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Mastering Language and Literacy 
through High-interest Content

The multilingual/English learners (EL) in our class-
rooms are first and foremost … kids. Like all our 
students, they are young people who have fasci-
nating, loving, and sometimes complicated fami-
lies and lives. However, our EL students have a set 
of unique, additional challenges around language 
acquisition. They must learn about the world in a 
language that isn’t their mother tongue. We 
expect them to learn the same content and meet 
the same standards (math, science, social studies, 
etc.) as every other student, but to do it in a 
language not their own—and ALSO to learn 
English, that new language. In other words, our EL 
students have two jobs instead of just one. 
Anyone who has simultaneously worked two jobs 
(as, sadly, many teachers have) knows the chal-
lenges and difficulties it entails. So how do we 
support our EL students as they navigate this 
terrain? What does the research tell us about the 
best ways to help them succeed?

The research and practice of how we teach read-
ing in the United States is, once again, undergo-
ing a major shift. Many US states and hundreds of 
districts are implementing processes in reading 
instruction based on the “science of reading.” 
(Schwartz, 2022).  

While a complete discussion about the science of 
reading lies outside the scope of this paper, one 
key shift happening in our classrooms as a part of 
these changes is a greater focus on content as a 
tool to help students succeed in English language 
arts (ELA)/reading and writing. (Boryga, 2022). For 
our secondary level students, understanding con-
tent in English becomes more critical for success 
with the higherexpectations students experience 
in high school.
 
A growing number of scholars and educators are 
arguing that the use of thoughtful, planned, 
sequenced content inclusion and the use of texts 
that “stretch” our students—rather than an exclu-
sive reliance on leveled or “just-right” books that 
do not fit into any focused content plan or may 
only randomly touch on content topics—is a more 
successful way to build both vocabulary and com-
prehension capacity, keep our students excited 
about learning, and support higher achievement 
results on standardized tests (Halverson, et al., 
2012; Lupo, et al., 2019; Wexler, 2019; Shanahan, 
2020).

“One key shift happening in our class-
rooms ... is a greater focus on content as 
a tool to help students succeed in English 
language arts, reading and writing”



Three areas where research has shown that con-
tent inclusion and the use of a combined content 
and language instructional plan are most helpful 
are: 1) using content to build literacy success;
2) vocabulary development; and 3) academic 
discourse and oral language

Educators and content scholars have been warn-
ing about the lack of time and effort given to con-
tent area instruction and the subsequent narrow-
ing of the elementary school curriculum for many 
years (Hirsch, 1987; Jerald, 2006; Pace, 2012; Fitch-
ett, et al., 2014; Colleary, 2022). In recent years, 
reading scholars and researchers have also joined 
the chorus of those who argue that solid content 
instruction in the elementary grades should not 
be ignored. Some suggest that it can actually help 
increase reading proficiency (Pondiscio, 2014; 
Shanahan, 2020; Hwang et al, 2022). Research has 
shown that students who are exposed to thought-
ful, progressive, grade-level appropriate content 
instruction show greater gains in vocabulary, 
comprehension, and writing. (Snow, 2005). Some 
have argued that student achievement gains 
have also been seen on standardized tests in read-
ing when, for example, more social studies con-
tent is taught. (Tyner & Kabourek, 2020). Our mul-
tilingual/English learners—those who are, 
remember, working two jobs—can be especially 
positively impacted. (August & Shanahan, 2006; 
Proctor, et al, 2011; Baker, et al., 2014). The benefits 
of teaching content as a base for secondary 
students who are English learners is also support-
ed by research (Short &amp; Boyson, 2012). 

In Vista’s Connect, Bridges and Engage pro-
grams, we see a consistent pattern of units 
built on engaging and motivating science and 
social studies content topics. These science and 
social studies topics, such as Our Country, The 
Animal World, Making the World a Better Place, 
and Journeys and Quests, grow and develop 
across grade spans for stronger progressive 
instruction. Each unit starts with a “Big Idea” or 
“Essential Question” inquiry to focus learning, and 
all units have a consistent content structure and 
routines to help students organize and retain 
information. We see clear student goals along 
with repeated opportunities for students to build 
background and deepen content knowledge.

Students and teachers are provided strategies, 
which are used to learn content and apply the 
content to their ELA practice, thus marrying the 
goals of ELA success and content instruction. 
Authentic texts, motivating literature and con-
tent-driven lessons are offered through print and 
digital resources to build capacity and address the 
proficiency needs of each student. 

1) Content Instruction
 and Literacy Success 
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2) Vocabulary Development

 

Research clearly shows the positive impact of 
strong vocabulary development on the academic 
success of multilingual/English learners (Gerston, 
1996; Carlo, et al, 2004; August, et al, 2005;Echevar-
ria & Goldenberg, 2017). 

Helping students build a strong toolbox of vocab-
ulary words and phrases in English can affect all 
elements of a student’s life and helps build the 
necessary foundation for a lifelong fluency in 
English. Explicit teaching of vocabulary words and 
academic vocabulary is critical to help students 
learn. (Proctor et al, 2011). Students must also have 
multiple exposures to new vocabulary words. 
Basic skills around context clues and morphology 
(the study of word parts) are also critically import-
ant ways to help all students, but most especially 
English learners, increase their vocabulary knowl-
edge (Echevarria & Goldenberg 2017). 

IIn Vista’s Get Ready! program, built especially for 
newcomers, vocabulary development is woven 
throughout each grade level. Multiple opportuni-
ties exist for students to experience, practice, and 
review new words, as well as utilize them in the 
context of their content learning. Throughout the 
program, students develop essential language 
and literacy skills as well as academic concepts 
and vocabulary. Using a variety of multimedia 
platforms, program elements such as dramatic 
presentational videos and animated tutorials 
introduce students to life in a US school, bring unit 
vocabulary and grammar to life, and allow for 
self-checks and personalized learning.

In Engage, Vista’s secondary level program, key 
academic vocabulary words are highlighted, 
defined, and focused on to help students compre-
hend and discuss text across different subject 
areas. In the digital support found in Engage, 
specifically aligned vocabulary tutorials provide 
practice and reinforcement.
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3) Academic Discourse 
and Oral Language 

 

A third critical element in students’ educational 
success can be found with the use of academic 
language and its role in improving oral language 
capacity. While sight word and social vocabulary 
are important, we know that the use of academic 
language can have especially positive impacts on 
all elements of a student’s learning (Sherris, 2008; 
Zweirs & Crawford, 2011). Building rich academic 
language should be one of the cornerstones of 
every student’s school experience. Providing mul-
tilingual/English learners the opportunity to also 
build oral language and have conversations 
around the new academic words and phrases 
they learn can be a key to their success. Using a 
range of strategies and media can also be helpful.

As Echevarria and Goldenberg state, “We begin 
with building academic vocabulary and then 
broaden to academic language more generally. 
As students strengthen vocabulary and other oral 
language skills, their reading and writing skills are 
more likely to improve.” (2017, p. 2). Weaving 
together the development of academic vocabu-
lary and oral language skills can be a powerful tool 
to help all students, but most especially those 
learning English at the same time as content. In 
Vista’s Connect (K–6), Bridges (6–8), and Engage 
(9–12) programs, the use of academic vocabulary 
and oral language development practice is seam-
less and integrated.  

Multilingual/English learners are provided critical-
ly important multiple practice opportunities while 
deepening their understanding of the academic 
content. Listening strategies allow teachers to 
demonstrate active listening—a very important 
piece of oral language practice—while monitoring 
student understanding. Students can then share 
their understanding of the listening strategy by 
sharing their thoughts via audio and video. 
Writing, literature-based discussions, and other 
practice opportunities are also offered to help 
build student capacity with every unit. At the 
lower grades, language frames are provided to 
give students the scaffolded support they need to 
succeed in this challenging but necessary type of 
academic dialogue. While at grades 9–12, the
Engage program provides multiple opportunities 
for students to debate topics and discuss contro-
versies and dialog with one another on topics 
related to their course work. Digital support such 
as “Video Virtual Chats” are also built into the 
program to encourage students to develop listen-
ing and speaking skills.
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Helping our multilingual/English learners 
succeed is one of the many important goals 
teachers face each day. Every teacher wants their 
students to soar, and by utilizing quality materials 
such as those provided by Vista, and by focusing 
on key elements supported by research, every 
teacher can achieve that goal. When thinking 
about our multilingual/English learners and the 
second job or “double duty” they are tasked with 
every day, let’s try to remember the importance 
of content and literacy instruction, building 
strong vocabulary, and the use of academic 
language and oral language skills as ways that we 
can make a difference in every student’s life and 
educational experience. 
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