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Introduction

here was a great forest fire—everything was burning and all the animals 
were scared and didn’t know what they could do. A hummingbird, though, 
went to a lake and got a drop of water. It flew to the fire and dropped the 

water there, and it kept on going back again. The other animals kept on telling 
the hummingbird that it was wasting its time, telling it there was no way a little 
water was going to make a difference. The hummingbird replied, “I’m doing the 
best I can.”

—Modern ecological parable1

The hummingbird did its best in the face of many challenges and adversity, and 
nothing could stop it.

While it would have been ideal for the hummingbird to organize all the animals 
to join it in fighting the fire, always encouraging the use of that kind of strategy is 
not the main point of the story or this book. This book is primarily designed to help 
secondary-level ELL teachers do the best they can in their classrooms (though it 
does also include a chapter on how to help mainstream educators make their con-
tent more accessible to English language learners, too). In addition, the majority of 
approaches and strategies we discuss can be easily modified for younger ELLs.

This book is primarily written by two committed and experienced educators 
who have a rich family life outside of school, plan on continuing to teach for  
years to come, and who are always interested in providing high-quality education to 
their students without requiring enormous extra work for the teacher. In addition, 
nine—count ‘em, nine—other very experienced educators have contributed towards 
making this book nearly twice the size of the first edition!
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It is not written by or for teachers who lack awareness of their own limitations 
and what is needed to stay in education for the long haul.

This book is a careful distillation of selected instructional strategies that have 
been used successfully by us for years in the classroom.

It is not a laundry list of every ELL teaching method that’s been discussed in the 
literature.

In addition to providing a selective review of ELL teaching methods, this book 
shares highly regarded research supporting just about everything we suggest.

It is not just speaking from our experience and what we think is good. This book 
shares numerous specific suggestions about how ELL teachers can use technology 
to bring a value-added benefit to their language-learning students.

It is not a treatise on how educational technology is the “magic bullet” that is 
always (or even often) superior to nontech strategies.

This book recognizes that teachers need to deal with standards (we discuss  
both Common Core and The Next Generation Science Standards), textbooks, and  
standardized tests. This book also recognizes that not everything always goes  
according to plan, and includes a lengthy chapter on how to deal with potential 
problems. This book understands the realities of what work in the classroom world 
actually is like.

It does not offer a pie-in-the-sky view assuming we operate in an ideal classroom 
world all the time.

This book emphasizes the importance of learners being co-creators of their  
education.

It does not encourage the teacher being the “sage on stage.”
The point of this book is not to claim it is the be-all and end-all for ELL teacher 

professional development. We strongly encourage teachers and their schools to 
develop ongoing mentor relationships with experienced educator organizations, 
and we recommend three of them in the Afterword.

This book does not promote the idea that any teacher is an island and only needs 
a few books and informal professional relationships to reach his full potential.

We hope that you can gain from the second edition of this guide at least as much 
as we learned from writing it.
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Bonus Web Content

The last five chapters are “web-only” and available without any registration required. 
These include the original chapters on teaching Science and Math that appeared 
in the first edition. This second edition contains entirely new chapters, but we still 
believe the original ones can be very helpful to teachers of ELLs. Two of the chap-
ters relate to teaching internationally. We thought that putting them online would 
increase their accessibility to teachers outside of the United States. The final chapter 
is about distance learning, and Wiley graciously allowed us to put it freely online in 
the middle of the COVID-19 pandemic (though, we have made some minor changes 
since then). Numerous Tech Tools supporting the lessons and instructional strate-
gies that we discuss are highlighted throughout this book. In addition, we have a 
lengthy web page listing links to all the tools we cite, as well as to many others that 
we did not have space to include. All Exhibits (primarily student handouts) in the 
book can also be downloaded. Readers can access these resources by going to www 
.wiley.com/go/eslsurvivalguide2.

http://www.wiley.com/go/eslsurvivalguide2
http://www.wiley.com/go/eslsurvivalguide2
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CHAPTER ONE

3

ong ago a wise, old teacher lived in a village near a range of mountains. 
Climbing the highest of these mountains was considered an important accom-
plishment, and all the young boys of the village couldn’t wait until they were 

old enough to make the climb on their own.
One night, the wise teacher gathered a group of boys together and said to 

them, “You have reached the age to take on the challenge. Tomorrow you may 
all go and climb that mountain with my blessings. Go as far as you can, and 
when you are tired, turn around and come home. Remember to bring back a 
twig from the place where you turned around.”

The next morning, the boys began the long-awaited climb. A few hours later, 
one of the boys returned with a piece of buckthorn. The teacher smiled and said, 
“I can see you made it to the first rockslide. Wonderful!” Later in the afternoon, 
another boy arrived with a cedar frond. “You made it halfway up! Well done!” 
remarked the teacher. An hour later another boy returned with a branch of pine, 
and the teacher said, “Good job. It looks like you made it three-quarters of the 
way. If you keep trying, next year you will surely reach the top!”

As the sun began to set, the teacher began to worry about the last boy, who 
still had not returned. Just when the teacher was about to send out a search par-
ty, the boy finally returned. He ran to the teacher and held out his hand. His hand 
was empty, but his eyes sparkled with happiness as he said, “Teacher, there 
were no trees where I turned around. I saw no twigs, no living things at the very 
top of the peak, and far away I could see the majestic sun shining off the sea.”

The teacher’s eyes also sparkled with joy as he proclaimed, “I knew it! When 
I looked in your eyes I could see that you made it! You have been to the top! It 
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shines in your eyes and sings in your voice! My son, you do not need twigs or 
branches as prizes of your victory. You have felt the prize in your spirit because 
you have seen the wonder of the mountain!”1

This tale describes the satisfaction and joy felt by the boy who reached the moun-
tain’s peak and witnessed the compelling view from the top. He didn’t return with 
any physical “prizes” but instead carried the treasures of his journey within himself. 
The next time he climbs the mountain, he will be motivated from within, not because 
there are tokens or prizes to be collected.

As educators, we hope all of our students will “see the view from the peak” and 
will feel compelled to take on many more journeys as they learn and grow. Researcher 
Stephen Krashen explains how “compelling input” relates to language learning: 
Compelling means that the input is so interesting you forget that it is in another 
language. It means you are in a state of “flow.”2 In flow, the concerns of everyday life 
and even the sense of self disappear—our sense of time is altered and nothing but 
the activity itself seems to matter.3

This idea will be reflected throughout this book as we identify and describe 
research-based instructional strategies and approaches that “compel” students to 
want to learn English. Compelling input can help students “reach the peak” of 
acquiring language without seeking external rewards. However, it is ultimately 
important for students to come to their own conclusions about the value of “reach-
ing the peak.” Once students see the value of language learning and become intrin-
sically motivated to learn English, they will take the risk and climb that mountain 
over and over again. Sometimes they will need encouragement and support from us, 
especially when the peak is obscured by clouds along the way.

This book contains strategies and tools for teachers of English Language Learners 
to act as guides on this trek up the mountain. We hope it will help you feel prepared 
and excited about this journey. We know that everyone’s trail will be different, and 
we hope this “survival guide” will serve as a compass rather than a direct map.

In the following subsections we will lay out a big picture of ELL instruction, 
including statistics on the English language learner population, research on lan-
guage development, and several ELL instructional best practices. Later chapters will 
go into more detail on how to implement these big picture research findings and 
practices in your own classroom.

ELL Population Growth

It is hard to find a school district in this country that doesn’t have an English Lan
guage Learner population. For teachers in states like Alaska, California, Colorado, 
Florida, Illinois, Massachusetts, Nevada, New Mexico, Texas, and Washington, it is 


