z.206.11dur
8 Byers-Heinlein K, Lew-Williams C. (2013). Bilingualism in the early years: What the science says. Learn Landscape. 7(1):95–112.
9 Paradis J., Genesee F., Crago M. B. (2010). Dual language development and disorders. Baltimore: Paul H Brookes Publishing Company. 
10 De Houwer, A. (2024). Myths about bilingual development and why they hurt. Babylonia Journal of Language Education, 3, 46–49. https://
doi.org/10.55393/babylonia.v3i.507
11 Byers-Heinlein K., Lew-Williams C. (2013). Bilingualism in the early years: What the science says. Learn Landscape. 7(1):95–112.
12 De Houwer, A. (2021). Bilingual development in childhood. Cambridge, Mass.

https://ncela.ed.gov/sites/default/files/2024-12/dual-language-playbook-full-20241219.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1075/z.206.11dur
https://doi.org/10.55393/babylonia.v3i.507
https://doi.org/10.55393/babylonia.v3i.507
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Misconceptions Evidence

Enrolling my child in a dual 
language program will delay 
their English acquisition and 
academic progress.

Studies have found that ELs in dual language programs are more likely to reach English 
proficiency and be reclassified and less likely to be identified as long-term ELs. Similarly, 
they score higher in literacy assessments than their peers in English-only programs at 
both elementary and secondary levels.13

Benefits of Bilingualism and Biliteracy

Research has shown that there are many benefits to being bilingual and biliterate regarding brain health, 
learning, and education. Below are some of the benefits associated with bilingualism and biliteracy.14

	█ Brain and cognitive benefits such as the ability to concentrate on tasks and multitask, improved 
memory, and increased awareness of language.

	█ Economic benefits such as greater employment opportunities and increased salary potential.

	█ Education benefits such as higher levels of performance on achievement tests associated with higher 
levels of proficiency in two languages.  

13  What Works Clearinghouse, Institute of Education Sciences, U.S. Department of Education. (2023, December). Dual language programs. 
https://whatworks.ed.gov; Thomas, W. P., & Collier, V. P. (2017). Validating the power of bilingual schooling: Thirty-two years of large-scale, 
longitudinal research. Annual Review of Applied Linguistics, 37:203–217. doi:10.1017/S0267190517000034; August, D., & Shanahan, T. (Eds.). 
(2006). Developing literacy in second-language learners: Report of the National Literacy Panel on language-minority children and youth. 
Lawrence Erlbaum Associates.
14  U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse for English Language Acquisition (2024). The economic benefits of multilingualism. 
https://ncela.ed.gov/resources/infographic-the-economic-benefits-of-multilingualism-july-2024; 
U.S. Department of Education, National Clearinghouse of English Language Acquisition (2020). The benefits of multilingualism.  https://ncela.
ed.gov/resources/infographic-benefits-of-multilingualism-english-august-2020

https://whatworks.ed.gov
doi:10.1017/S0267190517000034
https://ncela.ed.gov/resources/infographic-the-economic-benefits-of-multilingualism-july-2024
https://ncela.ed.gov/resources/infographic-benefits-of-multilingualism-english-august-2020
https://ncela.ed.gov/resources/infographic-benefits-of-multilingualism-english-august-2020
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Suggested Questions to Ask School Staff
The following are sample questions you could ask school staff to gauge and support your child’s 
academic and literacy progress:

1.	 How can I find out what my child is learning in school? 
2.	 How does the school help my child become proficient in English?
3.	 My child goes to another teacher to learn English during their class’s regular Language Arts 

instructional time. How does that affect their ability to learn to read and write? 
4.	 What are my child’s learning/literacy goals? Who can give me that information? 
5.	 How does the school teach reading and writing?
6.	 What services does the school offer to help my child learn to read and write in English? How can I 

help my child if I do not read or write English well?
7.	 What resources does my child have available to learn how to read and write (e.g., bilingual 

dictionaries, textbooks) in the home language?
8.	 Does the school offer classes/programs to support literacy development in another language?
9.	 How can I contact my child’s teacher(s) and the school staff? Is there an interpreter who can help me?
10.	How is my child progressing in literacy development compared to other ELs and English-only 

speakers?
11.	What academic and linguistic needs does my child have that might keep them from meeting grade 

level and English language proficiency goals?
12.	Does my child have homework every day? What can I do to help my child with the homework? Who 

can help my child at school if they need more help?  
13.	What other activities should my child do, besides homework, to foster literacy development (e.g., 

reading every day, visiting museums)?
14.	Does the school district offer the Seal of Biliteracy? What are the criteria to earn the Seal of 

Biliteracy?

Tips for Families
From birth and beyond, you play an important role in your child’s literacy development by interacting 
with your child in your strongest language through the following activities:

	█ Birth to 4 years (Preschool) 
	– Read board books, nursery rhymes. As your child develops, add picture books, counting and 

alphabet books, and fairy tales.
	– Make markers, crayons, pencils, pens, or other types of writing utensils and all types of paper (e.g., 

notepads, construction paper) available to encourage experimenting with writing.
	– Provide puzzles, alphabet boards, and puppets.
	– Encourage imaginary play — house, school, and store.
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	█ Elementary Grades (TK–5)
	– Talk with your child about cultural traditions and family stories.
	– Establish a routine to read with your child for at least 20 minutes and for your child to read 

independently (e.g., during bedtime, commuting).  
	– Talk about new words. 
	– Encourage retelling and discussion after reading.  
	– Provide writing materials such as pencils, crayons, and all types of paper (e.g., notepads and 

notebooks) to promote journaling, creating stories, and drawing.  
	– Write in front of your children (e.g., grocery lists, letters, notes) to model how writing skills are 

useful in everyday life.
	– Visit the public library. Allow children to select books. Be a model by reading and checking out 

books and magazines in English or in your home language.  
	– Experience a variety of enriching experiences around the community (e.g., parks, museums, fairs).
	– Limit screen time (e.g., TV, video games, phone).
	– Encourage your child to read and write in both languages.
	– Consider enrolling your child in bilingual or dual language immersion programs if the school offers 

them.
	█ Secondary Grades (6–12)

	– Support goal setting related to college, career, or technical/trade schools.
	– Support consistent independent reading habits.
	– Encourage and facilitate using library resources.
	– Encourage continued literacy development in the home language.
	– Engage in discussions about books, articles, and current events by asking open-ended questions 

and connecting reading to personal experiences and future goals.
	– Monitor the use of digital resources.
	– Work with the school to make sure your child can enroll in heritage language classes, including 

classes that offer college credits in the home language such as the Advanced Placement and 
International Baccalaureate program.

	– Learn about pathways to obtain the Seal of Biliteracy at your child’s school. 
	– If your child is new to the U.S. and enrolling in school for the first time, ask whether the school 

offers a Newcomer Program. Ask how long the program lasts and what services and supports it 
provides.

Resources 
These websites offer a variety of resources for parents to actively support their children’s literacy development.

Barbara Bush Foundation. Provides high-quality programs, resources, education initiatives, and research to 
help families and communities nationwide. https://www.barbarabush.org/toolkit-for-at-home-learning/

Common Sense Media. Provides families with free resources such as guides and reviews to help parents 
navigate their children’s (ages 2–15) interactions with media and technology. Wide Open School | Common 
Sense Media

https://www.barbarabush.org/toolkit-for-at-home-learning/
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/wide-open-school
https://www.commonsensemedia.org/wide-open-school


English Learner Family Toolkit   •   Chapter 7

48

Guia Infantil (Spanish). Offers free articles and tips for parents to support their child’s education and well-
being. https://www.guiainfantil.com/

GreatSchools. Provides high-quality education information to guide families through every stage of their 
child’s learning. https://www.greatschools.org/

Head Start. Provides a guide for parents offering tips to engage in the Kindergarten transition and how to 
support children throughout the process of starting school. Your Child Is Going to Kindergarten: Making the 
Move Together | HeadStart.gov. The website also offers health tips on nutrition, oral health, injury prevention 
and other topics. Health Tips for Families Series | HeadStart.gov 

National Association for Bilingual Education. A non-profit membership organization that works to 
advocate for educational and academic excellence for bilingual/multilingual students. https://nabe.
org/?s=parent+resources

National Center on Improving Literacy. Provides families with actionable guidance, activities, and insights 
to strengthen literacy development at home and foster meaningful home-school literacy partnerships. https://
improvingliteracy.org/

Parent Power. Provides evidence-based support directly to families and educators to strengthen school-family 
partnerships. Four Reasons Why Parental Involvement Matters for Newcomers — And How To Help

Reading Rockets. Offers research-based reading strategies, lessons, and activities designed to help children 
from birth to age 8 learn how to read and improve their reading. There are downloadable free reading tips for 
parents and early literacy professionals, by age and stage, in English and translated into 12 other languages. 
https://www.readingrockets.org/literacy-home/literacy-tips-activities

Reading Partners. An online learning platform where volunteer tutors, families, and caregivers can 
explore trainings and resources to become literacy support allies for young students. https://resourcehub.
readingpartners.org/families-caregivers/

ReadWorks. Provides a free parent or guardian account to access free reading materials in English and 
Spanish. https://about.readworks.org/parents_remote.html#webinars

Smithsonian Distance Learning Choice Boards. Introduces students to recommended learning opportunities 
from across the Smithsonian in science, social studies, culture, and the arts. Includes hands-on and technology-
enabled activities in English and Spanish. Smithsonian Distance Learning Resources

Unite for Literacy. Helps families build a daily habit of reading and supports language and literacy 
development. Provides access to free books in Spanish and English including narration in 43 different 
languages. https://www.uniteforliteracy.com/

Regional Educational Laboratories (REL) Southeast Video Series. Demonstrates parent-child interactions 
that support reading and writing development. https://www.youtube.com/
playlist?list=PLVHqsnePfULpQeqIT3ZfWcSBsAJJa1b0x; https://www.youtube.com/
playlist?list=PLVHqsnePfULqzbnu1BZf50y7HFgGNZp6v

This document contains examples and resource materials that are provided for the user’s convenience. The inclusion of any material is not 
intended to reflect its importance, nor is it intended to endorse any views expressed, or products or services offered. These materials may 
contain the views and recommendations of various subject matter experts as well as hypertext links, contact addresses, and websites to 
information created and maintained by other public and private organizations. The opinions expressed in any of these materials do not 
necessarily reflect the positions or policies of the U.S. Department of Education. The U.S. Department of Education does not control or 
guarantee the accuracy, relevance, timeliness, or completeness of any outside information included in these materials. Mentions of specific 
programs or products in these examples are designed to provide a clearer understanding and are not meant as endorsements. 

https://www.guiainfantil.com/
https://www.greatschools.org/
https://headstart.gov/publication/your-child-going-kindergarten-making-move-together
https://headstart.gov/publication/your-child-going-kindergarten-making-move-together
https://headstart.gov/physical-health/article/health-tips-families-series
https://nabe.org/?s=parent+resources
https://nabe.org/?s=parent+resources
https://improvingliteracy.org/
https://improvingliteracy.org/
https://parentpowered.com/blog/education-equity/parental-involvement-newcomers/
https://www.readingrockets.org/literacy-home/literacy-tips-activities
https://resourcehub.readingpartners.org/families-caregivers/
https://resourcehub.readingpartners.org/families-caregivers/
https://about.readworks.org/parents_remote.html#webinars
https://learninglab.si.edu/distancelearning
https://www.uniteforliteracy.com/
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLVHqsnePfULpQeqIT3ZfWcSBsAJJa1b0x
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLVHqsnePfULpQeqIT3ZfWcSBsAJJa1b0x
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLVHqsnePfULqzbnu1BZf50y7HFgGNZp6v
https://www.youtube.com/playlist?list=PLVHqsnePfULqzbnu1BZf50y7HFgGNZp6v
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