
Center for
Education Services

Supporting  
Multilingual Learners 
and Families

Effective Evidence-Based Approaches  
Schools in the United States are serving an increasing number of 
multilingual learners each year.¹ These students come in contact 
with and/or interact in languages in addition to English on a 
regular basis.² This includes students who are commonly referred 
to as English language learners, English learners, newcomers, 
students with interrupted formal education, long-term English 
learners, and more. The field is moving toward using the more 
asset-based and inclusive term, multilingual learners. 

Effective educators build strong relationships with their students 
and families and see a positive effect on student outcomes and 
well-being.³ Many schools and districts are looking for ways 
to deepen their understanding of strategies to engage their 
multilingual learners and families. This guide presents instructional 
evidence-based practices; considerations when supporting 
students who are undocumented; resources to engage newcomer 
families; and networking suggestions to like/follow to continue 
learning more about multilingual learner programming, policies, 
and instruction.

As educators, it is important to leverage multilingual learners’ 
languages and cultures for school/classroom life and to engage 
families in the student learning process. Classroom instruction that 
intentionally integrates reading, writing, listening, and speaking 
modalities provides multilingual learners with opportunities to add 
English proficiency to their linguistic repertoires.



Guiding Principles for Planning for Instruction 
The eight instructional evidence-based practices for multilingual learners in Figure 1 describe what instruction can look and sound like 
and provide a classroom example for each. Multilingual learners can and should engage in grade-level content, but they require a few 
adaptations and scaffolding to be able to produce and master the content.⁴ Those adaptations depend on their English proficiency levels, 
confidence, and readiness. Strong teacher-student relationships and classroom-level data help guide instructional scaffolds and design.

Students should have the opportunity to experience all four domains of language (reading, writing, listening, and speaking) each day.⁵ 
Making instructional adaptations for multilingual learners in classrooms values the linguistic diversity present in the classroom, enhances 
comprehension, ensures equitable access to the curriculum, and creates an inclusive learning environment that respects and celebrates 
the various languages and cultures represented. This fosters a sense of belonging and self-esteem among multilingual learners, promoting 
linguistic safety,⁶ positive engagement, and motivation to learn.

Figure 1. Instructional Best Practices



Supporting the Whole Child
Subsets of multilingual learners in schools are recently arrived to the United States, or newcomers; may be undocumented or in a mixed-
status household; or may be separated or reunified with their families.⁷ As educators, building awareness of how to support the whole 
child requires a review of traditional school practices or systems to support all multilingual learners. For example, by recognizing and 
understanding the characteristics of undocumented students, schools can create a supportive environment that ensures inclusivity, 
promotes belonging, and dispels myths.

Building awareness of undocumented students can help to advocate for equitable educational opportunities and provide appropriate 
support. Topics such as work papers, insurance, college and career planning, legal, and identification are sometimes overlooked in daily 
educational planning efforts (Figure 2). Additionally, family engagement is one of the most important indicators of student success.⁸ It is 
important for educators to take the first step to build strong partnerships with students’ families, even those in other countries.

Figure 2. Considerations When Supporting Students Who Are Undocumented
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Unsure of where to start? The resources in Figure 3 help educators reflect on school data, connect in an accessible way, collaborate in 
authentic ways, and encourage family leadership in schools. These resources are aligned with National Association for Family, School,  
and Community Engagement’s (NAFSCE) Core Competencies for family engagement, which aim to center families and communities  
more authentically.⁹ 

Figure 3. Engaging Newcomer Families

Click on the links to find resources to help you reflect, connect, collaborate, and lead with newcomer families.

Reflect
Reflect on your school’s data. Who are 
your MLLs? What home languages are 

represented? How are you currently 
supporting students and their families?

Connect
Connect with families in an accessible 

way. Multilingual learners and families 
have rights to access schooling and 

information in home languages.

Collaborate 
Create asset-based,  

authentic relationships and  
partnerships with your  
students and families.

Lead
Encourage family leadership  

and challenege school structures  
to lead your school in  
supporting families.

*Categories aligned to NAFSCE’s Core Competencies

https://www.immigrantsrefugeesandschools.org/post/top-5-strategies-for-engaging-immigrant-and-refugee-families-for-family-engagement-professionals
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/communicating-important-information-ell-families-strategies-success#h-6-find-ways-to-communicate-with-ell-parents
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/communicating-important-information-ell-families-strategies-success#h-6-find-ways-to-communicate-with-ell-parents
https://www.multilinguallearningtoolkit.org/strategies-resources/welcome-and-engage-families/
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/ten-strategies-supporting-immigrant-students-and-families
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/ten-strategies-supporting-immigrant-students-and-families
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/ten-strategies-supporting-immigrant-students-and-families
https://www.colorincolorado.org/immigration/guide
https://www.colorincolorado.org/immigration/guide/families
https://www.colorincolorado.org/immigration/guide/families
https://www.ilctr.org/family-and-parental-engagement/
https://www.ilctr.org/family-and-parental-engagement/
https://welcomingamerica.org/resource/building-welcoming-schools/
https://welcomingamerica.org/resource/building-welcoming-schools/
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Hk7_lBaFC5w
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/bilingual-family-night-ell-families
https://www.colorincolorado.org/article/bilingual-family-night-ell-families
https://ellevationeducation.com/podcast/s2e2-building-relationships-immigrant-communities-through-local-cultural-immersion
https://ellevationeducation.com/podcast/s2e2-building-relationships-immigrant-communities-through-local-cultural-immersion
https://ellevationeducation.com/podcast/s2e2-building-relationships-immigrant-communities-through-local-cultural-immersion
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.internationalsnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Learning_Brief1_Final.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.internationalsnetwork.org/wp-content/uploads/2022/09/Learning_Brief1_Final.pdf
https://choiceliteracy.com/article/understanding-the-silent-period-with-english-language-learners/
https://choiceliteracy.com/article/understanding-the-silent-period-with-english-language-learners/
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://media.carnegie.org/filer_public/f6/04/f604e672-1d4b-4dc3-903d-3b619a00cd01/fe_report_fin.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://media.carnegie.org/filer_public/f6/04/f604e672-1d4b-4dc3-903d-3b619a00cd01/fe_report_fin.pdf
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SgoRN4n0GGs
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SgoRN4n0GGs
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.ilctr.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Four_Stages_Immigrant_Parent_Involvement.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.ilctr.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/05/Four_Stages_Immigrant_Parent_Involvement.pdf
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.isbe.net/Documents/4-versions-family-school-partnership.pdf#:~:text=not%20present%20%20%20Partnership%20School%20%20,%26%20stand%20...%20%204%20more%20rows%20
chrome-extension://efaidnbmnnnibpcajpcglclefindmkaj/https://www.isbe.net/Documents/4-versions-family-school-partnership.pdf#:~:text=not%20present%20%20%20Partnership%20School%20%20,%26%20stand%20...%20%204%20more%20rows%20
https://www.ilctr.org/engage-families-to-support-immigrant-students/
https://www.ilctr.org/engage-families-to-support-immigrant-students/
https://organizingengagement.org/models/framework-of-six-types-of-involvement/
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B2u4Y0vNrJL-M2l4bERqbHlnUDA/view?resourcekey=0-83Akx9zoraiTby6oWN1n-A
https://drive.google.com/file/d/0B2u4Y0vNrJL-M2l4bERqbHlnUDA/view?resourcekey=0-83Akx9zoraiTby6oWN1n-A
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Make Connections to Discover More 
about Multilingual Learners
Many professional organizations are dedicated to sharing 
information and advocating for multilingual learners. Follow 
on social media or visit the webpages of the organizations 
in Figure 4 to learn more about their efforts and current 
events. For example, Larry Ferlazzo is a veteran multilingual 
teacher who posts about his lessons and experiences. 
Follow him to participate in micro-learning that can be 
implemented in other classrooms.

Educators may also be interested in forming partnerships 
as a part of continuous improvement efforts at their 
schools. Many organizations can provide professional 
learning, coaching, or audit support to support educators in 
providing a warm, welcoming, and instructionally rigorous 
and accessible environment for multilingual learners and 
their families.
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Learn More
educationservices@rti.org

Connect with us to:

•	 support teachers in providing professional learning opportunities

•	 build capacity in your district for integrating effective instructional practices for multilingual learners

•	 develop leadership or teacher coaching support around instruction, policies, and practices and

•	 create a district or school audit to ensure equitable access to effective instruction.

Figure 4. Connections & Networks
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