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Essential Practices 
in Early Literacy

for K–2 Multilingual Learners 

Reimagining how leaders lay the foundation for developing strong readers



We 
know 
how to 
teach 
children 
to read. 

Literacy in English is essential to achievement in every academic subject—and to 
educational and economic opportunities beyond schooling.¹ However, learning and 
developing as a reader are more complicated in a language the reader is simultaneously 
learning to speak and understand. 

Today, nearly five million children in U.S. public schools are classified as English learners 
(ELs),² and ELs are the fastest-growing student population in the country.³ Because 
publicly available data indicate that multilingual learners (MLs)* perpetually lag behind 
their native English–speaking peers academically,⁴ teaching language-minority students to 
read and write well in English presents an urgent challenge to the nation’s schools.

The education field has never known more about the way children learn to read, or about 
the importance of early education to a literate life, than we do today. What we know 
about effective literacy instruction for non-MLs offers us a foundation for effective early 
literacy instruction for MLs.

Now more than ever, we need to ground ourselves in what we know works—and do it 
intentionally and with fidelity across school systems—to improve the literacy of and long-
term outcomes for our young MLs.
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*Federal law uses a very technical definition for students learning English referred to as “English learners.” School districts use the federal definition for compliance and accountability purposes and therefore collect data accord-

ing to those components. Instruction Partners intentionally uses the term “multilingual learners” to acknowledge students developing proficiency in a new language while honoring their skills and competencies in their current 

language(s) and to support the needs of students who speak dialects and variations of English not represented in academic standards and materials (who are not identified as English learners according to the federal definition).





We are learning what works to 
accelerate early literacy growth. 
In early 2020, we began our own investigation into the research and practice of foundational literacy education to identify the most 
critical elements of high-quality, effective early literacy instruction and systems. We then explored the literature and research 
through the lens of centering MLs,5 devoting thought and attention to a thorough analysis of the structures and practices that need 
to be in place at the instructional and system levels to be sure early literacy instruction moves MLs through the continuum of skills 
that they need to acquire to be proficient readers.
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The result: A suggested set of five essential practices for building an 

effective early literacy system that centers multilingual learners, along 

with resources for observing, coaching, and reflecting on the current 

state of K–2 literacy instruction.

The practices invite leaders and teachers to reimagine how they center early 
literacy instruction to accelerate students’ development of foundational 
reading skills, both in the short term by offering creative solutions to address 
COVID-related unfinished learning and in the long term by codifying the 
practices that help leaders build a system in which MLs are reading proficiently 
in English by the time they enter 3rd grade. 

We understand that there are certain circumstances that will impact this 
timeline—for example, how recently the student was introduced to English—
and thus should be considered when setting individual student goals. In 
addition, teachers and leaders must pay attention to MLs’ level of English 
language proficiency as that will dictate the extent to which modified 
instructional and system-level practices might be needed and/or appropriate.6 

To refine our understanding of the practices that best serve MLs, we are field 
testing what we learn to help identify key moves maximizing ML reading 
progress, specifically in response to missed learning opportunities as a result of 
the COVID-19 pandemic. We will also continue learning with and collecting data 
from schools and systems as well as connecting with researchers, scholars, and 
practitioners dedicated to effective literacy instruction for MLs.



Teaching reading is rocket science. But 
it is also established science, with clear, 
specific, practical instructional strategies 
that all teachers should be taught and 
supported in using. 
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“
— Louisa Moats (2020, 9)7
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How to use the essential practices 
that center multilingual learners
We encourage leadership teams who wish to center MLs in early literacy instruction to review all five essential practices, 

determine which practices are already being implemented within their current early literacy system, and identify which 

practices have not yet been fully established. The best way to do this is to: 

1. Read through the subcomponents of each essential practice to understand the elements of high-quality systems.

2. Use the diagnostic self-evaluation tool to gauge the degree to which these elements are already in place.

3. Return to this document to chart a roadmap for intensive action planning.

https://docs.google.com/document/d/1eSdgnyWovKoM265WvnKMfCKp4fmZwogH5mNFRvxpqvY/edit?usp=sharing
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In 2022, we will release a playbook comprising practical tools and resources 

designed to support a school or school system in bringing each of the essential 

practices to life, including considerations for centering MLs.

Our ultimate goal is to provide leaders with a practical, user-friendly tool strategically 
designed to help schools cross the finish line in building an effective early literacy 
system.

Leaders will be able to use the playbook to:

• Discover and choose the path that is most efficient based on their system or school
context as well as key learnings from the Instruction Partners team

• Understand and strategically prepare for the journey and overcome obstacles
along the path

• Reach every checkpoint and cross the finish line



Essential Practice #1

Vision
Establish a vision for early literacy instruction that is anchored in the science of reading,* research-informed 

strategies for multilingual learners, and the belief that multilingual learners can and will successfully engage 

with grade-level complex text as determined by state learning standards by the time they enter 3rd grade. 

• The school system has a written vision for early literacy that clearly communicates:

	° a commitment to using an explicit and systematic approach to foundational skills instruction;

	° the mindset that MLs can engage with grade-level complex text as determined by standards by the time they 
enter 3rd grade; 

	° a focus on leveraging and building students’ assets, including their primary languages, language dialects, and/or 
language varieties; and 

	° a commitment to simultaneous language (oral, vocabulary, comprehension) and foundational reading skills 
	 development. 

• All stakeholders have a clear understanding of the vision, including their individual role in working towards it, which
is reflected in team communication, collaboration, and instructional decision-making.
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Indicators

*Instruction Partners defines the science of reading as a systematic and explicit foundational skills program as well as content-rich knowledge building.



Essential Practice #2

Materials
Use standards-aligned and coherent materials effectively to facilitate data-driven instruction anchored in the 

science of reading and research-informed strategies for multilingual learners.

• Tier 1 curricular materials are anchored in the science of reading and include both a systematic and explicit
foundational skills program as well as content-rich reading materials that support knowledge building.

• Tier 1 curriculum aligns to the assessments and instructional resources used in the school(s) and across the system.

• Teachers seamlessly use curriculum-embedded assessments and curriculum-provided support materials to drive
whole-group and small-group instruction and strategically move students towards reading proficiency.

• Tiered intervention programs are structured and systematic; they amplify and accelerate learning from Tier 1
materials.

• Curriculum and materials are responsive to and reflective of MLs’ cultural and linguistic backgrounds and skills.
When Tier 1 curriculum and materials are not representative of the students or their needs, considerations are made
regarding how to create or amplify opportunities that are responsive to and reflective of ML identities.
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Indicators



• Supplemental materials and connected instruction build in connections to students’ home languages through 
bridging strategies (e.g., purposeful comparisons of two languages in order to extract similarities and differences 
between the two). Review the classroom strategies resource for examples.

• There is a strategic approach to leveraging Tier 1 curricular materials and instructional practices in service of 
supporting foundational skills development within language development program service times (e.g., pull-out 
English as a Second Language [ESL] support).
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https://instructionpartners.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/01/Multilingual-Learner-Instructional-Strategies.pdf


Essential Practice #3

Data
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Use quality data and assessment resources consistently, cohesively, and strategically to drive instructional 

decision-making for all students, with an intentional focus on multilingual learners.

• The assessment system in place includes:

	° a universal screener that assesses all students’ proficiency towards grade-level benchmarks at least three times per
year; 

	° a diagnostic assessment that pinpoints the specific skills students have mastered and/or where they need further 
instruction and practice; 

	° progress monitoring tools to determine how students are progressing against their individual goals and learning 
targets; and 

	° formative assessments from the curriculum to assess if students are learning what is being taught. 

• Established data cycles outline how data will be collected, analyzed, and used by teachers and the early literacy team.
Data cycles include:

Indicators
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	° monitoring student progress against their individual goals using data from multiple sources, including universal 
screener, progress monitoring, and classroom formative data and teacher observation; 

	° determining the effectiveness of instruction and/or interventions and making adjustments as needed to support 
student mastery; and

	° adjusting tier placement for students based on clear entry and exit criteria for intervention, with an emphasis on 
exiting students as flexibly and quickly as possible.

• Nationally-normed, predictive, grade-level benchmarks determine student growth targets and on-grade-level
performance.

• Each student has explicit goals they are working towards, and those goals are transparent between teachers, students,
and families.

• Student data is disaggregated by demographics (e.g., ML identifier, language proficiency level) to ensure the needs of
priority groups* are centered when making all instructional decisions.

• Families and caregivers are well informed of their child’s progress to goals and play an active role in supporting their child
in their journey towards reading proficiency.

• Assessment and evaluation honor MLs’ primary languages and current English proficiency levels. There is a written policy
to ensure that MLs are not penalized for current proficiency level and/or imprecise articulation when the difference can
be explained by home language influence. Review the classroom strategies resource for more information and examples.

*Instruction Partners has identified the following four priority groups: students of color, students in poverty, multilingual learners, and students with disabilities.



Essential Practice #4

Team
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Build a well-trained and specialized early literacy team to facilitate a flexible and equitable early literacy program 

that systematically moves students towards reading proficiency.

• Each school has an early literacy team in place. Members include (but are not limited to) district and school leaders,
coaches, teachers, interventionists, and coordinators of English language learners and special populations, each of
whom understands their role and responsibilities. Leaders at both the school and district levels are responsible for
effective implementation.

• Early literacy team members are well trained and have strong content knowledge and a clear understanding of how to
productively use data to move all students towards reading and writing proficiency.

• Members of the early literacy team evaluate and refine intervention implementation and resources through data analysis
cycles and walkthroughs.

• The early literacy team uses data analysis of interventions in combination with Tier 1 data to plan for ongoing professional
learning opportunities, coaching support, and supplemental materials needed for effective implementation.

Indicators



• Team members from across the school and/or system strategically support small-group Tier 1 instruction and intervention
to ensure students meet their goals.

• All stakeholders providing ML support analyze student data and collaboratively plan for how materials will be
strategically used to support students’ foundational skills development, including what enhancements might be needed
to center the needs of MLs.

• All adults supporting the early literacy program engage in ongoing professional learning, including training and coaching
in:

	° the science of reading and the specific curricular resources being used;

	° best practices for developing language and literacy simultaneously; and 

	° implementing culturally and linguistically responsive practices.
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Essential Practice #5

Time
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Maximize and direct all available time to continuously improving the effectiveness of instruction and 

intervention, including ongoing adult professional learning.

• School and system schedules provide no less than 120 minutes each day for students to engage in Tier 1 literacy
instruction and receive necessary tiered interventions.

• School and system schedules provide the appropriate amount of time within a Language Instruction Educational
Program (LIEP) such as English Language Development (ELD) or bilingual education programs and services.

• The schedules of the early literacy team regularly allow them to conduct collaborative whole-group and small-group
instruction walkthroughs, meet and analyze data, and reflect on intervention program effectiveness.

• All adults who support the early literacy program and who support ML literacy and language development allocate time
to receive regular (e.g., weekly or biweekly), ongoing professional learning.

• Teachers, coaches, and leaders reserve time to engage in data cycles and collaboratively plan the best ways to integrate
foundational literacy and language development instruction.

Indicators
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Find more early literacy resources on our website: www.instructionpartners.org/early-literacy.




